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Luke 19:1-10 — He entered Jericho and was passing through it. A man was there named 
Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich. He was trying to see who Jesus was, but 
on account of the crowd he could not, because he was short in stature. So he ran ahead and 
climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way. When Jesus came to 
the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at 
your house today.” So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. All who saw it began to 
grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” Zacchaeus stood there 
and said to the Lord, “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I now give to the poor; and if I have 
defrauded anyone of anything, I now pay back four times as much.” Then Jesus said to him, 
“Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. For the Son of 
Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”  

Zacchaeus was a wee little man, a wee little man was he. Do Presbyterians know this song? He 
climbed up in a sycamore tree, for the Lord he wanted to see. Okay, that’s enough. It’s a fun little 
children’s song that helps us remember this bible story. But notice that it doesn’t say anything 
about this wee little man being a chief tax collector, who tried to make up for his short stature by 
taking on a powerful profession. The song doesn’t tell us what we know from last week’s 
sermon: that a chief tax collector would have gotten his wealth and power by taking from his 
own people for the Roman empire and for himself. So, nobody likes this wee little man, and for 
understandable reasons. And yet, the text tell us, he was trying to see who Jesus was.  

Who is this ordinary laborer from Nazareth, a backwater town that the locals love to hate on? 
Who is this carpenter turned traveling preacher, attracting crowds of hundreds, even thousands 
wherever he goes? Why does this man get called rabbi, “teacher,” although the Jewish officials 
have not authorized him to teach, and why does he keep calling himself “Son of Man” — or, a 
better translation, “the Human One”? Who is this mysterious and charismatic person who is said 
to perform great signs and wonders?  

Zacchaeus has some questions about Jesus. Like everyone else in the crowd, and — I imagine — 
like everyone here today. Having heard that Jesus is passing through the city of Jericho, 
Zacchaeus hopes to get some answers to his questions. Perhaps he can pull Jesus aside for a brief 
conversation. Perhaps Zacchaeus has heard that a tax collector named Matthew was among 
Jesus’ closest followers. That could be a good “in,” he thinks. 

But then, Zacchaeus arrives where the crowd has assembled, and he realizes that he’d be lucky 
just to catch a glimpse. There are scores of people, and most of them are presumably taller than 
Zacchaeus. But is the problem that Zacchaeus is short, or is there an underlying problem with the 
crowd here? We’re all familiar with situations in which someone taller is standing in front of 



someone shorter. Often, there’s an organic re-shuffling that happens: the shorter people make 
their way to the front, and the taller people get behind them. Even in large groups, like the one in 
our story, this is a conceivable solution. Zacchaeus just has to say, “Excuse me, I can’t see from 
where I’m standing. Do you mind if I just squeeze on through?”  

And there’s the problem: if Zacchaeus is going to see Jesus, the crowd is going to have to help 
him out. And many in this crowd know who Zacchaeus is, know that he’s a chief tax collector. If 
you were standing in a crowd with someone who had cheated you, someone who you thought 
had betrayed your community, and if that someone tapped you on the shoulder asked to move 
past you in a crowd, would you let them? Or would you just turn back around and ignore them? 
Zacchaeus doesn’t even bother to ask; by now, he is quite used to being rejected by his people. 
As one biblical commentator puts it, “The people don’t despise Zacchaeus because they are 
close-minded and judgmental; they despise him because he is a slimy, good-for-nothing thief. 
And he knows it.” And yet, this slimy, good-for-nothing thief was trying to see who Jesus was.  

So badly does Zacchaeus want to see Jesus that he resorts to an unconventional and even ignoble 
plan: he climbs a tree. A grown man, a rich and powerful man, climbs up a tree. He knows that 
he is risking the ridicule of the crowd, but he doesn’t care — or at least, he cares more about 
getting close to Jesus. 

In the Gospels, plenty of people seek out Jesus to speak with him. Very rarely, though, does Jesus 
seek out and speak to someone else. Especially when there’s a crowd around, Jesus is usually 
trying to get from Point A to Point B. He doesn’t dilly-dally. And yet, he sees Zacchaeus, sitting 
up in that tree, and he stops to speak with him — not just to speak with him, but to spend much 
of the day with him! Why? We don’t know for sure, but here’s my guess: I imagine that Jesus 
likes it when a person is willing to look a little silly for the sake of seeing him. Jesus notices and 
appreciates when a person steps out of a crowd and goes out on a limb, literally and figuratively, 
to get closer to him. Jesus wants our desire for God to exceed our desire to blend in.  

And it’s Zacchaeus’s desire for God, displayed in such undignified, unorthodox fashion, that 
matters most to Jesus — not his profession as a tax collector, not his upper-class status, not his 
mistakes or his sins or his ill repute in the eyes of his people. What matters most to Jesus is 
Zacchaeus’s determination to catch even just a glimpse of God. Which leads me to my question 
for us this morning: have we done any tree-climbing in recent months? Or, for that matter, in 
recent years? When was the last time our desire to blend in, to be comfortable, to be respectable 
was put aside because our desire for God was stronger? Friends, we are called to know God, to 
love God, to be loved by God, and to be a part of God’s transformative work in the world. But 
sometimes, the crowds keep us from our calling. When that happens, let’s keep our eyes open for 
trees to climb. Let’s be ready to go out on a limb.  

So, Jesus comes to Zacchaeus and says, “Hurry and come down, for I must stay at your house 
today.” As per usual, the crowd is surprised and upset by Jesus’ eagerness to fellowship with this 
sinful man. As one commentator puts it, “The grumbling of the crowd symbolizes the difficulty 



in any age to see that God is always moving beyond the boundaries of the official family of 
faith.” While the crowd grumbles, Zacchaeus is of course thrilled. And more than that: he is 
moved to repentance.  

Notice, though, that his repentance looks different from that of last week’s tax collector. If you’ll 
recall from Jesus’ parable, the tax collector prays in the temple and says, “God, have mercy on 
me, a sinner” — and because of this simple prayer, God declares him righteous. But Zacchaeus 
isn’t moved just to feel differently; he is moved to act differently. Zacchaeus is committing 
himself to economic restitution for those who have been defrauded and concrete provision for 
those who are under-privileged. In response to Zacchaeus’s commitment, Jesus says “salvation 
has come to this house.” Friends, salvation involves more than an inward, spiritual grace that 
ends in heavenly rest. It involves outward, physical actions that make a difference to the needs of 
people in the here and now. Zacchaeus receives salvation not simply because he feels sorry, but 
also because he is striving to live justly.  

After this service, during our fellowship hour, we’re going to fill a bunch of bags with non-
perishable food items, then deliver them to people who experience food insecurity. We call this 
Mission Meals, and we do it on the last Sunday of every month. It might not seem like a 
particularly hard tree to climb. But just as Jesus noticed that wee little man out on a limb, Jesus 
notices us, wee little people, as we perform small acts of justice and love. Amen. 


