
The film Saving Private Ryan opens with Private Ryan,  
now an elderly grandfather, 
coming with his family to the grave  
of Captain John H. Miller of the 2nd Rangers Battalion,  
the man who 50 years before  
had died leading the unit that had rescued him  
in German occupied territory after the D Day Landings.  
He has come thousands of miles  
at considerable expense  
in time and effort, energy and money,  
to say thank you to the man who gave his life to set him free.  
 

It’s a picture of Christian giving:  
as we come before Jesus to give of ourselves –  
our time, effort, energy and money –  
to say thank you to the God who gave his life to set us free. 
 

Except it isn’t. Let me tell you why. 
 

The film then goes back to June 1944  
to tell the story of the saving of private Ryan.  
As Captain Miller lies dying on a bridge,  
shot by a German sniper,  
hardly able to speak, he whispers to Ryan, ‘Earn this; earn it.’ 
And then he dies.  
The film then jumps forward again,  
back to the Normandy war grave cemetery  
and to the elderly Ryan who is sobbing, asking his wife,  
‘Am I a good man? Am I? I’ve tried to be.  
I’ve tried to earn what they did for me.’  

With his dying breath Captain Miller condemned Ryan  
to a lifetime of striving,  
of always trying to be good enough  
to deserve what was done for him all those years before. 
Striving, yet never knowing,  
uncertain, fearful, guilt-ridden, 
until finally he stands at the graveside  
desperate for someone to give him the assurance, the peace, 
he has never been able to find in his life.  
 

This is the very opposite of Christian living,  
the very opposite of Christian giving. To be Christian giving,  
our giving must be joyful, not merely dutiful;  
must flow from a heart that is at peace  
not wracked by uncertainty;  
and must come from a person who knows  
they can never earn the freedom Jesus has died to give us, 
not be an attempt to deserve it.  
 

There is another story which makes plain this difference:  
the story of saving, not Private Ryan,  
but tax-collector Zacchaeus.  
Zacchaeus is a traitor, a collaborator,  
working with the occupying Roman power.  
He is dishonest, avaricious and selfish,  
extorting far more money from people  
than they need to pay in taxes, 
and keeping it for himself.  
He has ruined the lives of many  
in order to feather his own nest.  



One day he hears that a celebrity is coming to town,  
Jesus of Nazareth.  
The local council line the steps of the town hall,  
the mayor in his ermine ready to welcome him  
as he passes through.  
The crowds are deep and Zacchaeus is small,  
so he climbs a tree to see Jesus.  
 

Now, the tree he climbs is a sycamore tree, 
and in the culture of that day,  
sycamore trees were always planted outside the town 
because they were associated with sin.  
So, when Jesus reaches the tree, 
and looks up to where Zacchaeus is looking down,  
he has already been through the town and is leaving it.  
He has passed by the town hall and the reception committee. 
Clearly, he does not intend to stay.  
Or does he?  
 

He looks up and says to Zacchaeus, 

‘Zacchaeus, come down. I must stay at your house today.’ 
Zacchaeus climbs down from the tree  
and together they go back into the town  
for tea at Zacchaeus’s house.  
 

Don’t miss what has happened here:  
Jesus has come looking for Zacchaeus. 
Jesus has chosen the treacherous tax-collector  
over the town’s elders.  
Imagine what the crowd must be muttering about him.  

But then imagine what Zacchaeus is feeling.  
Perhaps for the very first time in his life  
Zacchaeus feels ‘seen’, valued, prioritised, respected, 
welcomed, even loved.  
 

Back at his house, with Jesus by his side,  
he stands up and says,  
‘Today I give half my riches to the poor  
and if I have defrauded anybody, 
I will pay them back four times the amount.’ 
 

What has happened to cause such a change in him?  
Two things have happened.  
And it is very important that we see  
the order in which they have happened.  
 

Firstly, Jesus has given a gift to Zacchaeus –  
a gift of costly love.  
And, secondly, Zacchaeus has received it. 
What is this gift?  
Jesus has risked his reputation, his popularity,  
people’s regard for and interest in him,  
risked it all,  
to give dignity and love to one who does not, and never could, 
deserve it, or earn it.  
He has deliberately redirected the hostility of the crowd  
away from Zacchaeus and onto himself. 
He has deliberately taken the criticism, the rejection,  
the disdain of the crowd on himself,  
so as to set Zacchaeus free from it. 



And Zacchaeus has sensed  
the costly preciousness of this gift, 
he has joyfully received it,  
and then he has imitated it himself.  
First, he receives a costly gift from Jesus;  
and then he makes a costly gift of his own, like Jesus.  
 

Is he trying to earn Jesus’ regard by trying to be like him,  
by giving to others?  
No; he has already been given it;  
Jesus has already welcomed him, accepted him, loved him, 
unconditionally.  
His giving to others flows from  
what Jesus has already given to him. 
 

And this is what Christian giving looks like –  
not dutiful, but joyful;  
not coerced but free;  
not trying to earn God’s favour,  
but in response to favour freely given that we can never earn – 
a restored relationship with the God who loves us  
and who, at infinite cost to himself,  
has done all that is necessary  
to be able to welcome us into his family, 
no matter what we may have done in our lives. 
All we have to do, is to receive the unconditional free gift  
he offers us, as Zacchaeus did. 
And the sign that we have truly received it? 

Is that, like Zacchaeus,  
we will want to imitate it in every aspect of our lives. 

As Jesus hung dying on the cross,  
deliberately redirecting the judgment of God  
for our wrong doings  
away from us and onto himself,  
taking the judgment of God upon himself  
so as to set us free from it,  
he didn’t whisper ‘Earn this; earn it.’ 
He shouted in triumph, ‘It is fully paid for!  
I have paid for it fully! 

Receive the life of freedom  
that I am dying to make possible for you;  
receive it as my gift to you.’ 
 

Anyone who hears these words addressed to them 

and receives them for themselves,  
receives Jesus’ dying gift to them for themselves,  
will then start to discover, as Zacchaeus did,  
the joy of Christian living and the joy of Christian giving. 
 


