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Feb. 19, 2017 – (Epiphany 7, Luk)  

Sermon Text – Luke 7:36-50 
 

- One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee's house 

and took his place at the table.  And a woman in the city, who was a sinner, having 

learned that he was eating in the Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment.  

She stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears 

and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them 

with the ointment…I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she 

has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little."  Then he said to 

her, "Your sins are forgiven."  But those who were at the table with him began to say 

among themselves, "Who is this who even forgives sins?"  And he said to the woman, 

"Your faith has saved you; go in peace." - 

 

You can probably call her anything you like.  She is an intruder, a trespasser, a party-

crasher, an uninvited guest.  Our gospel reading simply calls her a sinner, an inter-

esting choice of terminology.  Yes, it probably refers to a certain class of women 

looked down upon by the rest of society.  But you could probably substitute some 

other words – unwanted, undesirable, unwelcome, unclean, unworthy.  She is clearly 

other than the righteous Pharisees with whom Jesus has come to dine.  Of course, 

we’ve already been tipped off to be on the lookout for her presence.  Our reading last 

week clued us in.  Just who will be the next “glutton and drunkard,” “tax collector and 

sinner” with whom Jesus makes friends?  Good question!  All we have to do is keep 

reading and in the next paragraph she shows up at the home of one of the religious 

leaders of the day no less.   

 

 Jesus has gone there to eat supper with Simon, a Pharisee, who had invited him 

to come for the meal.  This is, no doubt, an opportunity for Simon and his guests to 

learn something more about this new preacher and worker of miracles away from the 

crowds.  I assume that they were curious.  They want to see for themselves who this 

man is at the center of all the fuss in their part of the world.  As soon as Jesus arrives 

and takes his place at the table, she also enters the room, the unknown woman with 

the alabaster jar of ointment.  She has also come to see Jesus.  But note the difference.  

While the men sit at the table waiting to engage Jesus in conversation, she sits at his 

feet and begins to weep, bathing them with her tears, wiping them with her hair, kissing 

them and anointing them with the ointment.  While Simon is the host, she has assumed 

his place in regard to his duties of hospitality.  It would be customary for the host to 

offer his guests a basin of water in which to wash their feet, a towel to dry them and 

some ointment to soothe their tiredness.  Simon has done none of this.  She has done 
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more, much more, in his place.  Yet, she is the outsider.  She is the interloper.  She is the 

meddler in the scenario.  She is the one messing up the evening’s activities. 

 

   The objection, of course, is that she is a sinner.  She is not the kind of person 

with whom good, religious people are to associate.  She is a woman of the streets.  She 

is a member of the poor.  She is probably considered to be an outcast.  Maybe she is 

mentally ill, maybe a person of color or who speaks another language, maybe an 

immigrant or a refugee.  And she is most simply nothing more than a woman, hardly 

worth the time and the inconvenience of this intrusion upon their meal in an all-male 

dominated society.  Jesus should know who is touching him and he should object.  He 

does not.  And this is the crucial point.  Jesus’ understanding of what is important is far 

different from ours.  He sees people as they are, rather than as they are supposed to 

be.  He sees people in truth, rather than by the façade with which they present 

themselves.  He knows that the woman at his feet is not the only sinner in the room.  

The men seated around the table with him fall into that same category just as easily as 

she does, only they do not know it.  So, Jesus tells them a little parable.  He has to 

teach them.  Two men had debts.  One was small, the other large.  Neither could pay.  

Their creditor forgave them both.  Now, which of them will be more grateful?  The one 

who had the greater debt?  Probably, but in this world, I wonder.  Does it matter how 

much that person has in the first place?  A large debt may be nothing to a billionaire.  

A small debt may be everything to a poor person.  In any case, the woman 

designated as a sinner has shown more gratitude than any of the men sitting around 

the table.  She knows how much forgive-ness she has received.  They do not. 

 

 And this is the second crucial point of the story.  All are sinful, each and every 

one of us.  The woman knows it.  The world has made it clear to her.  She is a sinner, an 

intruder among the righteous.  The men do not know it.  The world has allowed them to 

pretend that they are not.  They believe that they are righteous, pure, blameless and 

full of virtue.  They are not.  Their sins are different, only in that they are hidden.  They 

are just as offensive.  They are just as unpleasant.  They are just as unacceptable.  They 

are just as self-destructive, but they are hidden behind the appearance of success 

and power and status and position.  In truth, they may be a whole lot bigger than the 

sins of those who have no place to hide.  In this one incident, at least, they have kept 

the righteous men from expressing their gratitude in the same way that the unrighteous 

woman has done.  She pours it out at Jesus’ feet with her humble acts of pure 

hospitality.  They have not.  They have forgotten.  Or they have never known. 

 

 It has become popular, once again in our society for people to take to the 

streets in protest against the things they find objectionable.  Often, people carry signs 
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and chant slogans and shout phrase that express their discontent.  One of my 

favorites, no matter who is protesting, is “this is what democracy looks like.”  When you 

see it in action, at least in the streets, during a protest, it looks messy and chaotic and 

out of control.  It looks like an intrusion, a trespass, an uninvited or unwanted 

disturbance to the orderliness of society.  As I read this story of the woman at Jesus’ 

feet, I silently hear the chant of “this is what discipleship looks like.”  This is what it 

means to know that we are sinful.  This is what it means to know that we are forgiven.  

This is what it means to acknowledge that we need Jesus.  What else can we do, but 

fall down at his feet, with weeping and wailing, to pour out our gratitude in acts of 

great love and kindness?  We have no choice.  When we see how great a debt we 

have been forgiven, then we also will respond with a great deal of love.  And that is 

exactly what discipleship looks like. 

        Amen. 

 


