
Repentance: A response of love to God’s forgiveness. 
Text: Luke 7:36-50 for 7/7/2019 by Pastor Bolwerk 

1 

How familiar are you with this portion of Luke’s gospel? There certainly is a great deal going 
on in this text. A dinner party. An inhospitable host. An unexpected, and uninvited guest. An 
awkward scene. A parable, and a surprise announcement. What does it all mean, and what does it 
mean for us? Let’s work our way through the text and find out. 

This portion of scripture starts out by telling us, “A certain one of the Pharisees asked Jesus 
to eat with him. Jesus entered the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table” (v. 36). We find 
out in a few verses that the Pharisee’s name was Simon. We know Jesus had dinner with all kinds 
of people: the rich, the poor, tax collectors, prostitutes. Since, Jesus came into this world as the 
Savior of all people it shouldn’t surprise us that Jesus accepts an invitation to eat at the house of a 
Pharisee.  

But Jesus is not there long before an uninvited guest shows up. A woman from that town who 
had lived a publicly sinful life comes in and stands by Jesus’ feet. She is crying. As she weeps, she 
allows her tears to drip down and wet Jesus’ feet. Then she takes her hair and wipes off his feet, 
kissing them and finally pouring perfume on them. A rather strange and awkward moment. No one 
at the table says a word, but Simon is thinking to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would 
realize who is touching him and what kind of woman she is, because she is a sinner” (v. 39). 

It is at that point that Jesus tells a parable about the two people who owed someone money. 
One person owed over a year’s worth of wages, the other owed about two months of wages. Neither 
of the people could pay what they owed so the one money lender forgave both their debts. Jesus 
asks Simon which person will love the money lender more? Simon answered, “I suppose the one 
who had the larger debt forgiven” Then he told him, “You have judged correctly” (v. 43). 

Then, Jesus goes on to mention everything that Simon didn’t do for Jesus as host of the dinner, 
and everything this woman did do for Jesus even though she wasn’t even an invited guest. Jesus 
wraps it up by saying, “Therefore I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven; that is why she 
loved so much. But the one who is forgiven little loves little” (v. 47). 

So, what is really the problem here? Was Simon’s problem that he was just an inconsiderate 
host? We recognize that it’s more than that. Jesus said, “The one who is forgiven little loves 
little” (v. 47b). Simon certainly seemed to love Jesus very little. So, does that mean he only needed 
to be forgiven a little? Does that mean he had committed fewer sins than this woman, or that his 
sins were in some way not as severe as her sins?  

That doesn’t seem right, does it? It’s not. The Bible tells us “Whoever keeps the whole law 
but stumbles in one point has become guilty of breaking all of it” (James 2:10). Even the 
slightest breaking of God’s law is the same as breaking all of God’s laws. There is no such thing as a 
“small” sin, or a sin that is less severe than another. All sins condemn people before God.  

Yet, Jesus doesn’t say the Pharisee wasn’t forgiven, he just says, “The one who is forgiven 
little loves little” (v 47b). So was the problem that Simon didn’t outwardly show a response to 
forgiveness, while this woman did? She performed an outward act of love in response to her 
forgiveness. Did that outward act of love make her better than Simon? In God’s eyes it didn’t. 

No outward display of love, or sorrow for sin, makes you any more or less worthy before God. 
The problem is not how much sin a person has. The problem is not how a person appears to 

respond, or not respond, to God’s forgiveness. The problem is, like the two people who owed 
money in the parable, NEITHER ONE of these people has what is needed to pay what they owe! 
Sadly, Simon seems to think he doesn’t need much forgiveness so he can pay the debt of his sins on 
his own. 

And how easy it is, like Simon, for us to minimize the sins we commit. We try to justify our 
sins, telling ourselves, “Sure, I thought something about that attractive person I shouldn’t have 
thought. But it was just a thought! At least I didn’t act on it.” Or perhaps, like Simon, we compare 
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our sins to the sins of others trying to make our sins look smaller. “I only took five extra minutes on 
my break while the others took ten.” Or, maybe we try to “shrink” our sin with the good we do. We 
point to the fact that we worship regularly, we give to church, and we serve God and our neighbors. 
We throw around the titles “Christian” and “believer” as if somehow those words are going to make 
our sin shrink down to nothing. 

The problem is that even one “small” sin damns. And what does God require as the payment for 
one sin? For every sin you commit you owe God a holy life. A life lived perfectly from start to finish. 
The problem is once you commit one sin you are no longer perfect, so you have no way to pay God 
what you owe him. And you have no way of removing sin. Doing good doesn’t remove sin. Trying 
harder doesn’t remove sin. Comparing our sins to others doesn’t remove sin. What makes this all 
worse is the fact that we come into this world imperfect. Sinful parents create sinful children. King 
David says in Psalm 51 that we are sinful from the moment of conception (Psalm 51:5). That means 
that the pharisee, the woman, you and I, we all came into this world owing God, and having no 
possible way to pay him back for the sin we were born with or the sins that we commit. We all owe 
God a debt we can never pay, and that debt should condemn every one of us to hell.  

Both Simon and that sinful woman were desperately in need of forgiveness. So what was the 
difference between the two? One realized her tremendous need for forgiveness, and the other did 
not think he needed forgiveness.  

Simon’s self-righteousness kept him from seeing the massive debt he owed God because of his 
sin. But that sinful woman not only knew how immense her debt of sin was, she probably felt the 
weight of that sin every day. We don’t know what her sin was, but everyone in town knew. That 
sin had destroyed her good name. It destroyed her reputation. It destroyed her relationships. How 
many mornings did she wake up facing the guilt of the night before? How many evenings did she 
cry herself to sleep because of the damage her sin had done? She felt the overwhelming weight of 
her sins.  

But then she heard of someone who could do something about that terrible weight. Luke tells 
us that “a sinful woman from that town learned that [Jesus] was reclining in the Pharisee’s 
house” (v. 37). We don’t know where or how that woman learned about Jesus, but she understood 
that Jesus was someone who could do something about her problem. And Jesus did do something 
about her problem of sins. Jesus said to her, “Your sins have been forgiven.” (vs. 48). This 
proclamation shocked those who were there. Those reclining at the table with him began to say 
among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” (v. 49).  

The woman knew who this was. This was Jesus, the true God who came into this world to do 
what no mere human being could ever do: life a perfect life. That’s what Jesus was doing, for her, 
and Simon, and you, and me. Jesus was perfectly keeping God’s law, perfectly doing his Father’s 
will, and perfectly fulfilling every one of God’s promises. The only way a person can be saved from 
their debt of sin is if, like the people in Jesus’ parable, the one who is owed the debt forgives the 
debt. God the Father forgave our debt because Jesus paid it for us. Christ used his own perfect life 
as the payment we all owed to God for our sins. Jesus made that payment on a cross. He took the 
oppressive load of that woman’s sins, and Simon’s sins, and yours and mine, and he sacrificed 
himself to pay for them all. With Christ’s death the debt of sin was gone. Then Jesus rose from the 
grave to offer the people of this world exactly what they need to enter God’s heavenly kingdom. 
Jesus freely offers his own perfect life. Trusting in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins you are now 
covered with the perfection God demands to enter his heavenly home. By faith you are covered with 
Jesus’ righteousness. 

That good news changes a person. Through the gospel, as the Holy Spirit is working faith in a 
person’s heart, he is also changing a person’s mind. The gospel changes how we think about God 
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and sin. That change is called repentance. Repentance is more than just feeling sorry for your sins. 
Repentance is understanding just how deadly sin is, and how God has lovingly saved you from your 
sins.  

The change of mind repentance brings also changes the way a person acts. We see this 
woman’s repentance as she lovingly responds to God’s forgiveness. Jesus speaks of this woman’s 
loving response. Turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I 
entered your house, but you did not give me water for my feet. Yet she has wet my feet with 
her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but she, from the time I 
entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has 
anointed my feet with perfume” (vs. 44-46). Since Simon didn’t offer Jesus water to wash his feet 
that meant his feet were dirty. What do you get when you mix dirt and water? You get mud. How 
did this woman get the mud off Jesus’ feet? With her hair. Do you think her hair got all the mud off? 
Probably not, yet she kisses Jesus feet anyway and then pours perfume on them. The debt of sin 
that was lifted off her shoulders was so great she was willing to do the simplest, yet dirtiest, thing 
she could to show her love and thanks to her Savior. 

Does this mean that if we are truly repentant that we will wet someone’s dirty feet with our 
tears and wipe them clean with our hair? No. True repentance does mean we not only change the 
way we think, we will also change how we act. In faith, we will fight against the sins that tempt us. 
When we fail in that fight we turn back to our Savior for forgiveness, then we keep on fighting! We 
will work to repair the damage our sins have done. We will want to show our love for Jesus by 
loving others as he loved us. That might mean dealing with a little dirt. In repentance maybe we 
need to clean up the “mud” of a relationship soiled by sin. Maybe our repentant heart moves us to 
reach out to those around us, to those whose lives are “dirty” from sin, leading them to the one who 
can make them clean. Perhaps, out of love for our Lord, it means visiting an elderly neighbor, or 
fellow believer, who because of age or dementia can no longer keep themselves clean, but is 
someone who still needs loving, human interaction. Or maybe the feet we clean are those of the 
child or grandchild God has blessed us with. A simple act of kindness which our faith does out of 
thankfulness to our Savior. 

May this good news of Jesus’ saving work strengthen your faith and change your mind. May 
your Spirit worked faith move you to repentance. And may your repentant heart move you to show 
your Savior’s love to others. Remember: Repentance is a response of love to God’s loving and 
unconditional forgiveness. Amen. 


