Good morning, Moon Valley!

We are continuing our sermon series titled, “So You Can Know For Sure.” It is a study through the Gospel of Luke.

Today, we are going to be studying ⯈ Luke 7:36-50. From this text, we are going to learn about gratitude.

One of the leading authorities on the study of gratitude today is ⯈ Dr. Robert Emmons, Professor Emeritus of Psychology at the University of California, Davis. Emmons has been nicknamed “the father of gratitude.”[footnoteRef:2] He also happens to be a committed Christian and an occasional lecturer at Biola University’s Center for Christian Thought. [2: https://www.psichi.org/page/214EyeSum17cEmmons#:~:text=Nicknamed%20the%20%E2%80%9Cfather%20of%20gratitude,become%20a%20more%20grateful%20person.] 


Emmons says, ⯈ “Gratitude is the recognition that life owes me nothing and all the good I have is a gift. It is a response to all that has been given.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid.] 


It turns out that gratitude is good for you. Based on his research, Emmons says,

⯈ Gratitude has one of the strongest links to mental health and satisfaction with life of any personality trait—more than even optimism, hope, or compassion. ⯈ Grateful people experience higher levels of positive emotions such as joy, enthusiasm, love, happiness, and optimism, ⯈ and gratitude as a discipline protects us from the destructive impulses of envy, resentment, greed, and bitterness.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Emmons, Robert A., Gratitude Works! A 21-Day Program for Creating Emotional Prosperity (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013), 9, quoted by J.P. Moreland, Finding Quiet: My Story of Overcoming Anxiety and the Practices that Brought Peace (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2019), 111-112.] 


In our biblical text for today, we are going learn how to grow in gratitude. Let me tell you the big idea right up front. Then we’ll spend the rest of our time fleshing it out. Here it is: ⯈ Our gratitude grows with our grasp of grace. The more deeply we understand God’s grace toward us, the more grateful we will be. Gratitude increases in proportion to our perception of grace.

We are going to see this played out in a scene involving three characters:
· a Pharisee named Simon, 
· an unnamed woman called a sinner, 
· and Jesus. 

Our text begins in ⯈ Luke 7:36, where it says, 

ESV Luke 7:36 One of the Pharisees asked him [Jesus] to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house and reclined at table. 

The Pharisees are a Jewish religious sect. The term, “Pharisee” is derived from an Aramaic word meaning, “separated.” The Pharisees wanted to keep themselves separate from other people they considered ungodly or unappreciative of traditional scriptural values.

They were very knowledgeable about the Hebrew Scriptures, and worked very hard at applying it to their lives and to the lives of others. Their emphasis was on obeying God’s rules and calling out those who weren’t obeying.

So, Simon the Pharisee asks Jesus to eat with him. Later in our text we learn that others were invited.[footnoteRef:5] They likely include other Pharisees. And the group is probably not friendly toward Jesus. [5:  Luke 7:49.] 


You see, Jesus had previously come under sharp criticism from Pharisees for hanging out with tax collectors and sinners, for breaking the Sabbath, for allowing his disciples to forego fasting, and for claiming to be the Messiah.

We have good reasons to suspect that Simon’s motives for inviting Jesus to dinner were something less than hospitable. Perhaps he had invited Jesus over for dinner to somehow trick him.[footnoteRef:6] Perhaps he was trying to look good because it was considered virtuous to invite a teacher over for dinner, especially if he were from out of town or had just taught in the synagogue.[footnoteRef:7] One scholar suggests Simon’s intent was to humiliate Jesus in front of his Pharisee friends.[footnoteRef:8] Whatever the motives, Simon shows no respect for Jesus at the dinner. [6:  John A. Martin, “Luke,” The Bible Knowledge Commentary, New Testament ed., John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, eds., (USA: Victor Books, 1983), 223]  [7:  Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament, (Downer’s Grove, IL:  Intervarsity Press, 1993), 208.]  [8:  Ellisen, Stanley A., Parables in the Eye of the Storm: Christ’s Response in the Face of Conflict (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2001), 75.
] 


It was customary for a host to show hospitality and respect by providing a way for the guest’s feet to be cleaned. People generally wore sandals, and they walked unpaved streets of dirt, mud, and dung. At a minimum, water would be provided so that a guest could clean his own feet. Well-to-do hosts would have the lowliest of their servants clean the feet of guests with water.[footnoteRef:9] But Simon provides no water at all for Jesus. [9:  Keener, 209.] 


It was also customary for a host to show affection and respect for a guest by greeting him with a kiss on the cheek.[footnoteRef:10] But Simon does not greet Jesus with a kiss. [10:  Martin, 224; Keener, 209.] 


Another common gesture of hospitality and respect would be to anoint the head of a guest with a small amount of oil for refreshment.[footnoteRef:11] But Simon does not anoint Jesus with oil. [11:  Ibid.] 


Despite these snubs, Jesus reclines to eat with Simon. It was common for the dinner table to be quite low and for guests to be lying around the table on their sides on low couches, their feet away from the table.

At dinner, something shocking happens. ⯈ Verses 37-38 record it.

ESV Luke 7:37 And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, when she learned that he was reclining at table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment, ⯈ 38 and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his feet and anointed them with the ointment.

In that day, it was not unusual for an uninvited person to come to listen to a noted teacher who had been invited to someone’s home.[footnoteRef:12] The woman’s presence is not shocking; her actions are. [12:  Martin, 224.] 


We are not told, but the woman may have observed the humiliating way Simon treated Jesus, and she may be trying to provide the gratitude and respect that Simon withheld.

The woman comes to Jesus and kneels at his feet. Such an approach would have been startling in itself. While uninvited guests were often allowed to come and listen to a teacher interact with a host, they were expected to observe only, remaining quiet and away from the invited guest.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Keener, 209.] 


But the woman is not quiet and does not keep her distance; she comes right up to Jesus, and she is weeping. Later Jesus said this woman had already believed in him for eternal life and was thus forgiven of her sins.[footnoteRef:14] She had been released from her guilt. So profound and complete was her liberation that her self-consciousness is now liberated as well. [14:  Luke 7:50.  The woman’s love for Jesus was in response to forgiveness, not a condition of it.] 


And so, I suspect the woman had come offering tears of gratefulness and love and worship for her Savior who had shown so much grace toward her.[footnoteRef:15] Her tears provide the missing water needed to clean the feet of Jesus. The woman assumes the role of the lowliest of servants and begins to wash his feet with her tears, using her hair to wipe away the dirt and mud and dung. [15:  Martin, 224.] 


Exposing her hair in public like this would have been scandalous. Proper women kept their heads covered in public; those who did not were considered promiscuous.[footnoteRef:16] Indeed, this woman may have been a prostitute. The uncovered hair and the fact that she is labeled a “sinner” suggest that she had been a harlot. [16:  Ibid.] 


Having washed the feet of Jesus, her hair matted with the filth of the street, the woman begins to kiss his feet over and over again. Apparently, she feels unworthy to kiss him on the cheek. And perhaps she confines her kisses to his feet because she does not want her new worship to be confused with her old solicitation.

And the woman anoints his feet with fragrant oil from an alabaster flask she had brought with her. Apparently, she feels unworthy to anoint his head. The fragrant oil may have been a former tool of her trade.[footnoteRef:17] Perhaps it is all she had. What she once used on herself to lure her client, she now uses on Jesus to refresh her Savior. [17:  Ibid.] 


The woman is profoundly grateful. Her expressions of gratefulness are deeply moving. The inconceivable has happened to her. The Son of God knows her and loves her and forgives her. She has won the spiritual lottery.

Simon is indignant. The woman’s gratitude has overshadowed his intended humiliation, and he is offended by her immoral reputation and by Jesus’ apparent ignorance of it. ⯈ Verse 39 explains,

ESV Luke 7:39 Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, ⯈ “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” 

Simon is thinking that, if Jesus were truly a prophet, he would know this woman is a harlot, and he would not allow himself to be defiled by her touch.

But Jesus knows all about the woman. And he also knows what Simon is thinking, and he answers his unspoken thoughts. ⯈ Verse 40 says,

ESV Luke 7:40 And Jesus answering said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” And he answered, “Say it, Teacher.”

Now Jesus tells a parable, which is a fictional story with a central lesson. He begins in ⯈ verse 41.

ESV Luke 7:41 “A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.” 

Here we have two debtors. One owes a lot, and the other owes a lot less. A single denarius is equal to one day’s wages for an ordinary worker. So, 500 denarii is well over a year of wages, and 50 denarii is well over a month of pay.

Jesus continues in ⯈ verse 42. 

ESV Luke 7:42 “When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them will love him more?”

Notice both debtors in the parable cannot pay. They are both in over their heads. So, the lender graciously forgives the debt of both.

The question Jesus poses is: Which debtor will love the gracious lender more? That is to say, which debtor will be more grateful?

⯈ Verse 43 continues.

ESV Luke 7:43 Simon answered, “The one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt.” And he said to him, “You have judged rightly.”

The point of the parable is that love for the forgiver is proportional to the debt forgiven. Which is just another way of expressing our ⯈ big idea: Our gratitude grows with our grasp of grace.

The woman has a far greater grasp of God’s grace than Simon does. And the disparity is reflected in her loving expressions of gratitude in contrast to Simon’s ungrateful snubs. Jesus drives home the comparison, beginning in ⯈ verse 44.

ESV Luke 7:44 Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? . . .

And I imagine Simon thinking to himself, “She’s pretty hard to miss.” Jesus continues,

⯈ ESV Luke 7:44 . . . I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair.”

⯈ ESV Luke 7:45 “You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my feet.”

⯈ ESV Luke 7:46 “You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.”

Notice that, for each gesture, the woman supplies what Simon withheld. This supports the idea floated earlier that she may have observed Jesus’ humiliation. It also indicates that gratitude gives thanks owed; ingratitude withholds it.

Jesus continues in ⯈ verse 47:

ESV Luke 7:47 “Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. . . .”

It is important to sort out the causal relationship between gratitude and grace. It is our grasp of grace that causes gratitude and not the other way around. Grace is not earned through gratitude. Grace prompts gratitude. 

When Jesus says, her sins “are forgiven” it is a translation of an original Greek word in the perfect tense, describing on ongoing present state of forgiveness resulting from a past action of being forgiven at a prior point in time.

Moreover, the clause, “for she loved much,” carries the idea, “for this reason she loved much,”  The woman had already been forgiven before through faith in Jesus, and that is the reason she is so grateful now.

In the last part of ⯈ verse 47, Jesus says,

ESV Luke 7:47 “. . . But he who is forgiven little, loves little.”

At first blush, it can almost sound like Jesus may be giving Simon an excuse, as if Simon doesn’t need to be very grateful because he doesn’t need much grace because he doesn’t have a significant sin problem.

But the point is not that Simon was in better moral shape than the woman and thus justified in loving Jesus little. In fact, Jesus points out in his story that both borrowers were bankrupt. Neither could pay.

According to the Bible, apart from Jesus, we’re all spiritually bankrupt. We can’t possibly pay our spiritual debt. It doesn’t really matter how much we owe, 500 pieces of silver or 50. Bankrupt is bankrupt.

Without Christ, the Bible describes us using a four-letter word: dead. Spiritually dead.[footnoteRef:18] The woman in our story was not more dead than Simon before meeting Christ. They were both dead. And there are no degrees of dead. It doesn’t matter whether you drown in a bathtub of sin or an ocean of sin, the result is exactly the same. Dead is dead. You can’t dress up dead. [18:  Ephesians 2:1.] 


The woman gets it. She knows she was dead and now she’s alive, solely because of the gracious gift of eternal life she received from the Lord by faith.

Simon doesn’t get it. He thinks he’s not dead. He thinks he’s not as bad off as the “sinner” woman.

When Jesus says, “he who is forgiven little, loves little,” he probably has in mind the debtor in the parable who owed only 50 denarii instead of 500.

But Simon doesn’t even clear the lower bar. Simon doesn’t even love a little. Simon gives Jesus no love. No water. No kiss. No oil. Not even a little. In effect, Jesus is saying to Simon, “Even a person who thinks he has been forgiven a little debt would have loved me a little. But I got no love from you.” The inference is that Simon has suppressed his own need for God’s grace and forgiveness.

Then Jesus turns to the woman. ⯈ Verse 48 says,

ESV Luke 7:48 And he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 

Why does Jesus say this to her now?

The woman is already convinced of her forgiveness. That is why she is there, thanking Jesus so extravagantly. Jesus has already said in verse 47, “her sins, which are many, are forgiven.” So, this is not new information for or about the woman.

I think Jesus is speaking to the woman primarily for the benefit of the overhearing Pharisees. There is something critically important for Simon and the other Pharisees to understand. In effect, Jesus is reiterating, “I am the Forgiver. I am the Lord to whom every person is accountable. I am the holy God who is deeply wounded by every sin of every person. I am God the Son to whom a spiritual debt is owed by every person. Every person owes me a debt so large they cannot possibly pay. Every person is in my debt and at my mercy. And I am merciful. I am ready to forgive those who come to me.”

Indirectly, Jesus is saying to the Pharisees, “I am dying to forgive you, as I have forgiven the woman. But you stubbornly refuse to acknowledge your own need of forgiveness.”

Instead of owning their own sin, the Pharisees project sin onto Jesus. ⯈ Verse 49 says,

ESV Luke 7:49 Then those who were at table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this, who even forgives sins?”

This is not a question seeking information. It is a disparaging indictment. Only God can forgive sins, and the Pharisees do not believe that Jesus is God; therefore, they consider his claims of forgiveness to be blasphemous. “Who does this lunatic think he is?!”

After being humiliated by Simon and accused of blasphemy by the others, Jesus points to the woman’s faith as the thing that appropriates the grace of God—faith in the one and only Forgiver who can cancel her debt, and that of the Pharisees. ⯈ Verse 50 says,

ESV Luke 7:50 And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

The woman was not saved by good deeds. The woman was not saved by turning her life around. The woman was not saved by resolving to do better. The woman was not saved by the goodness of her heart. The woman was not saved by her own piety.

The woman was saved by her faith in the Lord Jesus Christ as her Savior from sin.

The woman understands what the apostle Paul would later explain in ⯈ Ephesians 2:8-9.

ESV Ephesians 2:8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast.

Which brings us back to our ⯈ big idea: Our gratitude grows with our grasp of grace.

Many of us share the same faith as the woman in our story. But do we reflect the same gratitude?

Those of us who have believed in Jesus are every bit as capable of losing sight of grace as Simon was. Just because we got it once doesn’t mean we can’t forget it. Have we forgotten? Have we taken it for granted? Are our lives characterized more by grievance than gratitude?

If Simon and the woman represent two ends of the spectrum, with the woman representing a great grasp grace and Simon representing no grasp at all, where would we fall?

Our level of gratitude is the gauge.

Here’s a true story.

A vagrant lives near the Fulton Fish Market on the lower east side of Manhattan. The slimy smell of fish carcasses and entrails nearly overpowers him, and he hates the trucks that noisily arrive before sunrise. But midtown gets crowded, and the cops harass him there. Down by the wharves nobody bothers with a grizzled man who keeps to himself and sleeps on a loading dock behind a dumpster.

Early one morning when the workers are slinging eel and halibut off the trucks, yelling to each other in Italian, the vagrant rouses himself and pokes through the dumpsters behind the tourist restaurants. An early start guarantees good pickings: last night’s uneaten garlic bread and French fries, nibbled pizza, a wedge of cheesecake. He eats what he can stomach and stuffs the rest in a brown paper sack. The bottles and cans he stashes in plastic bags in his rusty shopping cart.

The morning sun, pale through the harbor fog, finally makes it over the buildings by the wharf. When he sees the ticket from last week’s lottery lying in a pile of wilted lettuce, he almost lets it go. But by force of habit he picks it up and jams it in his pocket. In the old days, when luck was better, he used to buy one ticket a week, never more. It’s past noon when he remembers the ticket stub and holds it up to the newspaper box to compare the numbers. Three numbers match, the fourth, the fifth—all seven! It can’t be true. Things like that don’t happen to him. Bums don’t win the New York lottery.

But it is true. Later that day he is squinting into the bright lights as television crews present the newest media darling, the unshaven, baggy-pants vagrant will receive $243,000 per year over the next twenty years. A chic-looking woman wearing a leather miniskirt shoves a microphone in his face and asks, “How do you feel?” He stares back dazed, and catches a whiff of her perfume. It has been a long time, a very long time, since anyone has asked him that question.

He feels like a man who has been to the edge of starvation and back, and is beginning to fathom that he’ll never feel hunger again.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace?, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1997), 46.] 


True story. And I wonder. I wonder if and when the man will begin to take it for granted. I wonder if, at some point, he’ll begin to act like he earned it, or that he deserves it, or that he’s entitled to it because he’s a pretty good person, or that he’s somehow better than the other vagrants who are still down by the Fulton Fish Market sleeping behind the dumpster. I wonder if he’ll even begin to think that the other bums are still there because they just can’t cut it, but he can.

It wouldn’t surprise me. Because we all seem to have an amazing capacity to forget grace.

As believers in Jesus Christ, we didn’t win $243,000 per year over the next twenty years. That’s peanuts. We got more than that. Far more.

We got every spiritual blessing every day for eternity.

Over thirty years ago, I preached my first sermon series. As part of that series, I wrote a loose paraphrase of Ephesians, chapter 1 that lists our blessings in Christ. I fished it out of my files, like an old lottery ticket. Here it is:

Dear Christian:

God has blessed you with every spiritual blessing. You already have all there is to get. You are chosen. You are holy. You are blameless. You are loved. You are adopted. You are pleasing. You are redeemed. You are forgiven. You are enlightened. You are an heir. You are sealed. You are secure. You are important. That’s how God made you. That’s who you are: complete in Christ.

I pray that you would understand what this really means. There is nothing you have ever done or can ever do that will enhance who you are in Christ. And there is nothing you can do to detract from it. That’s because it doesn’t depend on you. It depends on Christ, who is Lord of all.

Our gratitude grows with our grasp of grace.

I began the sermon by quoting Dr. Robert Emmons saying, “all the good I have is a gift.” Let’s not pretend otherwise.

We cannot grasp God’s grace until we grasp how utterly lost we are without it.

As the church, we are just a bunch of Christian bums pulling out the old winning lottery ticket to remember the before and after, and to rejoice.

As the church, we are just a bunch of Christian harlots weeping at the feet of Jesus, showing that we get it. We get grace.

And we are so grateful.

Let’s pray. Lord, help us to grow in our grasp of your grace, resulting in a growing gratitude that benefits us and honors you. Amen.
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