
Zacchaeus The Tax Collector

Zacchaeus was a man who lived in a town called Jericho about two thousand years ago, 
in the time when Jesus lived on the earth . At that time Jericho and the other towns in 
Israel, and all the surrounding countries for thousands of miles were ruled by the Romans. 
They were part of the Roman Empire.  Life was quite difficult for the people because the 
Romans demanded that they pay them a lot of money in Taxes.  The money paid the 
brutal roman soldiers and kept the governor and even the Emperor himself in their 
luxurious palaces while the people struggled to buy even enough food to eat.  I think then 
that you can understand why the people of Jericho were not very happy.

Now this man Zacchaeus was a Tax collector.  That meant that it was his job to collect the 
money from the people that the Romans demanded.  I’m sure that I don’t need to tell you, 
but this made him a very unpopular person in Jericho.  In fact it would not be too much to 
say that the people of Jericho hated Zacchaeus.  Things were made even worse though 
by the fact that Zacchaeus himself was dishonest.  He was a crook!  When he collected 
taxes he always took more money than he should.  Money for the Romans and a cut
for himself.  So, while the people of Jericho remained poor no matter how hard they 
worked, Zacchaeus got richer and richer even though he actually did very little.

At one time people used to shout insults at Zacchaeus whenever he walked along the 
road; and a lot of those insults had something to do with his size.  You see Zacchaeus 
was a very little man.  He was smaller than nearly everyone else in Jericho.

They would shout: "Call yourself a Tax man!  You're more like a tax titch!" or: "Go crawl 
back in your matchbox dead head!"  They even made jokes about Zacchaeus.  Things 
like: "How many people can you get in a phone box?" "I don't know, 8?" "No! 9, one of 
them had Zacchaeus in his pocket!"

But after a while people got fed up of shouting insults and telling jokes.  They couldn't be 
bothered.  So Zacchaeus was ignored by everyone in Jericho.  They just pretended he 
wasn't there.

If he went in a shop no one would serve him.  If he walked down the street people would 
push him and jostle him . If he went to the market he would come home to find that his 
very expensive clothes were dirty and ruined where people had smeared rotten tomato or 
slimy beetroot or cracked eggs all over his back.

In many ways Zacchaeus didn't mind.  After all he had his money, he had his expensive 
house and his expensive clothes, what more could he want?  But then, on long summer 
evenings when he sat at home alone and could hear the chatter of friends or families 
coming from the houses nearby, there was something inside of him that started to feel 
very sad, very very very sad.  Zacchaeus realised that he didn't have a single friend in the 
world.  If he died, he thought, no one would mind.  In fact most people would be glad that 
he had gone.

Because he had no one else to talk to, Zacchaeus used to listen in to other people's 
conversations.  He would sidle up beside people and just listen to what they were saying. 
Sometimes this got him into a lot of trouble as people got angry with him.  But sometimes 
he heard interesting things.



Every now and then Zacchaeus would hear people talking about someone called Jesus. 
As he listened to their conversations he discovered that people thought that this Jesus 
was a very special man.  The one thing that he kept hearing was that Jesus was a friend 
to everyone; and Zacchaeus got very excited one day when he heard that one of Jesus’ 
closest friends had once been a tax collector .  "Wow!" thought Zacchaeus to himself as 
he sat alone that evening. "If this Jesus chap has a tax collector friend then I could be his 
friend as well!"

Zacchaeus dreamed about having Jesus as his friend.  But he knew that there was little if 
any chance of them ever meeting each other.  Still though, as he dreamed about Jesus it 
made Zacchaeus feel just a little bit happier than before.

One day though, after a hard morning of collecting taxes, Zacchaeus was walking down 
Jericho's main street when he noticed that there were far more people around than there 
usually were.  As he walked along he noticed that people seemed quite excited as well. 
He stopped for a moment, pretending to tie his shoe lace, but really trying hard to listen to 
a group of people who were talking excitedly.  Zacchaeus nearly fell over when he heard 
what they were saying.  In fact he re-tied both shoes again just to make sure that he really 
had heard what he thought he'd heard, but yes it was true.
Jesus, this Jesus who was a friend to Tax Collectors, Jesus was coming to Jericho in just 
a few minutes.

When Zacchaeus stood up again he was amazed to find that the crowd had suddenly got 
much thicker. There were now thousands of people lining the roadside all along the street.
"I must see him! I must see him!" Zacchaeus muttered frantically to himself.  But he was at 
the back of the crowd and being so small he couldn't see anything.

Zacchaeus ran along the street behind all the people.  He tried to find a place where he 
could see through onto the road but there was nowhere.  He tried to push his way through 
to the front.  Some people nearly let him through when they saw it was a small person. 
But when they saw which small person it was they pushed Zacchaeus back again, sticking 
their elbows in his ear and kicking him in the shins.

Way up the road Zacchaeus could here the crowd cheering.  "He's coming! He's coming!" 
he wailed to himself,  "and .. and .. and I'm going to miss him!"

Zacchaeus was frantic.  He ran along the street as fast as he could and then he suddenly 
stopped in his tracks . There right in front of him, just on the corner of Tavern street, was 
the tree.  It was the biggest tree on main street and it grew up from the side and spread 
over the road.  Zacchaeus didn't hesitate. He started to climb the tree and then edged his 
way along the branch until he was over the road.  He had a brilliant view and in the 
distance he could see Jesus and his friends coming toward him.

Zacchaeus held on as tightly as he could.  No one had noticed him up in the tree, they 
were just too excited at seeing Jesus.  Zacchaeus wanted to keep his hiding place a 
secret.  Jesus came nearer and nearer.  Zacchaeus watched his face, and yes it was a 
friendly face.  Jesus was definitely the sort of person who you would want for a friend   But 
would he want to be a friend of Zacchaeus?
"I shouldn't think so," Zacchaeus thought to himself.  "No one wants to know me!"



Jesus was very near the tree now.  Zacchaeus was just about to shuffle round so he could 
watch him go off in the other direction when something amazing happened.
Jesus stopped and looked straight up into the tree at Zacchaeus and said:  "Zacchaeus, 
come down from that tree will you.  I'm coming to your house for a meal today."

Well Zacchaeus could hardly believe it.  He tumbled out of the tree covered in leaves and 
twigs and landed with a very undignified and dishevelled bump in front of Jesus.  The 
crowd all around were stunned, stunned into complete silence.

Zacchaeus scooted off home as fast as he could and set about preparing a meal  It was 
very strange though..  Suddenly his neighbours started knocking on his door and asking if 
they could help.  Suddenly people who he hadn't seen or spoken to for years started to 
turn up on his doorstep.  By the time Jesus arrived there was a house full of people all 
eager to see him.

Jesus and Zacchaeus sat together and talked.  No one really knows what they talked 
about but half way through the meal Zacchaeus stood up and tapped the table. 
Everything went quiet.

"Err Hem," he said, "here and now I give half of my possessions and money to the poor." 
There were stunned gasps from the dinner guests.  "And," continued Zacchaeus,  "to 
every one that I've cheated out of money I will pay back four times as much as I took!"

There were more excited and stunned gasps from the people but soon the gasps broke 
into cheers and applause and shouts of:  For he's a jolly good fellow!"

Everyone raised their glasses to their friend Zacchaeus, but Zacchaeus raised his glass to 
his friend Jesus.

Zacchaeus had many friends after that.  People called him Zacc, they stopped in the 
street to talk to him, they visited him in his house and invited him to their houses.  But 
Zacchaeus always knew that his first and best friend of all was the man he had met while 
he was up a tree in Jericho.  His best friend Jesus.
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