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The story of Zacchaeus, the tax collector, is told in the gospel of 

Luke in a lively manner, and with interesting detail. Zacchaeus is 

one of the few in the Bible who is singled out for comment on the 

basis of his physical appearance, the fact that he was small in 

stature. Zacchaeus is full of contradictions – his shortness in 

stature and status present obstacles and the “grumbling” crowd is 

quick to judge both Zacchaeus and Jesus for their association. 

Jesus silences the crowd, calling Zacchaeus a “son of Abraham,” 

thus restoring him to the covenant community of Israel. Just as 

some people in Jesus’ day did not accept tax collectors, prostitutes, 

and Samaritans, some who consider themselves the “in crowd” 

today despise and exclude people they think are beneath them.  

 

Maybe part of the appeal of this story is because so many of us are 

not happy with our self-image. Plastic surgeons make millions of 

dollars changing the way people look while health clubs and 

manufactures of beauty products try to sell us the solution to 

perfect body. 

 

We live in a society that preaches that the solution to all the 

problems each of us face is better self-esteem, a more positive 

regard for our personal selves which translates as looking better. 

You can be a whole new person, and all you have to do is buy this 

home workout system, or that diet plan, or change your hair colour 

or… – all this in search of a more positive self-image. You can 

cure almost anything that ails you by improving your self-image. 

The story of Zacchaeus is about self-image and self-esteem.  
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According to the story, Jesus passes through Jericho and there he 

has an encounter with Zacchaeus, who is a chief tax collector and 

very rich. But in spite of his wealth, Zacchaeus had two big 

problems. First everybody hated him and he was an outcast 

because he was a tax collector working for the enemy, the Roman 

government. As far as his people were concerned he was a traitor. 

Zacchaeus saw the way people acted when he walked down the 

street or entered a room. He was isolated and had no friends. 

 

His other problem was height or rather the lack of it. The day that 

Jesus came to town, Luke tells us that there was a huge crowd 

gathered to greet him. Since Zacchaeus was short and couldn’t see 

over the heads of the people, and since he knew that the people 

were not about to let him get in front of them so he could see, 

Zacchaeus ran ahead to climb a sycamore tree to get a better view 

of the parade. Sort of like a child sitting on an adult’s shoulders to 

get a better view. 

 

So why was seeing Jesus so important to Zacchaeus? Why would 

he go to all that trouble just to catch a glimpse of Jesus as he 

passed by? Was he just curious? Or did he have some secret 

longings that he hoped Jesus would fulfill? Did he wonder, "Can 

Jesus really do the things I’ve heard about? Can he open the eyes 

of the blind and make the lame walk? Is he really as good a 

preacher as everybody says?" Could there have been some other 

reasons why Zacchaeus was up a tree, other than the fact that he 

was short?  
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Have you ever been up a tree? You know what I mean. Has there 

ever been a time in your life when you just didn’t know what to 

do? Has there ever been a time when you felt abandoned, even by 

your family and friends? Has there ever been a time when you 

were positive that nobody loved you? Has there ever been a time in 

your life when the problems you were experiencing made you feel 

like a total failure, made you feel that you were totally inadequate 

and you couldn’t cope with life even for one more day?  

 

The world is filled with people who are up a tree. We could easily 

make a long list of things that turn us into tree climbers: the loss of 

a loved one; the breakup of a special relationship; unemployment; 

financial problems, illness; addiction; physical, emotional, or 

sexual abuse, bullying and the list goes on and on. There are many 

people up a tree today, just as Zacchaeus was on the day Jesus 

came to town. 

 

Zacchaeus wanted to see who Jesus was. When Jesus came along 

with his entourage, he looked up in the sycamore tree and saw 

Zacchaeus perched on a branch and Luke says that Jesus called 

him by name, "Zacchaeus, come down right now and let’s go have 

some lunch at your house."  

 

Why was Jesus attracted to Zacchaeus? At the very beginning of 

the story, right up front, Luke tells us that Zacchaeus is not only 

the chief tax collector, but that he is also rich. And we know that 

Luke doesn’t have too many nice things to say about rich folks. 

They are the ones, according to Luke, who are sent away empty, 

the ones less likely to enter into the kingdom of heaven than a 

camel is likely to squeeze through the eye of a needle. 
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But Luke tells us that for some reason, Jesus was attracted to 

Zacchaeus. Look at the way Jesus plays with Zacchaeus. I can 

almost see the smile on Jesus’ face as he stands under that 

sycamore tree, looking up through the leaves, maybe calling 

Zacchaeus’ name out playfully. "Zacchaeus! Oh, Zacchaeus! I 

know you’re up there! I see you, you little rascal you!" Even the 

"hurry up and come down" sounds playful, doesn’t it? Especially 

since Jesus is inviting himself to lunch! It sounds a little bit like 

one child saying to another, "Hey, let’s go see what your mother is 

fixing for lunch, okay?"  

 

Surely Zacchaeus never expected this to happen! Jesus himself, 

calling him down from the tree and going home with a short, hated 

tax collector! Who would have thought it would happen? Not 

Zacchaeus but I think he was thrilled. The townspeople however 

not so much.  

 

"There he goes again, off to have lunch with another sinner! He’s 

never going to get anywhere doing things like that. I guess he’ll 

never learn!" 

 

And so Zacchaeus came down from the tree, took Jesus home with 

him, and then something happened. He confessed to Jesus. He 

didn’t hold anything back; he told it all. And then he made a 

promise to Jesus, "I’m going to give half of everything I own to the 

poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I will repay them four times 

the amount I cheated them out of.” You know I can think of a few 

people in Ottawa who might want to take a page from this story. 
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Scripture says that Jesus came to eat and drink with, to seek and to 

save, the lost. What does that mean for us? Are we lost? For many 

it means nothing because if you’re not lost or you don’t THINK 

you’re lost, then you don’t need Jesus or any other healer. Until I 

am willing to look deep and own who I am nothing can change. 

I’m still up in that tree, waiting. 

 

You see this story is about being honest with ourselves. This story 

is about recognizing our need to be healed. This story is about 

wanting to be transformed and then having the courage to climb 

down from that tree. The invitation is extended and is always 

extended "Come down from that tree and let’s dine together and 

talk."  

 

Will you? Amen. 


