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Good morning.  We want to welcome you to Five Forks church on this Easter 

morning.  For the last 2 weeks we’ve been taking a look at Real Discipleship.   

 

Two weeks ago Adam said that, “Becoming a Christian is the simplest thing and 

the hardest thing you could ever do.”  It is as simple as “believe on the Lord Jesus 

Christ and you will be saved”.  It’s not complicated.  It’s simple.  It’s completely free.   

 

And yet it is as hard as “unless you deny yourself, take up your cross…count the 

cost, you cannot be my disciple.”  It will cost you everything.  What you are doing is 

making Jesus the Lord over your life, your desires, your priorities, your schedule.     

 

Part of our challenge is that we have made a distinction between a Christian and a 

disciple.  Many of us would say that a disciple is a more serious version of a 

Christian.  And so many people would say they are Christians, they just aren’t 

disciples yet.  But this distinction does not exist in the Bible.   

 

Here is an interesting thought from Dallas Willard talking about this same idea (The 

Great Omission)… 

 

“The word disciple occurs 269 times in the New Testament.  Christian is found 

three times and was first introduced to refer precisely to disciples of 

Jesus…The New Testament is a book about disciples, by disciples, and for 
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disciples of Jesus Christ.  The disciple of Jesus is not the deluxe or heavy-duty 

model of the Christian…He or she stands on the pages of the New Testament 

as the first level of basic transportation in the Kingdom of God.”        

 

What’s Willard saying, he’s saying that our idea of someone being a follower of Jesus 

(a Christian) without actually being a disciple is foreign to the Bible.   

 

That’s the idea Adam has been challenging us with.  Discipleship is not an option, an 

add-on, an upgrade, something to do when we have more time, when we retire.  You 

can’t have just a little piece of discipleship.  Following Jesus is all or nothing; either 

He is Lord and Master or He is not. “You must deny yourself, take up your cross, 

count the cost and follow me.”   

 

This morning, Easter Sunday, we are going to see that Real Discipleship is here and 

now.   

 

And if you’ve been with us for the past two weeks you’ll know that we’ve been looking 

at the nature of real discipleship through Luke’s Gospel.  And so today, we’ll look at 

one more story from the book of Luke—a well-known children’s story that we don’t 

always talk about as much as adults and a story we don’t typically associate with 

Easter: Zacchaeus in the sycamore tree.  

 

It’s a fascinating story and one that will challenge our understanding of discipleship.   

 

Let’s take a look at the story… 

 

Luke 19:1-10 - Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. 2 A man was 

there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy. 

3 He wanted to see who Jesus was, but because he was short he could not see 

over the crowd. 4 So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, 

since Jesus was coming that way. 
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5 When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, come 

down immediately. I must stay at your house today.” 6 So he came down at 

once and welcomed him gladly. 

 

7 All the people saw this and began to mutter, “He has gone to be the guest of a 

sinner.” 

 

8 But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give 

half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of 

anything, I will pay back four times the amount.” 

 

9 Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, 

too, is a son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the 

lost.” 

 

Zacchaeus makes a startling pronouncement—“here and now, I give half of my 

possessions to the poor” and “I will pay back anyone I have cheated four times the 

amount”— it’s a stunning transformation that has taken place in this man’s life.  But 

what is equally startling is the way Jesus responds—“Today, salvation has come to 

this house.”   

 

Did you pick up on that?  Salvation?  No discussion in the story about the sinner’s 

prayer or about heaven and hell.  Just a wealthy tax collector, giving up his wealth.  

And Jesus says, “Yep, you got it.  Salvation!”  How do we make sense of this story?  

First, we need to address  

 

I. Two misunderstandings we have about Real Discipleship.  

 

One,  
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A. Real Discipleship is only about the future.  

 

Part of our confusion with the Zacchaeus story is that for many Christians the 

primary emphasis of their Christian faith is a future time.  Yes, I should be a good 

person, but ultimately being a Christian is mostly about “Going to heaven some day 

when I die.”  And while living with this future hope in mind is certainly an essential 

aspect of being a disciple of Jesus, the danger is when this becomes the only focus of 

our Christianity.  We can find ourselves procrastinating our discipleship away.  Going 

through life our way and putting off our Christian Discipleship for a future time when 

we will enjoy eternity in heaven.     

 

Vampire Christians – Yes, Jesus I’d like a little bit of your blood.   

 

A second misunderstanding that we have which causes some confusion for us is,  

 

B. Real Discipleship is only spiritual.   

 

There is tendency for us to divide our lives into two categories:  Spiritual and non-

spiritual.  There is my spiritual life and that includes church, prayer, reading my 

Bible and other religious activities.  Then there is the rest of my life (my life outside of 

church).  These are what we consider non-spiritual activities.  Work, school, athletic 

pursuits, going to the beach, hanging out with my friends, watching TV.  There are 

certain things in life which are spiritual, other areas which are non-spiritual. 

 

Real Discipleship we say is mostly about those spiritual activities.     

 

The unfortunate result or danger of this kind of thinking is that it is easy for us to 

leave Jesus out of those non-spiritual portions of our lives.  Though we may never 

say that, it is often how we behave.  Jesus is the primary focus on Sunday morning, 

but not necessarily on Monday morning.       
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But in this Zacchaeus story Jesus blows both of these misunderstandings out of the 

water.  The transformation in Zacchaeus is neither mostly about his future in heaven 

nor primarily about super spiritual church activities that he’s gonna start doing.  It’s 

about this really practical every day kind of stuff.  It’s about his possessions and the 

way they had controlled his life.  It’s about relationships that are broken and need 

restored.  And some changes he’s going to make in these areas of his life here and 

now.     

 

Faith is not an intellectual exercise it is a change of worldview (Bock 480).   

 

Two specific ways  

 

II. Real Discipleship is here and now.   

 

First,  

 

A. Here and Now with your possessions.  

 

8 But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give 

half of my possessions to the poor, 

 

I fear that one of the greatest challenges to Real Discipleship in North America is the 

way we justify our extreme wealth.       

 

From the outset of the story we are told that Zacchaeus was wealthy (19:2), but he 

spend one afternoon with Jesus and he’s giving half of his stuff away.  And Jesus 

says, “You got it.  That’s real discipleship.”  And what you need to understand is that 

in Luke’s Gospel more than all the others, Luke talks about wealth and the control it 

can have over our lives.  
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It’s not that wealth is evil, it’s just that love for money, wealth, possessions poses a 

significant threat to Real Discipleship because our possessions start to control our 

lives.  I love this one story I read a couple of months ago.  It’s a story about a wealthy 

individual who had a healthy perspective about his wealth.     

 

PICTURE OF CHUCK FEENEY 

 

An Irish-American billionaire who kept his philanthropy secret for 15 years has 

given away $7.5billion - and plans for it all to go to charity before his dies. 

 

Chuck Feeney, 82, wears a $15 Casio watch, travels in coach, does not own a 

car is a self-confessed 'shabby dresser' and sensibly made his children work 

their way through college. 

 

(So far) He has given away 99 per cent of his fortune to health, science, 

education and civil rights causes around the world through his Atlantic 

Philanthropies foundation.   

 

'People who have money have an obligation,' Feeney told Forbes last year. 'I 

wouldn’t say I’m entitled to tell them what to do with it but to use it wisely.' 

'I became convinced that there was greater satisfaction from giving my money 

away and seeing something come out of the ground, like a hospital or a 

university,' he told the Financial Times last year. 

 

'It just seemed logical to put the money to good use rather than putting it into 

a bank account and letting it accumulate and accumulate.' 

 

He told Forbes: 'I concluded that if you hung on to a piece of the action for 

yourself you’d always be worrying about that piece. People used to ask me how I 

got my jollies, and I guess I’m happy when what I’m doing is helping people and 

unhappy when what I’m doing isn’t helping people.' 
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His intention is for all of his money to be gone by the times he goes. 

He told the New York Times: 'I want the last check I write to bounce'. 

 

Most of us are not billionaires, but I wonder for so many of us, have our possessions, 

wealth so consumed us that they have gotten in the way of our discipleship.   

 

Our wardrobes, our cell phones, our cars, our homes…our lives are mostly focused 

on acquiring and managing our stuff and but we are disciples because we say, 

because we go to church and we’ve asked Jesus into heart.  We’ve given him our 

spiritual lives.  He’s taken care of eternity for us.  Real Discipleship isn’t about my 

stuff.        

 

In the chapter right before this, Luke 18, there is another telling story about a “rich 

young ruler” who comes to Jesus and wants to know what he must do in order to be 

saved.    

 

Interestingly, he claims to have done all of the right spiritual activities…he claims to 

have obeyed all of the laws.  And so Jesus tells him he lacks one thing… “go and sell 

all you have and come follow me.”   

 

And the man walks away sad, because his wealth was so great.   

 

What we see in Zacchaeus is that Real Discipleship will impact our view of our 

possessions and wealth to the degree that we will actually choose live without.   

 

When we have the proper view of our possessions, there will be area in our lives 

where we could have more than we do, but we’ve chosen to have less, not because 

we’re responsibly living within our means, but because we are sacrificially living with 

less.  There should be areas in our lives where at times it feels like we don’t have 

enough or as much as those around us.  
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Real Discipleship, is not some spiritual endeavor for super-Christians.  Real 

discipleship is this really practical here and now lifestyle that impacts our view of our 

ordinary stuff.       

 

Second, Real Discipleship is… 

 

B. Here and Now in your relationships. 

 

“and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the 

amount.” 

 

Jewish law required a wrongdoer, a cheat to confess the sin they committed, and 

then offer full restitution for the wrong and add one-fifth to the wronged party (Num 

5:7).   

 

Notice the change that has taken place in Zacchaeus.  “I will pay back four times the 

amount.”  Have you ever thought about the math in this story?   

 

Zacchaeus is a tax collector, mostly likely, all of his wealth has come from cheating 

people.   

 

First he says, he’s going to give away half of his possessions.  And then with what he 

has remaining he is going to pay back anyone he has cheated 4 times the amount.  

What Zacchaeus is suggesting is practically impossible.  But in Middle Eastern talk, 

what he means, what those hearing him would have understood Zacchaeus to be 

saying is…   

 

I’m sorry. 
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I have cheated people.  That is wrong.  And starting today, I will pay back as much as 

I possibly can.  

 

“The sign of a life that has truly been found is that the primary desire in 

response to wrongdoing becomes the will to set things right…”  (Ortberg, Love 

Beyond Reason) 

 

Real Discipleship means, here and now seeking to heal relationships that have 

been broken.   

 

Christianity does not promise that all of your relationships will be perfect.  You are 

not perfect.  Other people are not perfect.  You will say things you didn’t mean to say.  

Others will say things they didn’t mean to say.  You will hurt people you didn’t intend 

to hurt.  And they will hurt you.  Broken relationships are part of our world.  Being a 

disciple of Jesus does not change that.  But how we respond to those broken 

relationships has everything to do with real discipleship.     

 

Once again, Real Discipleship is here and now, in such practical ways.  Did you ever 

think of Real Discipleship as the art of apologizing?   

 

Zacchaeus is taking the initiative to set right his relationship with the Jewish people 

and it is in that moment that Jesus says, “Yep, you got it.  Today, salvation has 

come.”    

 

But stewing in your anger, hanging onto bitterness and resentment are not ok for 

disciples of Jesus?   

 

How many families, friendships, marriages have been torn apart because no one 

would apologize?  How much hatred, killing in our world between groups of people, 

between nations?   

 



10 
 

Apologies are hard because it feels like you have to give something up, your pride, 

your right to be angry, and your claim on what really happened.  It almost feels like 

you’re condoning the wrong behavior.  Apologizing always feels like it will cost you 

something.         

 

Yep.  Just ask Zacchaeus.  He was going to go broke.  He was giving up an entire life-

style.  Notice Zacchaeus doesn’t try to justify his wrong behavior or give a list of all of 

the reasons why others should apologize as well.  He simply admits his own failure.    

 

This is the way apologies work.  You’re a disciple of Jesus, so you take the initiative, 

you lead the way and you simply worry about yourself, you don’t try to justify.  And 

then you start showing by your own sacrificial behavior that your apology is not 

empty words.  You mean what you said.     

 

And when you do, the door is opened for healing to begin here and now in your 

relationships.   

 

I know a family where a brother and sister have not spoken for 6 years.  A mother 

whose heart is broken as she watches this happen to her children.  Neither of them 

are followers of Jesus.  It’s here and now, and it’s a relationship in need of real 

discipleship, someone to apologize.           

 

Real Discipleship is never just a profession of beliefs that get us into heaven someday.  

And Real Discipleship is never just about spiritual or religious activities.   

 

Real Discipleship is here and now and it always manifests itself in your everyday life.  

In such practical ways…with your possessions, in your relationships.   

 

Does that sound too difficult?  Does that sound unfair?  Here is one final thought 

that brings us around to Easter, the reason we are here this morning and what really 

changed Zacchaeus.       
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III. Real discipleship is realized in our lives here and now as we come to see 

that Jesus meets us here and now.    

 

Did you ever wonder why in the New Testament you read the phrase...“tax collectors 

and sinners”?  Did you ever wonder why those two always go together?     

 

It’s because in the Jewish world there were certain occupations that were looked 

down upon for various reasons and tax collector was one of those despised 

occupations. 

 

Tax collectors were Jews who worked for the Roman government, collecting taxes 

from their own people.  The tax collector would collect taxes throughout the year and 

at the end of the year would turn over a certain portion to the Roman Government, a 

set amount that only the tax collectors knew.  So, most tax collectors would collect 

extra and keep the extra for themselves.  That’s how they made their money.  That’s 

why tax collectors where despised, they were traitors, bullies, cheats…even unclean.     

 

If there was a wealthy tax collector, everyone knew his wealth had come from 

cheating his own people.  He was living on their money.  And everyone knew this, but 

nobody could do anything about it.      

 

Ken Bailey writes that they were so despised, some Jewish rabbi’s wrote that it was 

actually acceptable lie to tax collectors.  Can you imagine this in the Jewish world, 10 

commandments, thou shalt not lie…unless it’s to a tax collector, right?     

And I should just clarify, the point of this is not to give justification for your 

animosity towards the IRS or anybody that works in the tax business or to give you 

any kind of excuse to lie or cheat on your taxes.      

 

The point is, Zacchaeus is the chief tax collector in Jericho and he is wealthy.  

Should give you an idea of the way he was viewed by his fellow Jews.   
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He would not have been welcome at the procession passing through Jericho with 

Jesus.  Likely would have been all kinds of shoving, pushing, snide comments at the 

tax collector.   

 

But Zacchaeus is intrigued by Jesus.  We are not told exactly why he wants to see 

Jesus.  Some scholars suggest, perhaps he has heard that one of Jesus own disciples 

is a tax collector, Matthew (Levi).  Jesus has been to his house and this tax collector 

has been invited to join the group of Jesus followers.  That’s different, rabbis don’t do 

that.  So Zacchaeus, perhaps, is intrigued, he wants a look at Jesus.  But he knows 

he won’t be welcome in the crowd.  So he climbs a sycamore fig tree. 

 

PICTURE OF SYCAMORE FIG TREE 

 

If you’ve never seen one, sycamore fig trees have large leaves and low branches.  They 

are easy for short people to climb and they provide good cover for hiding.  Zacchaeus 

wants a good look at Jesus, but he is hoping to go unnoticed by the crowds.   

 

This is the picture you need to have in your mind as Jesus approaches Zacchaeus in 

the sycamore tree and you can imagine the tension that begins to builds.  Jesus 

approaches the tree, but then Jesus stops by this tree and looks up.  And there sits 

Zacchaeus.  

 

The crowds turn to the tree, and for a moment I just want you to follow the emotion 

of this scene as it unfolds.       

 

The tax collector sits there cornered, up a tree.  They’ve got him now.  The barrage of 

insults.  The hatred and the anger for all of the ways he has cheated and betrayed his 

own people.  And there is no escape for this tax collector.  And it is deserved, we 

might say.   
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Can you picture the helplessness, the loneliness that Zacchaeus is experiencing?  

There is nothing he can do to save himself.    

 

All of a sudden, a certain quiet falls over this crowd.  Finally, the rabbi will set him 

straight, the crowd waits in anticipation for his condemning words…   

 

“Zacchaeus, you cheater.  You dishonest liar.  I know your life, you lover of money and 

all of your stuff.  You make me sick.  You’ve sold yourself out against everyone 

standing here.  You don’t even care.  You continue to take, while some here starve, fight 

just to survive.  You’re a disgrace to our people.  You no longer deserve to be considered 

one of us.  You are no Jew.”        

 

But instead something fascinating happens by that sycamore fig tree.  Something no 

one saw coming, least of all Zacchaeus.  This Jesus, this rabbi does what he always 

does.   

 

His words are far more simple, but far more profound.  Zacchaeus, come down…for 

I must stay at your house today.     

 

The Greek word that Luke uses here “I must stay” is the Greek word katalyein and it 

is not a common word.  But Luke has actually used this unusual word, at another 

time in his Gospel.  It’s the same word that Luke used, at Jesus birth, when there 

was no place for Mary and Joseph to stay.   

 

Do you see why that’s fascinating?  It’s that the guest room denied the Messiah at his 

birth, is now going to be found in the home of a sinful tax collector.  Jesus always 

turns the tables, accepts the unacceptable, loves the unlovable.            

 

Jesus words are so astonishing to the crowds, Luke writes, that…   
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7 All the people saw this and began to mutter, “He has gone to be the guest of a 

sinner.” 

 

If Jesus enters Zacchaeus’ house, sits on his chairs, sleeps in his guest bed, eats his 

food, then according to Jewish law, he will be defiled and unclean (Bailey 180).     

 

It is such a stunning act that the crowds, whose anger and hatred had been so 

focused on the helpless, cheat Zacchaeus, all of a sudden now turn that same 

emotion toward Jesus.  Or perhaps this is exactly what Jesus had planned.     

 

And do you see what has just happened?  

 

“In showing mercy to a tax collector, Jesus has taken the scorn and hatred 

directed to tax collectors upon himself.”  (Edwards)  

 

And Zacchaeus is absolutely stunned.  No one has ever done this for him, least of all 

a pious Jewish Rabbi.  It is this overwhelming grace on Zacchaeus that sparks the 

very real transformation in his life over the next few verses.  Jesus puts himself in the 

tree on behalf of Zacchaeus.             

 

And don’t you see this is the Easter story.  You and I are Zacchaeus?  It is we who sit 

in the tree, guilty as charged…with all of our selfishness, greed, stewing anger, 

dishonesty…it is we who are deserving of scorn and anger.  The penalty is ours to pay 

and He has a right to demand our lives and there is nothing we can do to save 

ourselves. 

      

And so instead, Jesus enters our world here and now.  (PICTURE OF JESUS BIRTH)   

 

“And being in very nature God, did not regard equality with God as something 

to be grasped but made himself nothing”  

 



15 
 

He doesn’t just give up half of his possessions, he gives it all…   

 

…taking the very nature of a servant being made in human likeness and became 

obedient to death, even death on a cross.”  

 

He doesn’t pay back four times the amount, he pays back with his life.       

 

Jesus puts himself in the tree, (PICTURE OF JESUS ON THE CROSS) on the tree, 

on your behalf and he redirects all that scorn and anger that we deserve on himself.  

It is the Easter story…             

 

Isaiah 53:3-6 - 3 He was despised and rejected by mankind, a man of suffering, 

and familiar with pain.  Like one from whom people hide their faces he was 

despised, and we held him in low esteem.  4 Surely he took up our pain and bore 

our suffering, yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and 

afflicted.  5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our 

iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his 

wounds we are healed.  

 

At the heart of Real Discipleship, is the Easter story.   

 

Real discipleship is here and now with your possessions and in your relationships 

because that is what Jesus did on that cross.  Real discipleship is denying yourself, 

taking up your cross, it’s counting the cost because that is what Jesus did on Easter.     

 


