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Zacchaeus 

My name is Zacchaeus.  Zacchaeus… it means “the righteous one”  or “the holy one.”  And when I was a 

kid, the name fit me.  How I enjoyed going to the synagogue on the Sabbath each week!  And traveling to 

Jerusalem with my family for the holy days—Passover, the Feast of Weeks, the Festival of Booths— the 

solemn services of sacrifice at the temple there…  the grandeur of the celebrations.   Back in Jericho, I loved 

learning about the Law and the Prophets from our rabbi, along with the other boys my age.  I would memorize 

the sacred words of scripture and discuss their meaning…  Especially, I was inspired by the prophesies about 

the Messiah, the king God promised to send to rule our nation.  I prayed every day that God would prepare for 

the coming of the Messiah soon.  Our country suffered under the brutal oppression of the Romans.  Violence 

and greed were everywhere.  Very few people followed God’s ways.  We needed the Messiah to set things right, 

to defeat the Romans, and to rule our country as God’s representative, with justice and peace.  I was passionate 

about my faith in God.  Zacchaeus… the righteous one…  that name fit me perfectly when I was a kid. 

But then I grew up.  Like my father before me, I became a tax collector…  Can you believe it?  A tax 

collector!  I was now working for the Romans, extorting money from my own people…  But it was a job, and I 

needed to support my family.  The way it worked, I set the taxes for each business transaction and for every 

merchant caravan.  It required a certain skill & shrewdness.  Almost all the money I collected went to the 

Romans, but I was entitled to keep the extra for myself, as my pay.  So, the higher I set the taxes, the more 

money in my own pocket.  Sure, it required cheating my fellow citizens, but that’s how the world works…  

They hated me, but they didn’t understand, if it weren’t me, it would have been someone else… 

I started out with a small area to cover…  but with timely bribes and careful manipulation, my territory 

grew.  I began to employ others to work under me, and being a good judge of character, I found just the right 

men who knew how to maximize profits.  Finally, I became the chief tax collector for the entire region of 

Jericho, the wealthiest district in all of Israel, except for the capital, Jerusalem.  Truth be told, I was rich now, 

but I earned my wealth, working hard, putting in long hours every day, seven days a week, no Sabbath for me 
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now, no time for worshipping God or studying the scriptures, no time for family or friends, the work consumed 

me. 

Did I have regrets?  I kept too busy to have time for regrets.  Still, sometimes late at night, I would think 

about how empty life had become.  It was all a rat race, and too soon, it ended in death.  God seemed so 

distant… if even there was a God at all…  Deep inside me, I kept wishing that something would change…  that 

God would speak to me, as he had when I was a kid.  There had to be something more to life than this…. 

Then, I began to hear rumors about a new teacher, a traveling rabbi by the name of Jesus.  They said that he 

had been preaching in the towns up north near the Sea of Galilee for the past 3 years, although he had never 

down south here in Jericho.  The reports were that he taught that God had not forgotten his people, that God was 

at work in the world, establishing his kingdom, a kingdom of righteousness and peace.  God wanted people to 

turn away from their sins, to repent, and turn back to God.  And God would welcome them and care for them as 

his own sons & daughters. That’s what they said this Jesus taught..  and that he taught with authority, with 

conviction, like the prophets in years long ago.  More than that, they said he healed the sick—those who were 

blind, or paralyzed, or afflicted with leprosy, all manner of sicknesses—as a sign of God’s power and love, and 

there were even rumors that he raised the dead to new life. 

Could it be true?  I wanted to hear this man, this Jesus, for myself.  But I was too busy to take time for a 

trip north to Galilee.  Then, I heard that Jesus was headed here to Jericho…  I could see him with my own eyes, 

and hear him with my own ears.  The day he came…  it was a bright Spring day, just a couple weeks before 

Passover.  I was amazed at the crowds that gathered in the street to see him.  Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who 

was anxious to hear his teachings.   In fact, I realized that I wouldn’t be able to see him at all.  As you notice, 

I’m quite short…  there was no way that I would be able to see him from the back of the crowd.  I tried to push 

my way through… but no one would make room for me…  I even tried to bribe those ahead of me, but they just 

treated me with contempt…   
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Then, I had an idea.  Up ahead, along the road, there was an ancient sycamore tree—tall & majestic—I 

could climb the tree.  It would be perfect—I would be able to see & hear clearly.  Even better, no one would see 

me.  I could avoid the hatred of the crowds towards me, the tax collector.  And, I could listen to Jesus without 

getting involved.  He wouldn’t ask me questions… he wouldn’t challenge my thinking…  he wouldn’t make 

uncomfortable requests…  He wouldn’t even know I was there. 

It wasn’t very dignified, but I had to hurry…  I ran through the back alleys of the city, and then doubled 

back to the main road, right near the sycamore tree.  I scrambled up the trunk before anyone could see me.  

Whew!  And just in time, because I saw the knot of people approaching and I knew that Jesus would be here 

soon…  Now, I could hear him teaching.  He was talking about God’s forgiveness and great love…  How God 

claimed each person as his own son or daughter…  Then he stopped talking, and looked up.  Right here.  Right 

where I was.  And he said, “Zacchaeus, make haste and come down, for I must stay at your house today.” 

How did he know my name?  And yet, to have Jesus call my name…  there was a warmth in his voice, a 

depth of understanding that’s hard to put into words.  Like he had known me all my life, and wanted to help me 

with my struggles now…  

But should I come down from the tree?  I realized that this was my moment of decision.  I could remain 

where I was, and my comfortable life would continue on just the way it was…  or I could come down, but then 

everything would change… everything! 

Jesus continued to look up at me, and there was peace and joy in his gaze.  I scrambled down the tree, then, 

and walked with Jesus toward my house, talking together all the way…  He spoke of the promise of the 

scriptures, that God wanted us to seek him with all our heart, and that when we turned to him, God would save 

us… God would save us from sin, and meaninglessness, and death.  That’s what I wanted for my life.  I realized 

that riches didn’t matter, power didn’t matter, influence didn’t matter…  a life lived with God, a life lived for 

God, that’s what mattered.  I asked Jesus to forgive my sins.  I promised Jesus that my life would change.  I 

wanted to live up to my name, Zacchaeus, I wanted to live a righteous, spiritual life from now on. 
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The crowd around us couldn’t hear all our conversation, but they were obviously angry that Jesus would 

choose to eat at my house, me a hated tax collector, who had despised God’s laws for so many years and 

cheated so many people with my dishonest ways.  I knew that my decision to follow Jesus could not just be a 

quiet, private choice.  I needed to publically state the change I felt in my heart.  And so I promised, “Lord, I will 

give half of my property to the poor, and for those whom I have defrauded, I will repay them four times the 

amount I cheated them, as required in the holy book of Leviticus.”  To give up all that wealth… to turn the 

purpose of my life from earning money to serving God, it was not easy, but it was like a burden was lifted from 

my heart.  And then, Jesus spoke the words I will never forget, “Today salvation has come to this house.”  I was 

filled with peace and joy. 

Let me tell you, what happened to me, can happen to you as well.  Perhaps you are struggling, looking for 

meaning in your life…  perhaps God seems distant…  perhaps you’d like to change, but worry about giving up 

comfortable patterns of life…  Just like for me, Jesus calls your name.  Listen…  can you hear him calling?   

He asks to come to your home, to your life.  It’s not easy to come down from that tree, to admit your sin, to 

ask for God’s forgiveness and help in beginning a new life…  It’s not easy to allow Jesus a greater place in your 

life, to live in your heart…  But when you do, God will fill your soul with new meaning, with His love and 

peace forever. 

Listen…  Jesus is calling your name. 

Amen. 


