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In Luke 19 we see Jesus inviting himself to a meal with a tax collector. The tax collectors worked 

for the Romans, what we might call “collaborators with the enemy.” They were given contracts to 

collect the money the Romans levied on conquered nations. They made a living by collecting more 

than the Romans asked for, pocketing the difference. The problem was, that they had the force of 

the Roman army behind them to protect them and enforce their tax-collecting. They could then 

collect more than they were entitled to, making themselves rich in the process. Now it was not 

wrong for the Romans to collect taxes: that is how the administration of a country is funded. When 

Jesus was asked whether or not to pay taxes to the Romans, he asked for the coin used to pay the 

taxes, and pointed out that it had Caesar’s image on it. He said then, Give to Caesar what is 

Caesar’s (his taxes) and give to God what is God’s (your total allegiance). Jesus was not saying that 

things were split 50/50 between Caesar and God, so you could have two separate allegiances. Jesus 

said that you cannot serve two masters, God and money. Paying taxes to Caesar was part of your 

legitimate duty. Paul said in Romans 13:6-7, “This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are

God’s servants, who give their full time to governing. Give everyone what you owe him: if you owe 

taxes, pay taxes.” So paying taxes to Caesar was part of allegiance to God – giving to God what is 

God’s involves accepting responsibility to pay taxes to the governing authorities as your obedience 

to God, since the government is God’s servant.

Paying taxes was not in itself a bad thing: it was something that God commanded as an obligation to

support the government. This is why, then, when tax collectors came to John the Baptist to be 

baptised, they asked John what they should do to carry out his instruction to “produce fruit in 

keeping with repentance.” [Luke 3:8] What did John tell them? Stop collecting taxes? No, he said 

“Don’t collect any more than you are required to.” [Luke 3:13] So repentance from sin for a tax 

collector meant carrying on doing their job, but not taking more than they should. It was not an 

opportunity to line their own pockets by extorting more than they were meant to take: it was a task 

to fulfil honestly.

But despite this, the tax collectors in the time of Jesus were considered to be dishonest and corrupt, 

exploiting their position for their own advantage. They were more or less the “worst” sinners in 

Israel. But this did not deter Jesus one bit. There are many stories about him going to the houses of 
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tax collectors to have a meal and to teach and heal. In fact Jesus got such a reputation for 

associating with the “bad” people that the Pharisees frequently criticised him for doing so. But that 

did not deter Jesus, since he said it was his mission to mix with such people since they were the 

ones who needed to hear his message of repentance, while the Pharisees considered themselves 

righteous and did not need to repent. In fact one of his most famous stories was the one about the 

tax collector and the Pharisee who went to the temple to pray. [Luke 18:9-14]

It is notable that Jesus used a Pharisee and a tax collector to draw the strongest possible contrast. It 

would be hard to imagine two more different people to make his point. Jesus even said that if there 

is someone in the church who sins against another and refuses to repent, he is to be treated as you 

would a tax collector. So refusal to repent of sin is equivalent to being a tax collector.

But one of the key messages from this parable is that it is possible for the worst sinners in Israel to 

find mercy from God if they are prepared to admit their sins and repent. 

And so we come to the story of Zacchaeus [Luke 19:1-10].

From the beginning of this story we learn two things about Zacchaeus: he was a wealthy tax 

collector, and he was a short man.

We can assume that he had heard something about Jesus given that he became part of a crowd of 

people all wanting to see Jesus. Had he heard that Jesus was not hostile to tax collectors as other 

people were? The reputation of Jesus as a healer spread far and wide which is why any time he 

appeared in one of the towns, crowds of people came to him for healing. Even when he was out in 

the countryside, if people heard he was there they would mob him just the same way. So it is not 

unlikely that the fact that he mixed with the outcasts of society, the tax collectors, the prostitutes, 

and other sorts of bad people, was also part of the reputation he had gained over the years of his 

ministry. 

But even aside from that, Jesus was someone whom everyone wanted to see when he arrived 

somewhere, even if like the Pharisees they just wanted to debate with him and see if they could trap 

him in making statements that they could use to accuse him of wrongdoing. No doubt everyone was

curious – Jesus was the superstar of the day, the media celebrity, the person everyone was talking 

about. 

So it was quite natural for Zacchaeus to want to see Jesus as well as everyone else. But the crowds 

of people were packed together so that he could not see. Perhaps this is because nobody would 

move aside to let a short man see – after all, he was a tax collector, and wealthy with it. What did it 
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mean when it stressed that he was wealthy? Simply that he had used his position to the fullest 

advantage to extort as much money as he could from his fellow Jews, while working for the hated 

Romans. Now the people couldn’t do anything to Zacchaeus, since he had the protection of the 

Romans, who wanted to make sure that the people doing their dirty work for them in collecting 

taxes were able to get on with it. If tax collectors were beaten up or murdered on a regular basis, 

that would make it hard for the Romans to find people to collect taxes and they would soon run out 

of money to keep the army and the governors funded, let alone not being able to send their due 

portion to Caesar in Rome, to keep the centre of the Empire funded. But that did not mean that tax 

collectors were liked – not at all, possibly the crowd pressed more tightly against each other to stop 

Zacchaeus from getting to the front of the crowd so he could see. It says he wanted to see who Jesus

was, “but could not because of the crowd.” Other people managed to see despite the crowd, but they

were not making it easy for this hated short man to get a chance. Despite his popularity Jesus was 

still treated with suspicion because of his association with tax collectors and prostitutes – so perhaps

the crowd thought, we can’t keep Jesus away from tax collectors, but we might be able to keep the 

tax collectors, especially this wealthy, short one, away from Jesus.

But Zacchaeus was not going to give up that easily. He ran ahead of the crowd and climbed a tree so

he could see Jesus, who was coming that way. So far so good. But wasn’t Zacchaeus surprised when

Jesus looked up at him in the tree and called him by name! How did Jesus know he was called 

Zacchaeus? We might perhaps think that since Jesus was the Son of God come to be with us in the 

flesh that of course he knew who Zacchaeus was – God knows all of us by name. But we can’t go 

down that route since that inevitably leads to the conclusion that Jesus was not really human at all, 

he was just God in disguise, which then means that Jesus was not one of us and so could not die for 

our sins on our behalf. So what then? There are two other options which are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive. We know that Jesus performed his healings and cast out demons through the 

power of the Holy Spirit which had come upon him at his baptism, and it was this power resting on 

him that enabled him to perform his various miracles. He was truly human, and carried out his 

ministry as a human, but endowed with the power of the Holy Spirit. In the same way, we are also 

called to carry out our ministry empowered by the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus was. He is the one we 

should follow, and if we do then we will also know the power of the Spirit working through us.

But we don’t need to suggest that it was by some miracle that Jesus knew who Zacchaeus was 

(although that is quite possible). It could be that he knew who Zacchaeus was because of the 

comments of the crowd around him – “Look at that idiot Zacchaeus – he can’t see because he’s so 

short so he has gone and climbed a tree, just like a kid – how undignified. Perhaps that is all you 
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can expect of a tax collector anyway.” So maybe that was all that happened: Jesus picked up on the 

comments of the crowd, but then he did something which neither Zacchaeus nor the crowd 

expected, although given his reputation it is not that surprising. Jesus called to Zacchaeus to come 

down, why? Because Jesus said “I must stay at your house today.” Jesus invited himself to be a 

guest of Zacchaeus. So Zacchaeus came down out of his tree and with gladness took Jesus into his 

home. And as we can expect, the crowd was not pleased about this at all. They complained that 

Jesus had gone to be the guest of a sinner. Now usually in these accounts, we might expect Jesus to 

say something like “I came to save sinners so what do you expect? I can’t reach them if I don’t mix 

with them.” That is typically the kind of thing he said on other occasions. But no, before Jesus can 

say anything, Zacchaeus stands up and says, “Look Lord.” Now this wasn’t just convention, or 

politeness, no, Zacchaeus was stating that he acknowledged that Jesus held authority and was then 

going to act accordingly – so he said “Look, Lord, here and now I am giving half of my possessions 

to the poor.” This is not long after another wealthy man had come to Jesus and asked what he had to

do to inherit eternal life [Luke 18:18-23]. He was not pleased with the response of Jesus, who told 

him to sell everything that he had and to give it to the poor and then follow Jesus. So Jesus said then

how hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of heaven!

But what do we find here? Someone saying they will give away half of what they own. Not all of it,

only half of it. Should we perhaps expect that Jesus would then say, no, not half, the lot. After all, 

isn’t that what he said to the other wealthy man? Give it all away? So is Jesus inconsistent, 

demanding 100% from one person, but accepting 50% from someone else? Perhaps we can look at 

it this way: the rich man came to Jesus asking how to inherit eternal life. He said he had kept all the 

commandments, but Jesus said that even that was not enough – the commitment to the kingdom of 

God had to be total, and so he needed to go even further than just keeping the commandments. But 

Zacchaeus was not asked to do anything – he spontaneously volunteered to give away half his 

possessions. Not only that, he also admitted that he had cheated people over their taxes, taking more

than was just. And to put things right, he intended to pay back four times the amount. Could he do 

that? Yes, the tax records were fairly comprehensive as the Romans wanted proof that everyone had 

paid their share, and no doubt Zacchaeus could tell exactly who he had cheated and for how much, 

and so it was quite possible for him to make restitution. Why four times? Anyone who stole a sheep 

had to pay back four sheep in return [Exodus 22:1]. When Nathan told David the story of the poor 

man who was cheated out of his lamb, he said that whoever had done this had to pay back four 

times over, not knowing that Nathan had trapped him over his sin with Bathsheba [2 Samuel 12:6]. 
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So when Zacchaeus said he would pay back four times he was following the commandment in 

Exodus to pay restitution four times over, which shows that this tax collector was familiar with the 

Law in Exodus and probably the story of David and Bathsheba. 

So what was the response from Jesus? Surprisingly, perhaps, he said “Today salvation has come to 

this house.” But we don’t read anywhere that Zacchaeus was confronted with his sin, that he 

repented and confessed his sin and asked forgiveness. No we don’t, but we know that he was a 

repentant man, since he did what was required: he made restitution for his sins. He offered to give 

half of his wealth to the poor – why? Because no doubt he had made money in various ways over 

the years which made him wealthy, and it was not possible to identify those individuals who should 

be compensated. But he offered to give a substantial amount to the poor in compensation for that. 

And of course, he said he would pay back four times the amount he had cheated out of known 

individuals. Now that was also a significant amount, since paying back what he had cheated would 

make a significant dent in his wealth – leaving only the legitimate amount he was entitled to charge 

over and above the tax amount. But wait – he was not going to pay back the amount he had cheated,

but four times that amount. So that not only returns the excess but now cuts into his legitimate 

profits. And probably more than just his profits – probably it would take some of his accumulated 

capital as well. So we can see why Jesus was not worried about him giving away only half of his 

wealth – by paying back four times the amount he had cheated, he would be making a serious dent 

in the other half. How much, we can’t tell, but he would be ending up with far less than half of his 

current wealth. 

But the amount he was to give away was not the point. What Jesus said about salvation coming that 

day to this house is not because Zacchaeus was asked to make reparations, and agreed to do so. No, 

salvation was evident in the fact that Zacchaeus volunteered to do this without being asked. As John

the Baptist had said to the tax collectors earlier, “Show the fruits of repentance.” Zacchaeus did that 

in abundance. And because he had shown fruits of repentance, Jesus was able to say to everyone 

that Zacchaeus had received salvation, that is, renewed life and acceptance by God. 

Jesus concludes by stressing that Zacchaeus was a son of Abraham. Why was that important? 

Because as the Messiah of Israel, the ministry of Jesus was to the children of Abraham, those who 

were heirs of the promise, the chosen people. That is not because they were chosen as the ones who 

would be saved, but because they were to be the messengers of salvation to the whole world. Since 

Zacchaeus had been brought to new faith through Jesus, without us hearing anything about what 

Jesus said, except that he invited himself to Zacchaeus’ house, how did he come to know the 
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message of God’s grace and acceptance of sinners? Simply because in this story, what is said is not 

important, it is what is done that bears the message. Jesus went to the home of a notorious sinner on 

his own initiative, thus living out the grace of God for sinners. Zacchaeus responded by giving away

half and more again of his ill-gotten wealth, thus showing that he recognised the grace of God in 

that Jesus went to his home to eat with someone considered to be among the worst of sinners. 

Finally we learn why Jesus went to Zacchaeus in his home: he had come to seek and to save what 

was lost. How more lost could you be than Zacchaeus? He was a stooge of the enemy occupying the

land. He abused his position to exploit his own countrymen, and used the backing of the Roman 

army to amass great wealth for himself (and for Rome too, which is why they gave him their 

protection). He was the sort of person who did not go to the synagogues or possibly even the 

temple, since there he would be the recipient of all manner of unpleasantness – such as the 

derogatory comments of the Pharisee towards the tax-collector in Luke 18:9-14 which we read 

earlier. It may be that these two men prayed their prayers publicly, not privately, certainly for the 

Pharisee that would have been the case – Jesus said that the hypocrites love to pray standing in the 

synagogues or on the street corners so they could be seen [Matthew 6:5]. So the tax collector in the

story would have been aware of what the Pharisee was praying. Just like that tax collector, 

Zacchaeus was a sinner, and sinners like him did not go to the temple to offer sacrifices; he would 

not be welcomed. He was lost: alienated from the people and from God. But Jesus saw that he was 

precisely the sort of person that he had come to save – those who were the most lost, who saw little 

for themselves in the goodness of God. 

We too need to hear the message of this story: Jesus reaches out to those who are lost, who do not 

think that they deserve to receive grace from God, those whom everyone else considers to be the 

worst of sinners. But that is the essence of God’s grace: it is only given to those who do not deserve 

it, since deserving grace is a contradiction in terms. Grace is what you receive when you do NOT 

deserve it. If you know that you do not deserve God’s grace, then rejoice, since you are near to the 

kingdom of God. Receive that grace gladly, and join with God’s people in gratitude and praise.
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