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 We just heard the Scripture from Luke about Zacchaeus and we were 

treated to the song Zacchaeus Was a Wee Little Man, which was 

coordinated and directed by Dr Kitty Yang and sung by Betty Aldrich, Anne 

Willis Hill, and Ann Langley all devoted choir members here at St John’s. 

Thanks to them for a lovely rendition of that old Sunday School song. I’m 

sure that brought back childhood memories for some of you. Don’t worry, 

I’m not going to sing it nor ask you to. But I guess children’s songs don’t 

always go very deep theologically. Although “Jesus Loves Me” is solid. So, 

I really shouldn’t stereotype and judge all songs based on one.  

 Today we’re going to look a little deeper than the song. First, let’s 

consider the context of the story. We don’t know if Zacchaeus had a family, 

but he is identified as a chief tax collector. That says a lot right there. The 

tax collectors collected taxes for the Romans, who were despised 

oppressive rulers. The tax collectors paid the Romans first, then collected 

the taxes. The common perception at the time, as seen in other references 

in the Gospels, was that tax collectors were sinners who cheated the 

Israelites, worked with the oppressors, and otherwise were not contributing 

value to society.  

 

 Luke also tells us Zacchaeus was rich, so he must have been a ‘fairly 

successful’ tax collector. Being a wealthy man, even though he was a tax 

collector, would have given Zacchaeus status. He would have had 

expectations and dignity to keep up. Yet we learn that he ran to get ahead 

of the crowd, so he could climb a tree because he was short and wanted to 

see over the crowd. To give you some perspective, how would it look today 

if we saw a cabinet secretary or other high public official literally run to get 

ahead of the crowd to climb a tree or shinny up a lamp pole to see a 
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superstar in a parade? Luke’s audience probably would have gotten a 

chuckle when they heard that or at least seen such behavior as odd for an 

older man of status running and climbing a tree. But it highlights that 

Zacchaeus wanted to ‘see’ Jesus, just as the blind man in the parable 

preceding this story in Luke wanted to ‘see’ Jesus. 

 In Luke’s story, Jesus sees Zacchaeus and tells him to come down 

because Jesus is going to Zacchaeus’s house. Upon hearing this, ‘the 

crowd,’ and by the way, in the Gospels, ‘the crowd’ is often a character 

itself in many of the stories. In this Scripture, ‘the crowd’ grumbles because 

Jesus, the miracle worker, rabbi, and man of God, is giving special 

attention to an obvious sinner, which the man must be if he is a tax 

collector. Remember, elsewhere in the Gospels tax collectors are 

described and perceived by ‘the crowd’ as sinful people. In chapter 18, just 

before this passage, the sinful tax collector is repenting and asking for 

God’s mercy while the priest looks down his nose at the sinner and thanks 

God that he, the priest, is not like that disgusting, sinful man over there 

(referring to the tax collector). Thus, in our story, yes, ‘the crowd 

disapproves.’ But when Zacchaeus comes down and meets Jesus, he 

welcomes Jesus gladly and promptly declares, “Look Lord, I will give half 

my possessions to the poor and if I defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay 

back four times as much.” 

 Let’s consider this offer Zacchaeus made. Now c’mon, I’m sure many 

of you said, “Can Brad preach and somehow NOT talk about giving 

money?” Well, you’re right, here it is.” In the story of the rich young ruler, in 

Luke 18, Jesus tells the young man to give all that he has to the poor; the 

young man goes away sad because he wasn’t willing to give all that he 
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had. Yet Zacchaeus offers to give up half of his wealth to the poor, which is 

still a generous offer, especially by our standards today. As for the other 

part of this offer, according to the laws of Moses, in Exodus and Leviticus, a 

‘4 times the loss’ penalty is what gets paid if a sheep is lost. If a person 

killed or stole a sheep, then the penalty was to repay with four sheep. 

Remember, in the agrarian society of Moses, losing a sheep could have 

serious consequences to one’s livelihood. For cheating someone out of 

money, it was 1/5 or a 20% penalty plus the full amount to repay. So right 

away Jesus sees that this ‘horrible, sinful, cheating, traitorous (in the eyes 

of the Jewish crowd he was traitorous because he served Rome)’ man was 

truly repentant and his heart was right. Remember the verse in Matthew 6, 

“For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” Then, Jesus 

addresses the crowd saying, “Today salvation has come to this house, 

because he, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man has come to 

seek and to save that which was lost.”  

 The obvious and traditional implication here, which is consistent 

throughout Luke and the other Gospels, is that Jesus came to save the lost 

and the forsaken. There are many examples in Scripture and the same 

holds true for us. If our hearts are right, even if we have abundance, we 

can have salvation; and friends if you can afford to live in this area, by the 

standards of the world, you are rich. According to Investopedia, a salary of 

$32,400 puts you in the top 1% of income worldwide. For perspective, here 

in the rich USA, the top 1% is over $400,000. But compared to most of the 

rest of the world, we are richly blessed. As I’ve heard in other sermons 

about scarcity, and like the parable of the 10 talents, God doesn’t want all 

God’s children to live in poverty. God wants us to be good stewards of that 
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with which we’ve been blessed. God wants and even expects us to use our 

time, talents, and treasure wisely. If we can make them grow and are richly 

blessed, then we are to richly bless those who are not. Jesus told us to love 

our neighbors as ourselves. Zacchaeus pledged to do that, and Jesus was 

pleased. He showed the grumbling crowd that even a sinner who repents 

and accepts Christ can be saved… Or did he? (1st slide) 

 The text I’m showing you is from the New Revised Standard Version 

Bible, it’s very similar to the NIV text I read as the Scripture. However, let’s 

also look at the King James Version bold. (Show slide 2 with NRSV and 

KJV texts) the text we looked at first was future tense, Zacchaeus “will 

give” and “will pay back.” In the King James version, it says, “I give,” and “I 

restore” which is present tense. Does it make any difference? I think it 

does! If Zacchaeus is already giving half to the poor and doesn’t have to 

give four times for defrauding because he always makes good; he doesn’t 

need to change, since that is what he is already doing.  

 What might this imply? Well, first, don’t worry, the song is still okay. ;-

)  But what if the target here is not Zacchaeus? What if it is ‘the crowd?’ Are 

they guilty of stereotyping? Are they judging/assuming the very worst about 

Zacchaeus even though he is an upright man of integrity, and compassion? 

Have they falsely attributed sinful and traitorous behavior to him, because 

he is a tax collector, and assumed that as a rich man he’s arrogant and 

proud? (Slide Off) Yet we see he runs; he climbs the tree; that blows 

dignity out of the water. But would a devout man wanting to ‘see’ and know 

Christ worry about such worldly pretentiousness? I don’t think so. And we 

certainly don’t have any doubt that Jesus could know what Zacchaeus is 

really like. Might this mean Jesus calls him out to allow Zacchaeus to 
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demonstrate in front of the crowd how a truly repentant man acts, one who 

is compliant with the law, exceeding it even with his practice of repaying 

four times if he ever cheats anyone? Is Jesus rebuking the crowd, saying 

essentially, “Look at this man you have stereotyped and misjudged. He 

exceeds the standards of law, and he generously shares. He is a son of 

Abraham; salvation has come to this house - because he is deserving and 

not the scoundrel you assumed him to be? In this case it is not he, but you 

who are sinful for judging him in the first place and getting it wrong.” Wow! 

Is that a message we need to learn? Do we have any issues today with 

folks judging, condemning, avoiding, and ignoring because some people 

are different? They may not look like us, talk like us, dress like us, or act 

like us, does that mean they are any less God’s children than we are? 

 Do we ever see or judge people as the “Tax Collector,” because they 

might be in a certain job, or certain political party, or they are in a position 

of authority relative to what we want to do? Have you ever thought less of 

people you didn’t really know but because of their appearance, position, or 

they were too old or too young, you knew they were not good; and then you 

found out that once you got to know them what fine people they really are? 

I’m guessing that’s happened to most of us in some way or another.  

  My point is that sometimes we judge people or form ideas about 

them without knowing all the circumstances, and we should be very careful 

without the full story. Luke 6:37 tells us, “Do not judge, and you will not be 

judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you 

will be forgiven.” Seems like maybe that is a legitimate message found in 

the Bible. Is that what Jesus was communicating to ‘the Crowd’ when He 

spoke of Zacchaeus?  
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 I am not trying to convince you theologically or pretending I’m an 

expert in ancient Greek to who can tell you technically which translation is 

the more accurate. My research showed that the Greek is actually a little 

ambiguous, as to which tense it means. My point in bringing up the 

translation inconsistency is purely to point out that it is God’s Word! If we 

choose the more common translation, the first view that Zacchaeus was 

corrupt, converts and gains salvation, and we learn our lesson from that, is 

that bad? Is it irrelevant? I don’t think so. How about when a man gets help, 

finds faith, repents, and becomes faithful? That’s worth celebrating. It’s very 

important for us to know and comprehend that salvation is possible and we 

as sinners can be forgiven. It is the core of Christianity. On the other hand, 

if we use the second, less common translation and interpretation, does that 

take us away from what God wants and expects of us? Have we ever 

judged a person to not be a good, God-fearing person only on shallow 

appearance? Do you think it shows us that Jesus wants us to love our 

neighbors (and that means all God’s children) as ourselves? That is the 

second great commandment.  

 Friends, the Bible speaks to us in many ways. Hopefully, you read it 

enough to know that you can learn something new or it speaks to you in a 

different way every time you experience it. So, in this case, you get to 

choose. Choose the first version, or the second version, or like I do, you 

can choose both. The story gives us the promise of hope if we are sinners. 

Or it reminds us that we are God’s children and as such, judging people or 

rejecting them by stereotyping and not loving them as neighbors is wrong. 

Seems to me those are both lessons we need to learn and live by; we don’t 

really need to choose just one. What do you think? Amen.  


