
REPENT AND BELIEVE 
LUKE 19:1-10 

I want to share a story about an encounter between Jesus and a tax collector named 
Zacchaeus. The gospel writer, Luke, retells this story, but there is a really good chance that 
Zacchaeus himself is Luke’s source for the story.  

In this particular story, Jesus is passing through the city of Jericho, and there is a man there 
named Zacchaeus who was a chief tax collector which had made him very rich.  

He was seeking to see who Jesus was, but he couldn’t see him because there was such a big 
crowd around Jesus. So he runs down the road a little bit and climbs up a tree so he can see 
Jesus when he comes by on the road. 

When Jesus gets to the spot of that tree, he looks up and tells Zacchaeus, “Hurry up and 
come down, I’m planning to stay at your house today.” 

So Zacchaeus immediately hurries down the tree and is super happy to welcome Jesus into 
his home.  

But when the crowd sees what’s going on, they all start complaining about it. They can’t 
believe Jesus is going to hang out with this tax collector. They say, “He has gone in to be the 
guest of a man who is a sinner.” 

Meanwhile, Zacchaeus stands before Jesus and humbly declares, “Lord, look, I’m going to 
give away half of my possessions to the poor and if I have extorted anything from anyone, 
I’m going to pay it back four times as much.” 

And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house since he too is a son of 
Abraham. For the Son of Man has come to seek and save the lost.”  

Now, I want us to take a minute and examine who Zacchaeus was before he met Jesus and 
who he became after he met Jesus.  
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The Tax Collector 

Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector and was very rich. To get a good idea of who Zacchaeus 
was before he met Jesus and what kind of life he was living, we need to understand what it 
means to be a tax collector in the first-century Roman tax system.  

Tax collectors were despised in the community. Even today, those who work for the IRS don’t 
necessarily walk around bragging about it. Israelites who became tax collectors were even 
more despised among their communities because they worked on behalf of the Roman 
Empire.   

Israel was a conquered nation under Roman rule. It was the common order of the Roman 
Empire to issue oppressive taxes upon their conquered societies and then to channel all that 
money and wealth into Rome and to its citizens. This would leave all these societies poor 
and therefore subdued to Roman control.   

So the only people in Israel who lived in any sort of luxury and wealth were the Roman 
authorities ruling over that particular territory and their Israelite collaborators - the tax 
collectors. An Israelite tax collector would go around and oppress their own people by 
collecting large sums of money for the benefit of the Roman Empire that ruled over them.  

We might wonder why on earth anyone would want such a disgraceful position among their 
own people? And there can clearly only be one true answer.  

Money.  

You see, the Romans were smart. They offered tax collectors an incentive that was almost 
impossible to pass up. They offered to back the tax collector with Roman military and allow 
that tax collector to extract more money from his own people than he was officially 
contracted to gather for Rome. This would allow him to use Roman military force to 
accumulate as much wealth for himself as he could by taking advantage of those he was 
collecting from. Today, we call such an abusive act of obtaining money, extortion.  
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Now, as we look at Zacchaeus, we discover that not only is he a despised tax collector, but 
he is actually one of the chief tax collectors. He was a ruler over the whole tax system in 
Jericho which meant he would have been extremely wealthy. Therefore, Zacchaeus was 
running an extortion ring and had pretty much sacrificed his friends, family, dignity and 
integrity in order to accumulate his great wealth.  

The Jesus Seeker 

But the Holy Spirit was doing something in Zacchaeus’ heart and mind because he was very 
interested in Jesus and was seeking him out pretty desperately.  

In the cultural context of that day, it was extremely shameful for a man to run at all and 
especially to run and climb up a tree. This was borderline crazy, but obviously Zacchaeus 
was desperate to see Jesus.  

And when Jesus saw him up in that tree, even though everyone else around him probably 
hated Zacchaeus, Jesus embraces him in front of everybody and basically says, “Come out 
of that tree, I’m going to stay at your house and hang with you today.”  

Zacchaeus had no doubt gained a bad reputation from the way he was living his life, but of 
all the people in that city, Jesus chooses him and extends his hand of fellowship to him, and 
Zacchaeus “receives Him joyfully”.  

Although he didn’t have a perfect understanding of who Jesus was at that moment, the 
grace and love of Jesus immediately transformed his heart. He truly wanted to be a follower 
of Jesus, and he immediately realized that if he was going to do that, he had to change the 
way he was living. 

The New Zacchaeus 

Zacchaeus stands before Jesus and decides to devote himself to two radically new 
commitments. 
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First, he commits himself to give half of his possessions to the poor. Not just half his income 
but literally half of everything he owned. 

Zacchaeus had made himself rich by taking more money than he needed from people who 
needed it more than he did. Now, he wanted to give more and help anyone and everyone 
who needed some help.  

Next, he commits himself to pay back four times the amount to anyone that he had 
defrauded. The law was that anyone who had cheated anyone out of anything was to restore 
what they took with 20% interest. But Zacchaeus decided that he would restore what he had 
taken from others with 300% interest! 

Zacchaeus had made a living of ripping people off and deceiving people to make his life 
better. Now, he wanted to make everything right and wanted to go above and beyond to 
reconcile relationships that he had damaged.   

For the old Zacchaeus, money was everything, and his life was more important than anyone 
else’s. But for the new Zacchaeus, money was no longer anything more than money. It was 
now just a tool that could be used for blessing other people, and his life was now about 
loving others like Jesus loved him. 

Zacchaeus had turned away from living a life of selfishness and sin and turned to a life of 
Christlikeness and service.  

This is what the Bible calls repentance, and this is the main point of this story.  

Repent and Believe 

During his time here on earth, Jesus went around proclaiming this message, “The time is 
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” 

To repent means to turn away from living life like you want to live it and turn to Jesus as your 
King and live under his authority over your life.  
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To believe the good news means to trust that God has raised Jesus from the dead and that 
he is in fact your King and only hope of being made right with God. 

Why should we repent? 

Because we all turn away from living under God’s authority and turn to living life like we want 
to live it. And the cost of this decision is an eternal death and separation from God. But God 
has graciously paid the cost of our decision himself if we will just receive it as a gift from him. 
You just have to turn away from living life you want to live it and turn to God believing the 
good news that God has raised Jesus from the dead and acknowledge that Jesus is in fact 
King — that he is alive and that he is currently reigning as King over all of creation. 

Which implies that those who don’t acknowledge this are choosing to live in rebellion 
against the One who is truly King over this earth and eternity. 

So who should repent? 

Anyone and everyone who wants to be forgiven for their selfishness and their sin and who 
wants to live forever in the kingdom of God experiencing the reconciled relationship with 
God that we were all designed to experience.  
  
And how do you know when you’ve truly repented and believed? 

Because like Zacchaeus, the old you dies and the new you is radically different. You become 
defined by a life of love and service motivated by Jesus’ love for you. 
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