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He was a bad guy. He knew it. The whole town knew it.  

But it hadn’t always been that way. As he sat, uncomfortably awkward in the lower 

branches of that tree, he thought about his life. 

He was raised in a good Jewish household with good Jewish parents and good Jewish 

friends. He studied the Torah, the law of his people. He grew up, along with the rest of his 

people, loving God and hating the Roman oppressors.  

He found security and identity as a part of his family and as a member of the larger 

community, bound together by history, by tradition, and by love of God and one another. He 

wouldn’t have voiced it that way, but his heart belonged to God. 

And then, something changed. He couldn’t point to the exact moment. He started to 

notice that there were some in the community who had things he didn’t have; nicer clothes, 

nicer food, nicer houses. And he thought to himself how happy they must be. He thought to 

himself how nice it would be to live like them. And the more he thought about it, the more he 

wanted it. 

Well, one thing led to another and eventually, someone asked him if he’d like to work as 

a tax collector. His first instinct was to reject it out of hand. All the tax collectors he knew were, 

for want of a better word, evil. They worked for the hated Romans, collecting the Roman taxes, 

and then extorting as much as they could on top of that. They were basically thieves and 

traitors to the Jewish people, and everyone knew it. The people hated them and ostracized 

them. 



On the other hand, they made good money. And he told himself that if he did it, he 

wouldn’t be one of the bad ones. He would only collect what was fair and just.  

And so, he took the job. And he was good at it. Very good. At first, he only took what 

was fair and just, but it wasn’t long before he was skimming a little off the top, and then more, 

and then more; before long, he was twisting arms, then legs, then calling in the soldiers. The 

money was just so tempting, he couldn’t resist. He was so good at his job that the Romans put 

him in charge of a whole group of tax collectors. 

And so, before he knew what had happened, he found himself on the outside looking in. 

He had the nicest house in town, the nicest clothes, the nicest food. And everyone hated him. 

Not only was he a tax collector, he was the CHIEF tax collector. He was taking a cut from the 

cuts the tax collectors were taking. He was literally sucking the lifeblood out of his community, 

the community that had raised him and loved him. 

So, as he sat in that tree, he wondered why he was there. He still couldn’t quite explain 

it to himself. By the world’s standards, he had it all. But it seemed like the better the house, the 

better the clothes, the better the food, the better the stuff, the more dissatisfied he felt. He 

had finally come to the bitter realization that he wasn’t going to find meaning or joy in any of 

that stuff.  

But what could he do. His community had rejected him. And he was a bad guy. He had 

done bad things—really bad things—to the people who were closest to him in the world. 

Certainly, God had rejected him as well. 

But then, he had heard about this man named Jesus. Well, actually, he had heard about 

him on and off for the last 3 years or so. Jesus claimed to have a special connection to God. 



Some people even said he claimed to BE God. In any case, Zacchaeus knew he could heal. He’s 

just healed a blind man as he entered town. But Zacchaeus needed a different kind of healing. 

He needed a new heart, a healed heart. He had lost his way. His heart no longer belonged to 

God. He didn’t know whether Jesus could do anything about it, but he figured there was 

nothing to lose.  

So, there he was, alone, up in that tree, trying to get a glimpse of Jesus through the 

branches and the crowd, wistfully wishing he could be a part of that crowd, when suddenly 

Jesus was there. And suddenly, inexplicably, Jesus was looking up. And suddenly, and just as 

inexplicably, Jesus was talking to him. 

Out of the huge throng of people, Jesus had seen him. And, having seen him, hadn’t 

ignored him, like everyone else did. He hadn’t considered him a dirtbag or a traitor. Maybe it 

was because he was up in that tree. Maybe Jesus recognized just how much Zacchaeus wanted 

to see Jesus.  

Whatever it was, Jesus was there. He’d seen Zacchaeus, and, miraculously, he seemed 

to be inviting himself to Zacchaeus’ house. Now, this was a big deal. It was a huge deal. By 

offering to sit down and eat with Zacchaeus, Jesus was accepting him. It was like he was 

accepting him into his family. He was offering Zacchaeus something he hadn’t experienced in 

years. He was offering community, he was offering fellowship, he was offering love. 

And, in that instant, Zacchaeus’ heart was changed. To tell the truth, he hadn’t really 

thought it was possible. He hadn’t really, deep down, thought Jesus could heal what was wrong 

with him. But he had been willing to give it a shot and sure enough, Jesus could not only heal 

the blind and the sick, he could heal a broken, empty heart. 



Zac scrambled out of the tree and hurried home with Jesus and, as he did so, his heart 

filled more and more with the love and acceptance that Jesus had offered him. HIM, even him, 

a sinner among sinners. 

Now, of course, no one else understood what was going on. All they saw was Jesus, this 

supposed holy man, going off to share fellowship with the worst of the worst: the man who had 

sucked so many of them dry. They wondered whether Jesus really was who he claimed to be, if 

he couldn’t tell the difference between them and Zacchaeus. They wondered at the unfairness 

of it all; was Jesus’ head turned by Zacchaeus’ wealth? And so they grumbled and complained.  

But Jesus knew what he was doing. He knew that it didn’t matter what Zacchaeus had 

done. It didn’t matter what any of the folks in that crowd had done. Jesus knew something that 

they didn’t know. He knew that there were no degrees of sin. He knew that, although from the 

townspeople’s perspective, Zacchaeus’ sin might be the worst of all, from God’s perspective, it 

wasn’t any different than theirs. They had all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. Yet 

among them all, maybe BECAUSE of the magnitude of his sin, maybe because of the magnitude 

of his hurt and alienation, Zacchaeus was the only one to realize it. 

 So he walked with Zacchaeus to his house, and as they walked together, Zacchaeus’ 

heart overflowed with joy. What, just a few minutes before had been a dry, shriveled thing, all 

but dead, was now bursting at the seams with love, not only for Jesus, but for his people—all 

the people he had hurt over the years, all the people he now understood were his brothers and 

sisters, created, like him, in the image of God. 

And so, as he sat there at the table with Jesus, Zacchaeus said something that an hour 

before, he wouldn’t have even considered. He told Jesus he would give half of what he owned 



to the poor, far more than the tithe he had been reluctantly giving to the synagogue, and then 

only when he was reminded. And more than that, he would pay back four times what he had 

extorted from his people, far, far more than the 20% required by the law. His heart no longer 

belonged to money, nor did it belong to the law. 

He could now see that despite his money, despite his possessions, he had been lost. But 

Jesus had sought him out; Jesus had found him. And, having found him, Jesus had saved him. 

Jesus had given him the gift of a new heart.  

And Zacchaeus wanted nothing more than to return the gift. To give that heart back to 

Jesus, to dedicate himself, his whole self, to loving those Jesus loved, and helping those Jesus 

helped. 

 

 


