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1 He entered Jericho and was passing through it. 2 A 

man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax 

collector and was rich. 3 He was trying to see who 

Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, 

because he was short in stature. 4 So he ran ahead 

and climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he 

was going to pass that way. 5 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.” 6 So he hurried down and was happy to 

welcome him. 7 All who saw it began to grumble and 

said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a 

sinner.” 8 Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, 

“Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the 

poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I 

will pay back four times as much.” 9 Then Jesus said 

to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, 

because he too is a son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of 

Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”  (Luke 

19:1-10) 

 



 

The story of Zacchaeus is such a great one, isn’t it? It’s 

so easy to picture the actions and reactions of each of the 

characters. It’s so easy to put ourselves in the place of 

Zacchaeus up that tree and to hear ourselves in the voice 

of the grumbling crowd. In the few minutes we have 

together this morning, I’d like to take a deeper dive into 

the story, focusing on the narrative details and paying 

particular attention to the ways that Zacchaeus is named 

and identified in the text.  

  

The story has four parts: The first is a narrative 

introduction by Luke (vv. 1-2), followed by two 

exchanges between Zacchaeus and Jesus (vv. 3-6 and 8-

10) that are separated by the interruption of the crowd (v. 

7). Luke starts off by giving us the first bit of 

information about Zacchaeus’ identity: he is a chief tax 

collector, which means he contracted with Rome to 

collect and remit taxes to Rome. The way tax collectors 

made their money was by collecting from each person 

the tax that was demanded by Rome and then a little – or 

a lot – more. This extra was theirs. Tax collectors were 

seen as extortionists and collaborators with imperial 
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Rome against the Jewish people. Luke tells us that 

Zacchaeus was rich, which means he was effective at 

squeezing money from his countrymen. As a chief tax 

collector, he may not have been the most hated man in 

Jericho … but then again, he may have been. 

  

Luke concludes his introduction by turning us towards 

the story proper. He tells us that Zacchaeus was trying to 

see who Jesus was, but he couldn’t because the crowds 

were too big, and he was too short. 

 

This is just background information, but there are some 

key details here that we don’t want to overlook. 

Zacchaeus was trying to see Jesus, and the tense of the 

verb tells us that this is something that he had been 

trying to do for a while. This wasn’t an impulse desire – 

like he heard Jesus was coming to town and wouldn’t it 

be cool to see the reputed miracle worker. No, he had 

had this desire for some time. Maybe he had heard about 

Jesus from his fellow tax collectors. After Jesus called 

Levi, another tax collector, to follow him, Levi threw a 

banquet in his home, and all his tax collector buddies are 

there, along with Jesus.1 Because people in the same 

profession often associated together socially as well, it is 

possible that Zacchaeus heard about Jesus from the other 

tax collectors. Luke also tells us in chapter 15, verse 1, 

that “all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near 

to listen to [Jesus].” Zacchaeus may have heard about 

Jesus through them, or perhaps through the excited 

crowds that were swelling around Jesus as he moved 

towards his final destination of Jerusalem. Luke wants 

us to know, though, that Zacchaeus knew about Jesus 

and, for some time, he had been trying to see him. 

  

In fact, Zacchaeus wanted to see Jesus so badly that he 

was willing to risk going out among the crowds. This 

was a dangerous undertaking for a tax collector. There 

were plenty of people who, anonymous in the crowd, 

would not have hesitated to shove or trip Zacchaeus or 

otherwise do him harm. That Zacchaeus was willing to 

risk this harm is further evidence of how much he 

wanted to see Jesus, as is the fact that he ran ahead of the 

crowd and climbed a tree. In that time and place, both 

running and tree climbing were seen as undignified, but 
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in his determination to see Jesus, Zacchaeus doesn’t 

seem to care. 

 

As the parade of people passes by, Zacchaeus does see 

Jesus from his perch in the tree. But, far more 

astonishing, Jesus sees him. Jesus stops beneath his tree, 

looks up, and says, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; 

for I must stay at your house today.” The first word 

Jesus says to Zacchaeus is his name. These two have 

never met. Jesus is not from Jericho and is simply 

passing through (v. 1) and so is unlikely to have heard of 

Zacchaeus by reputation. And yet, Jesus knows his 

name, and he uses it. Jesus has been known to call those 

who work against God’s will blind guides,2 whitewashed 

tombs,3 and a brood of vipers.4 In other words, Jesus is 

not one to mince words when the occasion merits it. But 

when he sees Zacchaeus – the cheater in chief of Jericho 

– he calls him by name.  

  

This is true for each one of us here today. When Jesus 

comes to us, he calls us by name. He knows who we are. 

He knows where we are – up a tree. Out on a limb. Up a 

creek. In the pit of despair. It is so easy to imagine that 

we and our small problems are invisible to God, who has 

much bigger problems to deal with. The story of 

Zacchaeus reassures us that Jesus knows where we are 

and Jesus knows who we are. He knows our name. Even 

as we sit here this morning, he calls us by name. 

 

There is something unique about what Jesus says to 

Zacchaeus here: nowhere else does Jesus invite himself 

over to someone else’s house. It was rude by the 

standards of first-century mores. However, that’s not 

what is going on here. Jesus’ words, “I must” – I must 

stay at your house today – indicate not human need but 

rather divine agency and divine urgency: God is up to 

something here, and Jesus is not about to allow first-

century etiquette to get in the way. 

  

As soon as Zacchaeus hears Jesus’ words, he comes 

right down from the tree and is “happy to welcome him” 

(v. 6). The verb “welcome” used here is not the word 

Luke most often uses for welcome. Instead, Luke uses 

the verb, kataluō, which is related to the word for “inn” 

back in Luke 2:7 – “And she gave birth to her firstborn 

son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a 

manger, because there was no place for them in the inn 

(katalumati).” When Jesus was born in the city of David, 

Bethlehem, there was no welcome for him from his own 

people, his own kin. But here in Jericho, someone who 

has strayed far from the path of right living is excited to 
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make room for Jesus in his home. God is up to 

something here!  

 

At this point in the story, the first dialogue between 

Zacchaeus and Jesus comes to an end, interrupted by the 

complaint of the people: “All who saw [the exchange 

between Jesus and Zacchaeus] began to grumble and 

said, ‘He has gone to be the guest of one who is a 

sinner’” (v. 7). Usually it is the Pharisees and scribes 

who are complaining about the company Jesus keeps, 

but not here. This time it is the people in the crowd who 

grumble. And who can blame them? They hate 

Zacchaeus because he extorts money from them to line 

his own pockets.  

 

Notice what they call him: a sinner.  In Jesus’ day, this 

term was reserved for unrepentant people who 

repeatedly and consistently failed to live by the 

requirements of Torah. The crowd is identifying him as 

someone habitually outside the good boundaries of 

God’s law. Someone who really doesn’t deserve Jesus’ 

attention. Someone too far gone to be rescued by the 

Lord. Jesus, who knows Zacchaeus’ wrongdoing, calls 

him by name. The people, who also know Zacchaeus’ 

wrongdoing, call him sinner.  

 

This all sounds a little familiar to us today, doesn’t it? I 

am pretty sure that if we heard each other’s stories, some 

folks here would tell of times when people within the 

church failed to let them be more than the sum of their 

mistakes and failures and addictions and lost jobs and 

broken marriages. And I know at least one of us here 

would tell of times when she, like the people of Jericho, 

was better at identifying sin in others than in recognizing 

a heart that was longing, longing to see Jesus, if only 

that heart could catch a glimpse of Jesus in the midst of 

the Christian crowd. 

  

But the crowd isn’t just calling Zacchaeus a sinner; the 

crowd is, in fact, criticizing Jesus for going to be 

Zacchaeus’ guest, for accepting his welcome – again, the 

verb is kataluō. They begrudge Jesus a place of welcome 

and rest because in their eyes, Zacchaeus’ house is not a 

proper place for a rabbi to go, and Jesus should know it. 

In the first century, to eat with sinners meant that you 

took on the stench of their sin. The crowds cannot 

imagine that Jesus can lift Zacchaeus up, only that 

Zacchaeus will bring Jesus down. Though they do not 

realize it, they are criticizing the Lord of the universe. 

Doubting his ability to find and save the lost. Failing to 

understand his compassion, mercy and love. 

4 Matthew 12:34  
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Underestimating his boundless, sovereign power to do 

whatever he wills when he wills it.  

  

Can you relate to the crowd? I sure can, and I imagine 

you can, too. We have been in the place of that crowd, 

judging others, assuming by some self-made criterion 

based on how people look or how they act or how they 

vote … we have assumed that they are beyond the reach 

of God’s love and grace. And therefore, unlike Jesus, we 

have no sense of urgency that TODAY God may be up 

to something in their lives, and he may want to use us in 

his plan. Not only are we judging people God loves as 

beyond the grace of the gospel, but even worse, we are 

judging God’s right to save whomever he will. We are 

revealing how little we know of God’s character and 

heart. We are putting ourselves in God’s place though 

we are singularly unqualified to do so – the creature 

attempting to stand in for the Creator. God, forgive us! 

  

Once the interruption of the crowd is over, Zacchaeus 

does something astonishing: he looks at Jesus and says, 

“Half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; 

and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay 

back four times as much” (v. 8).  Notice what Zacchaeus 

calls Jesus: “Lord.” Between the time he climbed that 

tree and now, he has come to identify Jesus as Lord. 

What do you think caused the change? Was it Jesus 

calling him by name? Was it Jesus inviting himself over 

to stay at his house? Was it the joy that Zacchaeus 

experienced as he welcomed Jesus with hospitality? Was 

it the voice of the crowd as they called him a sinner and 

criticized Jesus? We don’t know. The text doesn’t tell us 

what brought about this change of heart. 

 

But a change of heart it is! When Zacchaeus says, “If I 

have defrauded anyone,” the Greek grammar is very 

clear that Zacchaeus knows that he has, indeed, cheated 

others. He is not defending himself, saying “If I did 

cheat anyone – but I know I didn’t – I’ll pay them back.” 

No, in humility, he is making a public confession of his 

sin. And the restitution he is imposing on himself is 

severe: he will give half his possessions to the poor. 

From the other half, he will pay back fourfold everyone 

he has defrauded. By the time he is done making 

restitution, it is unlikely that the chief tax collector will 

be a wealthy man anymore.  

 

A final element to note in Zacchaeus’ words is the 

insufficiency of knowledge without action. According to 

the text, no one told Zacchaeus how he ought to make 

restitution, but on his own, he offered a solution that 

meets the most stringent provisions of the Law of 
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Moses. So Zacchaeus knew what was the right thing to 

do – he already had that knowledge within him. Yet he 

continued to extort money from his fellow Jews in order 

to make himself richer. Knowing the right thing to do 

became effective only when it followed his 

understanding of Jesus as Lord and when it was 

converted into right action. This is the hallmark of 

discipleship: Naming Jesus as our Lord and giving him 

our allegiance is the first and critical step. Knowing or 

learning what is required of us as followers of Jesus is a 

key part of growing up in the faith. But all that good 

biblical knowledge is good for nothing if we do not put 

it into action and live by it. This is why, following the 

sermon every week, we are asked to reflect on and 

respond to two questions: What is Jesus saying to us and 

what are we going to do about it? Zacchaeus shows us 

how necessary it is to connect our faith with our actions. 

 

Zacchaeus has said his part, and now Jesus responds 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 save the lost” (vv. 9-10). It bears noting 

that salvation did not come to Zacchaeus because he 

changed his behavior and made restitution. The whole 

witness of Scripture tells us that we are saved by grace 

through faith, not by any action or work that we do.5 

Instead, his making restitution reveals the changed heart 

that comes when we make Jesus Lord of our life.  

 

In response to Zacchaeus’ shift of allegiance from 

money as lord to Jesus as Lord, salvation comes to 

Zacchaeus and blessing to his entire household. The 

divine urgency of verse 5 – TODAY I must stay at your 

house – resolves in verse 9 into a divine pronouncement 

of eternal life – TODAY salvation has come. Jesus 

identifies Zacchaeus as a true son of Abraham. This 

hearkens back to the words of John the Baptizer to the 

crowds: “Bear fruits worthy of repentance. Do not begin 

to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 

ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to 

raise up children to Abraham” (Luke 3:8). Zacchaeus 

had always been a son of Abraham according to the 

flesh. Now he is revealed as a true son of Abraham 

according to faith in Jesus. In other words, Jesus says 

that Zacchaeus is now truly part of the family of God. 

The reason why is explained by Jesus’ closing words: 

“For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the 

lost” (v. 10).  

 

In the Gospels, the lost are not those who are damned; 

they are those who have lost their way. The lost coin 

needed to be found and put with the other coins. The lost 
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sheep needed to be found and returned to the flock. The 

lost son needed to wander home, where his father could 

welcome him back to the place where he was truly 

known and had a meaningful purpose. This was and is 

the mission of Jesus: finding and saving those who seem 

beyond the reach of grace. But God’s grace is always a 

scandal, always willing to seek out those who are 

undeserving, which, in the end, is each one of us. 

 

And Christ’s seeking is determinative and effective. 

Remember how at the beginning of the story, Zacchaeus 

was trying to see Jesus? The Greek literally says that “he 

was seeking to see Jesus” and so he waded into the 

crowd and climbed that tree. Here at the close of the 

story, however, we find that Jesus is also seeking – the 

very same verb in Greek. And so he wades through the 

crowd to stand under a tree and invite himself over for 

dinner. We think we are the ones seeking Jesus, but in 

the end, we find out that it was Jesus’ seeking that made 

our seeking possible in the first place, thanks be to God! 

 

As we bring our time in this text to a close, I want to 

look back on the four ways Zacchaeus is identified over 

the trajectory of this story: In his role as narrator, Luke 

identifies Zacchaeus as a chief tax collector. Then, the 

very first word that Jesus says in this story is Zacchaeus’ 

name. The crowd counters by calling Zacchaeus a 

sinner. But Jesus has the last word. The one who came to 

seek and save the lost identifies Zacchaeus as a son of 

Abraham, a member of God’s family. And this is the 

final word that anyone gets to speak in the text. 

Everything else that was said about Zacchaeus is true. 

But it is also eclipsed by the greater truth that Zacchaeus 

was born into the family of God through his faith in 

Jesus as Lord. This is the ultimate marker of Zacchaeus’ 

identity: a member of God’s family. This is not a status 

that Zacchaeus earned but rather one that he received by 

the grace of God.  

 

For anyone who is in Christ, this is your core identity, 

too. This is the truest thing about you: that you are a 

beloved son, a beloved daughter, of the living God. This 

is often not the message that the world tells us, not the 

message that the anonymous crowd whispers behind our 

back or says to our face. This is not the testimony of our 

personal history, where the facts of our past are part of 

our story – sometimes told with accuracy and sometimes 

told on a never-ending loop that highlights our failures 

and shortcomings as if they were beyond the touch of 

Christ’s grace. Nor is our belovedness in Christ the 

prevailing message of western culture, which tells us 

that the ultimate thing is to be true to ourselves 
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according to whatever standard of truth we create for 

ourselves. The final word that Jesus speaks to Zacchaeus 

– and to us – is that left to our own devices and apart 

from him, we are lost. But once united to Christ through 

faith by grace, we truly and eternally carry the name of 

God’s beloved daughters and sons. 

  

As we gather around this table this morning, we come 

remembering the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, the 

shedding of his blood, his death for our sins. But may we 

also come with joy and delight, remembering Jesus’ 

final word in this story: That our deepest identity lies in 

the love of God, who calls us his daughters and sons. As 

John the Beloved wrote, “See what love the Father has 

given us, that we should be called children of God; and 

that is what we are.”6 Amen. 

 



 

“The Next Step” 

A Resource for Life Groups and/or Personal 

Application 
  

1. Read Luke 19:1-10. What do you notice as you read 

through the text this time? 

 

2. Why do you suppose the crowd grumbled against 

Jesus (v. 7)? What does their grumbling reveal about 

them? Do you ever find yourself complaining 

against God? What might that reveal about you? 

 

3. What happens in verses 3-7 that prompts Zacchaeus’ 

words (and change of heart) in verse 8? 

 

4. Re-read Jesus’ words in verses 9-10. Why, exactly, is 

Zacchaeus saved? (Hint: it’s not because he plans to 

make restitution and give away half of his 

possessions.) 

 

5. Luke was not anti-rich, but he did have a lot to say 

about how the status-quo use of wealth could be an 

impediment to living a Kingdom life (e.g., Luke 

6:24-25a, 12:13-21, 18:18-30). The story of 

Zacchaeus is Luke’s “final word” in his Gospel 

about having and using wealth. How does the story 

of Zacchaeus help resolve the tensions in Luke’s 

Gospel between being rich, being a sinner, and being 
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saved? What is, ultimately, the most important 

thing?  

 

6. For those who are in Christ, the truest thing about who 

we are is that we are sons and daughters of 

Abraham, beloved daughters and sons of the Father 

(1 John 3:1). This is our core identity. How does this 

truth affect (or, how do you wish it affected) how 

you see God, how you see yourself, how you receive 

praise and criticism from others, and/or how you 

face adversity and suffering? 

 

7. What is Jesus saying to you through this Bible text 

and sermon? What is one small but tangible step you 

might take in response that will help you follow 

Jesus more faithfully and love him more 

wholeheartedly?  

 



 

Table to Table: 

A question for kids and adults to answer together. 
  

“You are ____.” If God were to fill in that blank about 

you, what do you think God would say? (Check out 1 

John 3:1!) After you think about the story of Zacchaeus 

together, fill in this blank:  “I am ____.” 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 


