
 
 
 

5. The Story of Zacchaeus 
(Luke 19: 1-10) 

 
 

On our Journey Through The Parables, we have been studying the beautiful stories Jesus uses to 
teach us. This week, we’re taking a little side trip to hear the story of Zacchaeus. He’s not in a parable, 
but he’s a real person who met Jesus when He came to the town of Jericho. 
 

Great Lent will begin in about a month. Next week, we begin the Triodion period, and we’ll talk 
more about what that means in our next lesson. For now, we’ll just say that in some traditions, 
including the Greek tradition, on this Sunday before the Triodion, we always read the story of 
Zacchaeus in Sunday’s gospel, because it’s a very helpful little story that helps us get ready for Great 
Lent, which will be here before you know it! Let’s take a little field trip to find out what lesson 
Zacchaeus has to help us think about getting ready for Great Lent. 

 
Zacchaeus was a tax collector. Now, back in Bible times, tax collectors were awful. It was their 

job to travel around and collect taxes from everyone, but they didn’t just collect money for the 
government -- they also were allowed to collect it for themselves, and they often took a lot of money for 
themselves. They were known for being cruel and nasty. Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector, and very 
rich -- which tells us that he was one of the worst tax collectors of all, and he must have been feared and 
hated by the people of Jericho, for good reason. 
 

St. Luke tells us what happened when Jesus came to town: 
 
Then Jesus entered and passed through Jericho. Now behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus 
who was a chief tax collector, and he was rich. And he sought to see who Jesus was, but could 
not because of the crowd, for he was of short stature. So he ran ahead and climbed up into a 
sycamore tree to see Him, for He was going to pass that way.   

(Luke 19: 1-4) 
 
Zaccheus really wanted to see Jesus. That’s interesting, because Zacchaeus was a bad guy. Why would 
he want to see Jesus? Perhaps something in his heart was opening, something about him was beginning 
to change. Of course, whenever Jesus was walking around a city, a huge crowd gathered around Him, 
and Zacchaeus was short, so he couldn’t see over the crowd. In that moment, he could have given up. 
He could have decided that he would never see Jesus, and even turned back to his bad ways. But instead, 
he took action to change his life: he climbed up a sycamore tree for a better view of Christ. Zacchaeus 
was willing to work to transform his life; he was willing to make the effort to see Jesus, to get to know 
God. 
 

When we think about Great Lent, which will be here in about a month, we can imagine 
ourselves to be like Zacchaeus. HIs story is kind of like a parable, because while something simple is 
happening here (a man is climbing a tree), there is a deeper meaning: we should be asking ourselves if 
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we are ready to climb that tree! We have been living our lives, maybe sometimes doing the wrong 
things, but now we know that Lent is coming, Jesus is coming. Zacchaeus recognized that he was too 
short to see easily, so he climbed up that sycamore tree. Can we recognize that maybe we aren’t really 
spiritually big enough, good enough, to see Jesus very clearly? If we are humble and recognize our own 
weaknesses, we can decide to take some action too! We can do some spiritual work so that we will be 
able to see Jesus too.  
 

St. Luke tells us,  
 

And when Jesus came to the place, He looked up and saw him, and said to him, “Zacchaeus, 
make haste and come down, for today I must stay at your house.” So he made haste and came 
down, and received Him joyfully. 

 
But when they saw it, they all complained, saying, “He has gone to be a guest with a man who is 
a sinner.” 

(Luke 19: 5-7) 
 

Zacchaeus put in effort to see Jesus, and in response, Jesus saw him! Jesus noticed his efforts, and called 
out to him by name. Remember how important names are? In The Parable of the Rich Man and 
Lazarus, the rich man had no name but Lazarus’ name was known to God, because calls out to those He 
loves by name. We also call out to God by His holy name! Lord, Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy 
on us! 

 
Jesus knew Zacchaeus’ name, because He is God -- God knows everything. He knows you too. 

Jesus knew that Zacchaeus was a bad guy who had done bad things, but He saw the effort Zacchaeus 
was making. The people of Jericho also knew who Zacchaeus was, and they complained that Jesus 
would spend His time with a sinner. We might think -- as they did -- that God only loves the good 
people, but Jesus shows us that this is not true. God loves every person, and He wants most of all for 
sinners to change their ways. God wants us to stop doing things that are wrong or cruel or greedy, and 
instead to help one another, to love each other and to love God.  
 

When Jesus saw Zacchaeus up in the sycamore tree, He understood that this short bad guy was 
really trying hard to see Him, because he wanted to come closer to God. When our Lord sees that we 
are trying to be holier, even if we haven’t really done anything yet, just the fact that we are trying 
means a lot to Him! When Jesus sees us sinners make a move toward Him, He calls to us by name and 
embraces us!  

 
St. Luke continues, 
 
Then Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord, I give half of my goods to the poor; 
and if I have taken anything from anyone by false accusation, I restore fourfold.” 
 
And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he also is a son of 
Abraham; for the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost.” 

(Luke 19: 8-10) 
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Zacchaeus turns his life around! He has all of these riches that he has taken from people. Some have 
been wrongly taken from the people, and he pays them all back fourfold, which means he gives them 
four times as much as he took from them. He does what he can to repair the wrongs he has done, and 
he gives half of his riches to the poor. Zacchaeus doesn’t just feel bad about doing the wrong thing, but 
he completely changes course, and turns his greed into generosity.  
 

Jesus says that “salvation has come to this house” because Jesus is salvation; He is the 
resurrection and the life, and He has come to this world to save those children of God who are lost. 
That’s not just tax collectors like Zacchaeus -- like a parable, this story applies to all of us. We are all 
lost, because we can’t find our way to eternal life on our own. Jesus comes to us to bring us to life, to 
save us from being lost.  
 

Jesus doesn’t just say, “salvation has come to Zacchaeus” but instead He says, “salvation has 
come to this house”. Just as in the parables, that house can mean different things. It certainly could be 
all of our houses -- Jesus comes to us at home, where we live and where we pray. Our homes are where 
we live out our faith everyday, so Jesus is always there with us. 
 

On Zacchaeus Sunday of 2020, Archbishop Elpidophoros, who is the head of the Greek 
Orthodox Church in America, gave a sermon that talked about that house in another way. He compared 
the house of Zacchaeus to the houses we build for God, that is, for the church buildings where we 
worship.He said, 
 

The Lord saw much in the climb of Zacchaeus, and He sees even more in your climb [...]. 
For just as Zacchaeus received the Lord joyfully in his home, you have made for the Lord of 
Glory this Holy House to celebrate Him Sunday... after Sunday and Feast after Feast. And 
witness the superiority of your House: Zacchaeus entertained the Lord, but here the Lord 
welcomes you to His Mystical Meal, the Holy Eucharist, and feeds and nourishes your souls. 
Yet the hospitality of each is a miracle of faith worthy of our contemplation, because just as 
Zacchaeus’s house was full of sinners, we can never forget that so is the Church – all of us, 
equal in the eyes of the Lord and equally loved! 

And in this House, just as in the home of Zacchaeus, we are called to confront ourselves 
with honesty, and to be of generous heart with all around us. Zacchaeus achieved both in a 
single sentence: “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have 
defrauded any one of anything, I restore it fourfold.” 

Half to the poor, and four times as much to those he had squeezed dry! In one moment, the 
formerly rich tax collector paid his due, and made a store of treasure in Heaven. 

And so it shall be with all of you. Here in this place, in the presence of your brothers and 
sisters in Christ, let honesty prevail, and generosity of heart, soul, and mind for each other. 
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We are all sinners, and not only does Jesus see us trying and come to our homes to join us at our dinner, 
even more importantly, He comes to our Church to invite us to His banquet! That banquet in heaven 
that we have seen so often in His parables, is Holy Communion and it gives us life. Salvation has come 
to this house -- to our church home, to our parish building. 
 

St. Nikolai of Ziča gives us another way to think about the house: 
 
“Today, salvation has come to this house” said the Lord upon entering the house of Zacchaeus 
the sinner. Christ was the salvation that came and Zacchaeus was the house into which He 
entered. Brethren, each one of us is a house in which sin dwells as long as Christ is distant and to 
which salvation comes when Christ approaches it. Nevertheless, will Christ approach my house 
and your house? That depends on us. Behold, He did not arbitrarily enter the house of the sinner 
Zacchaeus, rather He entered as a most desired guest. Zacchaeus of little stature climbed into a 
tree in order to see the Lord Jesus with his own eyes. Zacchaeus, therefore, sought him; 
Zacchaeus desired Him. We must also seek Him in order to find Him and desire Him in order 
that He would draw nearer to us and, with our spirit, to climb high in order to encounter His 
glance. Then He will visit our house as He visited the house of Zacchaeus and with Him 
salvation will come.  

(The Prologue from Ohrid: Lives of Saints  
by Saint Nikolai Velimirovič) 

 
If you and I are the houses, and if we desire Christ and begin to move toward Him, He will come to our 
houses too. If He is a welcome guest, He will show up for us. Isn’t that beautiful?  
 

The story of Zacchaeus, while it’s a true story and not made-up, works just like a parable. It’s a 
simple story, but it has deeper meaning. We should ask ourselves: why is this a good story to hear before 
Great Lent? There may be many answers, but surely one of them is that Jesus is reminding us to look 
for Him. During Great Lent, we will be really trying to live holier lives, to pray more and fast more and 
to be more generous. We begin that journey now, as we start to think about how much we would like to 
invite Jesus into our houses, and what sort of effort we should be ready to make. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
QUESTIONS: 
 
What kind of work did Zacchaeus do? What does his job tell us about Zacchaeus? 
 

- Zacchaeus was a tax collector. In Bible times, tax collectors were awful. They were supposed to collect 
government taxes from everyone, but they could also make people pay more money, then keep that 
extra money for themselves. Tax collectors were often very greedy and selfish, so they often took a lot 
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of money for themselves. Zacchaeus was a RICH tax collector, so evidently he took a lot of extra 
money and kept it for himself. 

 
Why was Zacchaeus up in a tree? Why is that important? 
  

- Zacchaeus was up in a tree because he was short and couldn’t see through the crowds. He wanted to 
see Jesus, but he was just too short, so he climbed up a tree even though he might look silly up there. 
The fact that he climbed the tree is important because it showed Jesus that Zacchaeus was making an 
effort to get a little closer to God. When God sees that we are trying to be holier, just the fact that we 
are trying means a lot to Him! Like Jesus did with Zacchaeus, He calls to us by name and embraces 
us! 

 
How do we know that Zacchaeus was really genuine in his repentance? 
 

- Zacchaeus did what he could to repair the wrong things he had done. He paid back the people he had 
harmed four times what he had taken from them, and then gave much of his riches to the poor. 

 
 
FOR DISCUSSION:   
 
 We talked about how Zacchaeus’ story is kind of like a parable because the simple action of a man climbing a 
tree has a deeper meaning. What did it mean when Zacchaeus climbed that tree? 
 
Maybe you are short like Zacchaeus, or maybe you are tall, but none of us is spiritually “big” enough or good 
enough to see Jesus clearly, are we? Lent will soon be here. Are you ready to “climb the tree”, to do what you 
can to get closer to God? What spiritual work will you do during Great Lent that will be your “tree” to climb 
to help you to better see Jesus?  
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