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“A Short Friend of Jesus Who Stood Tall”*      Luke 19:1-10 

Do you remember the little song about Zacchaeus? Can you sing it with me? Zacchaeus was a wee little 

man, a wee little man was he; He climbed up in a Sycamore tree, for the Lord he wanted to see; And as 

the Savior passed that way, he looked up in the tree, and he said, “Zacchaeus, you come down, for I’m 

going to your house today; for I’m going to your house today.” 

Of course, you know the rest of the story: Zacchaeus was so overwhelmed to have Jesus as his honored 

guest that, in gratitude, he promised to pay back four times all the money he had cheated others out of and 

devote fifty percent of his income to helping those in need. It turned his life around. It’s a great story of 

putting faith into action! And here’s the irony: Zacchaeus was small in stature, yet he stands tall in our 

memory because of his generosity and good works. 

And that’s what I’d like for us to think about in the sermon this morning: Those who stand tall are not 

necessarily big people, either in stature or worldly acclaim—that is to say, they’re not necessarily the rich 

and famous––they stand tall because of their compassion and kindness and willingness to freely give 

themselves in service to others. 

I’ll give you a couple of examples in just a moment, but first, let’s take a closer look at the story of 

Zacchaeus. Luke says that he was not only a tax collector, he was the chief tax collector for the region of 

Jericho. Think of him as a broker with other tax collectors reporting to him and, of course, giving him a 

sizable cut. 

Last week I mentioned how hated and despised tax collectors were in Jesus’ day. Well, if the people 

looked down on tax collectors in general, they couldn’t have looked down more so on Zacchaeus. He was 

at the bottom of the food chain, socially speaking. Plus, he was short. Not only could he not see over the 

heads of the others when Jesus passed his way, the others would’ve made sure that he was kept in the 

back of the crowd. They weren’t about to let this little pipsqueak weasel his way in front of them. 

But all that was about to change. Desperate to see Jesus for himself, Zacchaeus ran ahead of the crowd 

and climbed up in a tree so that, perched on a branch, he had a bird’s eye view. In my mind’s eye, I 

picture children up in that tree sitting alongside of Zacchaeus. Like him, they couldn’t see over the crowd 

either, and they wanted to get a good look at Jesus. And, if I’m right, when Jesus walked up to the tree, he 

may have chuckled at the sight of this grown man sitting among the children––and the chief tax collector 

at that! Imagine. 

The people in the crowd may have laughed, as well. But they didn’t laugh when Jesus announced that he 

was going to Zacchaeus’ home for supper. To any self-respecting Jew, this would’ve been a big no-no, 

because to go to someone’s home and share a meal with them was to affirm that person as a brother or 

sister for whom you were willing to lay down your very life to provide for and protect. Zacchaeus went 

out on a limb to see Jesus, but Jesus went out on a big limb to save Zacchaeus. What makes Zacchaeus 

stand tall was not what he got for himself, but what he was willing to give to others. 
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You’re familiar with the story of the rich young ruler, aren’t you? It’s found in Luke as well as Matthew 

and Mark. Jesus tells him what he has to do in order to inherit the kingdom, something the young man 

evidently wants very much. Like the other followers of Jesus, he’s asked to sell his possessions and give 

the proceeds to the poor. The young man is unwilling to do that, so he goes away with a heavy heart. 

It’s one chapter ago in Luke 18 that Jesus says, “Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 

needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God!” A literal interpretation of that image is 

quite amusing, and I imagine elicited some laughter from Jesus’ disciples when they heard it. After all, 

there are times when we laugh because it hurts too much to cry. None of Jesus’ disciples, I would think, 

had much prospect of ever striking it rich, but a man can dream, can’t he? 

I remember the jokes that were told when I was in junior high, or thereabouts, that had to do with how 

you get 4 elephants into a Volkswagen bug. Answer: 2 in the front and 2 in the back, of course. I think 

Jesus might have liked that joke, don’t you? A camel through the eye of a needle? I can tell you this with 

some certainty: Jesus is very interested in money and in what people do with their money. And for that 

reason, it is quite possible that when Jesus comes into Jericho, he comes looking specifically for the rich 

little man named Zacchaeus. 

Have you ever known anyone named Zacchaeus? You’re about as likely to encounter a Zacchaeus as you 

are a Judas. “Zacchaeus” comes from the Hebrew. That shouldn’t surprise us; he is a Jew after all, though 

by all accounts not a very good one—at least not a very religious one. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been 

such a big cheat and a scoundrel. But get this…the name Zacchaeus means pure or innocent. Talk about a 

walking contradiction in terms! That little man was anything but pure or innocent. I mean, look at the way 

he defrauded the people in town. 

Most of us know that being a tax collector for the Romans was the most despised position in first-century 

Jewish society. He would have been hated and vilified by the very people who knew him best because 

they all knew he was cheating his own people. It would not have been very hard for the local towns folk 

to hate Zacchaeus, nor to categorize him as being spiritually bankrupt. If there was anybody in their 

community who was unquestionably going to hell, it would be Zacchaeus. 

When Jesus responds to this “wee little man” who had climbed up in the sycamore tree “for the Lord he 

wanted to see,” those who witnessed the event began to grumble and say disgustedly, “He has gone to be 

the guest of a sinner” (v.7). Whatever popularity Jesus had managed to attain along the way was gone in 

an instant because he had the audacity to befriend a wicked little cheat like Zacchaeus. 

The pages of history are filled with the biographies of successful men and women, but the ones we 

genuinely look up to and admire are those who used their success to benefit others and make this world a 

better place in which to live. Philanthropy, not notoriety, is the highest value. Who are some of the people 

who stand tall in your memory? Chances are––and don’t ask me why this is so––they’re often small in 

stature. 
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Take Mother Teresa, for instance. In her little five-foot nothing frame, she did as much to transform the 

world into the kingdom of God as any world leader has done. Then there was Merv Stoltzfus. Merv was a 

kind of role model for me in college. He was great guy. He’d had polio as a child and used two aluminum 

canes to walk around campus. He was only 5′ 4″, or so. It took him longer than the rest of us to make it 

from the dining hall to the science building for Chemistry class. Merv Stoltzfus may have had a frail 

body, but he had a sharp mind and an indomitable spirit and he had a strong faith.  

And I think of another former classmate, Lynn Darby, who we saw a couple weeks ago at our 40th college 

reunion. She is under 5’ tall, yet capable of commanding an army, if called on. And then, my wife, at 5 

foot 2 eyes of blue, was mistaken for a student at the Bridgewater-Raritan middle school where she taught 

for three years to pay our bills while I was a seminary student.  

Of course, you don’t have to be a short person to stand tall. All we have to do to stand tall is to let go of 

our self-centeredness and put others ahead of us.  

 

That’s what makes others stand out in our memory—by the many ways they graced our lives—by the 

ways in which God’s Spirit enabled them to live for others. Remember them, because God is calling us, 

even now, to stand tall in our faith, claimed by the grace and love of Jesus Christ, who invites us daily to 

lay down our lives for others to the glory of his name. Amen. 

 

*Credit to Philip W. McLarty for the idea of this sermon. 


