
Today I am Apologizing to Zacchaeus 

 

Zacchaeus: Faith, Generosity, and Vindication in God's Kingdom 

 

Imagine walking through a bustling crowd, where every glance avoids yours, and 

every whisper carries judgment. You are despised--not because of who you truly 

are, but because of your profession. Yet, deep within, there is a yearning--a longing 

to encounter God, to find truth and grace. This was likely the reality of Zacchaeus, 

the chief tax collector from Jericho, whose story unfolds in Luke 19. 

 

The way I began to think more about Zacchaeus was sparked by a conversation 

with a friend. He mentioned that at the point of Zacchaeus’s salvation, he 

exhibited more integrity and righteousness than what we often see among 

Christians today--even those who speak of social upliftment. He believes, as I do, 

that the kingdom of God is not merely “pie in the sky” but heaven touching earth. 

After our conversation, I delved into the account of Zacchaeus. It has always 

puzzled me that we label him a thief since the text never explicitly says so. I came 

to some profound realizations, which I will share here. 

 

In the first-century Jewish world, tax collectors were reviled as traitors--seen as 

collaborators with the Roman Empire, notorious for their corruption and greed. So, 

when Jesus chose to dine with Zacchaeus, the people were shocked. They labeled 

him a sinner, dismissing him outright. Yet beneath the surface lies something I had 

not heard before: Zacchaeus may have been far more righteous than anyone 

realized, and his encounter with Jesus ultimately vindicated him, revealing him as a 

true son of Abraham in every sense. 

Tax collectors in Judea were loathed not only for collecting taxes on Rome’s behalf 

but also for lining their own pockets with extra fees. Many were indeed corrupt, 

and this reputation made it easy for society to condemn all tax collectors as 



sinners. Yet the Bible never explicitly accuses Zacchaeus of theft or exploitation. 

Instead, Scripture simply identifies him as “rich” and “chief among the tax 

collectors” (Luke 19:2). His wealth alone was enough to provoke scorn, even though, 

according to the text, his actions suggest a different story. 

 

Zacchaeus Defends Himself 

 

After onlookers accused him before Jesus, Zacchaeus declares, “Behold, Lord, the 

half of my goods I give to the poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I 

restore it fourfold.” Far from trying to justify himself by human standards, 

Zacchaeus points to the Law itself. Exodus 22:1 demands a fourfold restitution for 

theft, one of the highest penalties under Mosaic Law. By volunteering to uphold 

this standard, Zacchaeus not only shows his grasp of the Law but also 

demonstrates confidence in his own integrity. Essentially, he is saying, “I don’t 

believe I’ve wronged anyone, but if I have, I will make amends according to the 

strictest requirement--a practice I already follow.” This implies that Zacchaeus 

had long been living by righteous principles. 

 

Greek Text Clarification 

 

Luke 19:8 in Greek: 

Key Verbs: 

δίδωμι (didōmi) – “I give” (present tense): “Behold, Lord, I give half of my 

possessions to the poor.” This indicates an ongoing action, not a new pledge. 

ἀποδίδωμι (apodidōmi) – “I restore” (present tense): “If I have defrauded anyone 

of anything, I restore it fourfold.” Again, present tense suggests a continuous or 

habitual practice. 

 



Thus, Zacchaeus is not announcing some sudden change; he is describing his 

existing way of life. He regularly helps the poor and has a standing commitment to 

repay fourfold if he ever discovers a wrongdoing. In that sense, his generosity 

points toward the future, greater justice Christ will bring. It does not itself 

create justice, nor does it mean that he is “justifying” others by his giving; it 

shows he lives by faith in the coming kingdom, free from fear of scarcity or death. 

 

Ongoing Generosity 

 

Moreover, regularly sharing half of his wealth with the poor reflects a heart 

aligned with biblical teaching--an outward sign of an inward faith. Deuteronomy 

15:7–8 commands God’s people to show generosity to those in need, and Zacchaeus’s 

actions demonstrate he took these commands seriously. Again, this is not a form of 

human-devised “justice” as though he, by giving, becomes someone’s justifier. 

Rather, his openhandedness displays confidence in the God who alone brings 

ultimate restoration and sets us free from a life ruled by fear. 

 

A Son of Abraham, Revealed 

 

When Jesus proclaims, “Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a 

son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9), He is not implying Zacchaeus became a son of 

Abraham at that moment. Rather, Jesus is unveiling what was already true: 

Zacchaeus was indeed Abraham’s descendant--physically, yes, but most importantly 

by faith. He lived in expectancy of God’s Messiah and practiced a life of generosity 

that mirrored this trust. 

 

To the crowd, Zacchaeus’s profession overshadowed his spiritual identity. But 

Jesus, who sees the heart, exposed him as a man of genuine faith. This act offers 

a preview of what will happen when Christ returns to reveal the true nature of all 



who belong to Him. As Paul says in Romans 8:19, creation itself awaits the revealing 

of the sons of God. Just as Zacchaeus’s hidden righteousness was brought into the 

open, so will God unveil every believer’s true identity in the age to come. 

 

The Name and the Tree 

 

When Jesus looks up and calls “Zacchaeus” (meaning “pure” or “innocent”) by name, 

He speaks a profound truth into existence, not as a possibility but as a present 

reality. Long before Christ arrived, saving faith meant trusting in the promises of 

God and living a life born from them. Zacchaeus embodies this faith by seeking out 

Jesus, climbing a sycamore tree without regard for reputation or dignity. His 

earnestness echoes other determined believers in Scripture—people like the 

persistent widow in Luke 18 or the Canaanite woman in Matthew 15. Zacchaeus, 

likewise, would not be deterred by obstacles, revealing a heart that was already 

inclined toward God. 

 

Affirming a Believer, Not Converting a Sinner 

 

When Jesus calls Zacchaeus down and stays at his house, He is not converting a 

hardened sinner. Rather, He is publicly affirming Zacchaeus’s existing devotion. He 

is vindicating him. The people are outraged because they see only a tax collector, 

but Jesus sees a faithful man whose reputation has been overshadowed by 

prejudice. In that moment, Zacchaeus’s devotion is validated, and his standing as a 

true son of Abraham is declared. 

 

Contrast with the Rich Young Ruler 

 

This stands in stark contrast to the story of the rich young ruler in Luke 18:18–30, 

who kept the commandments outwardly but could not relinquish his wealth when 



invited to follow Jesus. His identity was bound to his possessions, and he walked 

away sorrowful. 

 

Zacchaeus, by contrast, showed from the start that his heart was not bound by 

materialism. He gladly surrendered what he had for the sake of God’s kingdom. 

Where the rich young ruler served wealth, Zacchaeus served God. Both men 

encountered Jesus; their responses revealed whom they truly loved. There is much 

to say about this, which I cannot do here.  

Looking Ahead to the Final Vindication 

 

Beyond its immediate context, Zacchaeus’s story points forward to a future 

reality. When Jesus said, “Today I must stay at your house,” He was acting under 

divine instruction, drawing attention to what God had already worked in 

Zacchaeus’s heart. In the same way, when Christ returns, He will fully reveal the 

hidden faith of all believers. Our present lives might be misunderstood or 

undervalued by the world, but in that day, we will be seen for who we truly 

are--children of God, redeemed and glorified. 

 

Eschatological Vindication 

 

The consummation of this hope lies in the resurrection: when our perishable bodies 

put on immortality (1 Corinthians 15:51–54), and we are openly declared the sons 

and daughters of God. Romans 8:19 pictures creation itself straining to see this 

unveiling. Zacchaeus’s vindication in Jericho foreshadows the believer’s vindication 

before all creation. The same Lord who defended Zacchaeus’s character will 

defend ours, clothing us with immortality and presenting us blameless before His 

throne. 

 

Zacchaeus and the Parable of the Minas 



 

Luke follows Zacchaeus’s encounter with the Parable of the Minas (Luke 19:11–27). 

In that story, a nobleman entrusts each of his servants with a portion of his wealth 

before leaving on a journey. Those who invest wisely are commended; the one who 

hides his mina out of fear is rebuked. Zacchaeus’s generosity and readiness to 

repay fourfold offer an example of stewardship that stands in stark contrast to 

hiding away God-given opportunities. He was using his resources in a way that 

anticipated the Messiah’s reign, effectively demonstrating a life free from fear of 

loss or scarcity. 

 

Conclusion: Vindication and Restoration 

 

Zacchaeus’s story reminds us that God’s gaze penetrates societal labels. He sees 

genuine devotion beneath layers of misunderstanding. Rather than calling 

Zacchaeus to adopt new principles, Jesus highlights who Zacchaeus already is--a 

man of faith, freed from the grip of materialism, living in anticipation of the 

Messiah. 

 

Thus, Zacchaeus challenges each of us: Are our lives shaped by the culture’s 

assumptions, or by confident trust in God’s future kingdom? While our works--like 

giving to the poor--do not themselves create final justice, they do point to the 

ultimate justice God will establish through Christ’s return. Zacchaeus lived with a 

liberated heart, one not enslaved by fear or scarcity, and this reflected God’s 

coming restoration. 

May we likewise reject the temptation to find our worth in possessions or social 

status. May we refuse to be manipulated by any who would twist Scripture for 

their own agenda. Instead, let us use whatever we have to honor God and serve 

others, as a signpost of the greater kingdom on its way. And like Zacchaeus, may 

we anticipate the day when Jesus returns, fully revealing His faithful servants to a 



watching universe--clothed with immortality and known as the true sons and 

daughters of God. 

 

Bertie Brits 

 


