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I’m not a great fan of heights, but climbing to high places is 

what links our two bible readings. The prophet Habakkuk climbs 

a high tower and Zacchaeus famously climbs a tree, one to wait 

on the word of the lord, the other to get a better view of Jesus. 

I wonder what really made Zacchaeus want to see and hear 

Jesus? Have you ever thought about that? The story doesn’t tell 

us that, so we use our imagination, to wonder what had actually 

happened in the life of Zacchaeus, to make him climb that tree. 

Who had he been speaking to?  Maybe someone with great 

enthusiasm had told him about Jesus, the friend of tax 

collectors? Here is an interesting thought, maybe had he met 

Jesus before? Maybe he knew Matthew, a tax collector, one of 

the 12.  The stories of scripture allow us to fill in some of the 

gaps and wonder what else has been going on.  Surely God had 

been working on the life of Zacchaeus long before Jesus comes 

to Jericho, but it is this encounter, that brings the story to a 

climax! 

It is part of Jesus journey to Jerusalem and Jericho had some 

famous stories to tell. Remember those walls that came 

tumbling down as Joshua and the people of Israel crossed the 

river Jordan and entered into the land promised by God. It was 

also made famous in the parable of Jesus, as the destination, 

though he didn’t get there, of the man beaten up and helped by 

the Good Samaritan. Jericho was a border town, on the trade 

routes; it was one of the wealthiest parts of Palestine and one 

of the most fertile areas of Judea. It was good place to be a tax 

collector! 

Now what about this man Zacchaeus? We are told he was the 

chief tax collector, who would have hired other tax collectors to 

gather in the money, and without cheating, would probably 

have been a wealthy man. Remember the words of the 

Pharisee, thank you God, I am not like that man over there, he is 

a tax collector. This guy is the lowest of the low in just about 

everybody’s eyes. To the ordinary man and woman he worked 

for the enemy, the Romans, and if that was not bad enough, he 

took a cut of their taxes and got rich on it; and to the religious 

authorities, you could not get anyone further from God. 

We are told he was vertically challenged, suspected to be less 

than 5 foot tall, and there is nothing wrong with that! A lot of 

little men have had a big influence in history. He is a man who 

thinks ahead, has a plan; so he gets ahead of the game and 

beats the crowd to where he must think that Jesus will pass and 

climbs a sycamore tree, a tree related to the fig tree and 

seemingly easy to climb. Zacchaeus must be one of the most 

famous tree climbers in history.  

We must assume that Zacchaeus wanted to go unnoticed. Hide 

in the tree, make sure no one saw him; I don’t think he was 

worried about his reputation, but more his health! By himself, 

he might have been another man beaten up on the road. And 



for some reason, he wants to see who this man Jesus is, and 

listen to his words.  

You can’t hide from God! I think we have all tried that! Either by 

running away as Jonah did, or here like Zacchaeus, hide in a tree 

and hope not to be noticed. You can almost picture the scene. 

Here he comes. O no, he’s looking up. He’s seen me. Jesus says 

to him, get down out of that tree, Zacchaeus, I’m coming to 

your house. Sudden intake of breath by the crowd; the rabbi 

asks to enter the home of a sinner. That just didn’t’ happen. 

That was taboo. It was boundary over which you did not cross.  

Someone shouts out, you can’t be serious Jesus, of all the 

houses you could choose, why do you want to go to his?  

And that is the key question of this story. Why indeed? If we are 

in our metaphorical tree, hiding from Jesus, his words to us will 

be different, depending on our situation, but he will still call us 

by name and ask us to come down and meet with him. This 

story is about an encounter with God and such an encounter 

encapsulates the gospel. God transforms the sinner. 

The impact on Zacchaeus seems to have been immediate. He 

comes down quickly and is full of joy. Meanwhile the crowd are 

holding their heads ain their hands; and wondering what is 

going on here? Jesus knew perfectly well what he was doing. A 

sinner, the best kind of person to stay with! Who did Jesus come 

to save? He came to seek and save the lost. Remember the 

parables that Jesus told of the lost sheep, lost coin and the 

prodigal son? Lost means it is in the wrong place and when 

found, it is returned to the place it ought to occupy. That is the 

job of Jesus, to bring people back to God. 

Zacchaeus response is one of restitution. I will give half my 

belongings to the poor and if I have cheated anyone, I will pay 

then back four times as much. The point is; he goes beyond 

what is required of him by the law and shows his discipleship by 

his radical response. I wonder if he had he heard the words of 

Jesus, you cannot serve two masters, God and money? Maybe 

he had? 

Not by birth, that is what the Israelites believed, but by faith. 

That is the point of the story. Jesus said to him, in the midst of 

the crowd; salvation has come to this house today.  

So what is required of us? What is our radical response to God? 

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. 

And what does the LORD require of you? 

To act justly and to love mercy 

and to walk humbly
 
with your God. 

Amen 

 

 

 


