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Contexts & Connections #3-22    Luke 7:36-50    February 19, 2017 

A Sinful Woman Forgiven 

 
 

Contexts 
 

Linguistic 
 It is important to note that Luke uses descriptive titles, rather than names to introduce the two 

oppositional characters: Pharisee and sinner. He uses “Pharisee” four times before using his name, Simon, 
when Jesus finally addresses him directly.1 

 Luke describes the woman’s actions in 7:38 in detail, layering action upon action with the repeated use of 
“and” (kai).2 

 
Geographic 

 Since this passage flows directly out of the previous two, it can be assumed that there is no significant 
geographical transition. Jesus is still teaching and healing in Galilee, and this story takes place within the 
home of Simon the Pharisee. 

 
Historical 

 Luke blends Greco-Roman and Jewish concepts of family and table fellowship to come up with a new 
understanding of the family of God. The Greco-Roman culture had an understanding of kinship that was 
related to class and beliefs, displayed at formal dinners. Ancient Jewish understanding of family was 
narrowly focused on the preservation of the family of Abraham’s lineage, who carried on the covenant. In 
Luke, Jesus seeks to create a kinship between dissimilar people, who will become the new family to carry 
on the covenant.3 

 
Cultural/Religious 

 As described in Genre below, this story is presented as a version of Greco-Roman symposium literature. 
This genre (used extensively by Plato) presents standard characters and plot lines, which point out cultural 
expectations. By the standards of a host, Simon failed miserably. The woman upset the expectation of the 
uninvited guest by not behaving badly. The cultural understanding of hospitality lifts the woman, a 
redeemed sinner, high above the Pharisee, who remains righteously unredeemed.4  

 
Literary 

 While there are anointing stories in all four Gospels, it must be noted that there are significant enough 
differences in location, time frame, identity of the woman, identity of the host, and purpose of the 
anointing that this story should be considered independent of any other anointing story.5   

 Today’s story falls into the table fellowship theme within the larger Luke 4-9 unit. Meal scenes are 
commonly accepted by scholars as a major theme for Luke, but there are varying opinions on the social, 
theological, and literary purpose and meaning of their use.6 

Healing and Forgiveness 

The Point  
Just as the sinful woman showed Jesus loving gratitude for forgiveness, we too can show Jesus our thanks 
for forgiveness. 
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 Genre –This story falls within the greater narrative genre of the Gospel of Luke, but may reflect a 
genre familiar to the original reader: Greco-Roman symposium literature. This well-known genre 
typically includes stock characters, including the host and the uninvited guests, and themes of friendship 
and community. This story is likely a juxtaposition of symposium literature with familiar and significant 
meal stories within the Jewish tradition.7  Additionally, it includes a short parable in 7:41-43, which 
Jesus uses to point out the Pharisee’s poor behavior.  

 Authorial Intention – The meal scene employs a pattern that has become familiar through Luke, 
providing a shorthand into the message. Additionally, the scenes themselves become “acted parables” 
in which Jesus lives out teaching that had previously been more abstract.”8 

 Audience– As described in previous Healing and Forgiveness C&C pieces, the audience is Hellenistic 
Gentiles, who are able to apply their understanding of Greek culture to their new faith. In this piece, 
Luke weaves Greek literary forms with Jesus’ “new” teachings, and reveals them as fulfillment of 
prophesies from Hebrew Scriptures. 

 
Common Misunderstandings 

 There is no evidence to lead to the conclusion that the “sinful woman” was Mary Magdalene. Additionally, 
her kneeling at Jesus’ feet should not promote images of crawling on the floor. Jesus was reclining (not 
sitting at a table), and the woman just offered to Jesus (in an extreme, extravagant way) the hospitality that 
Simon had denied him.9 Finally, as to her identity, there is no evidence that she was a prostitute- just a 
“sinner.”10 

 Awkward translations of 7:47 may lead some interpreters to conclude that the woman’s love brought 
forgiveness. In contrast, it was forgiveness that led to love, and her actions flowed from loving gratitude 
for that forgiveness. Additionally, the phrase, “Your faith has saved you; Go in peace” may have been a 
stock conclusion to a story, and should not lead readers to believe that the woman’s action was what 
brought about her forgiveness.11 

 
More Information 

 For more information on Pharisees, and a summary of the little we know about Simon, see http://
historicjesus.com/character/simonpharisee.html 

 There is debate over the woman’s identity, and the role her unbound hair plays in identifying her. For more 
information, read https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-958972301/a-woman-s-unbound-hair-in-
the-greco-roman-world-with 

http://historicjesus.com/character/simonpharisee.html
http://historicjesus.com/character/simonpharisee.html
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-958972301/a-woman-s-unbound-hair-in-the-greco-roman-world-with
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-958972301/a-woman-s-unbound-hair-in-the-greco-roman-world-with
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Connections 
 

Narrative Lectionary Connections 
 Last Week (Luke 7:18-35) – Last week John the Baptist asked the question that was on everyone’s minds: 

Is Jesus the One?  And if Jesus is the Messiah, what has the Messiah come to do? Today’s passage 
demonstrates what the Messiah has come to do. Jesus welcomes a sinner and offers forgiveness. She 
responds with extravagant gratitude and hospitality. This draws a stark contrast between those who thought 
they were “in,” such as the inhospitable Pharisee, and those who have been welcomed “in”, such as the 
forgiven sinner. 

 Next Week (Luke 9:28-45) – The Narrative Lectionary skips over a number of important teachings, 
healings, and stories in moving from this week to next. We don’t read the Parable of the Sower or Jesus 
Calming the Storm. We miss the Healing of the Bleeding Woman and the Feeding of the 5000, and move 
directly to the Transfiguration. This direct route, from radical hospitality and inclusion to the full revelation 
of Jesus’ divinity, is striking. What can this say about the importance of forgiveness in revealing who God 
really is?  

 Other Weeks – The foundation of Jesus’ radical inclusiveness is introduced in Luke 4:14-30 (1/15/17), 
when Jesus’ mission is revealed. He reads in the synagogue the scroll of Isaiah, prophesying about one who 
will bring healing, freedom, and deliverance, and declares that he has come to fulfill this prophesy. 

 
Other Bible Connections  

 Luke 5:27-32 introduces Jesus’ practice of eating with “tax collectors and sinners”. 
 Jesus’ identity beginning to be revealed at this meal is not fully apparent until a later meal at Emmaus, in 

Luke 24:28-35. 
 Biblical images with God as the host of the meal include Isaiah 55:1-3, Psalm 23, Proverbs 9:1-6, and Isaiah 

25:6-8. 
 

Thematic Connections 
 God Revealed - It is clear that this forgiven woman knows who Jesus is. John the Baptist made the 

question public, and others wondered and speculated, but she knew. She knew in her heart that her sins 
had been forgiven, which revealed to her the radically inclusive and loving nature of God in Jesus. 

 Healing and Forgiveness- Luke made an important choice to set the woman as a sinner and her 
motivation as gratitude. He was probably familiar with Mark’s version of the story, in which the woman (of 
no description) anointed Jesus in preparation for his death. Luke’s choices place emphasis on the woman’s 
extravagant response to forgiveness.12 

 
Liturgical/Seasonal Connections 

 We are drawing to the end of Epiphany. Jesus is revealed strikingly in the woman’s loving response, setting 
the stage for the grand revelation of the Transfiguration. This season of light will burn its brightest next 
week before we turn to the more introspective and repentant season of Lent. 

 
Hymns/ Music 

 Some hymns with the theme of forgiveness are, “You Are Mine” by David Haas, “I Come with Joy” by Brian 
Wren, “Softly and Tenderly Jesus is Calling” by Will L. Thompson, and “Chief of Sinners Though I Be” by 
McComb and Redhead. 

 Some Contemporary and Praise songs about forgiveness are, “Forgiveness Waltz” by Jonathan Rundman, 
“This Is Amazing Grace” by Riddle, et al., and “Forgiveness” by Matthew West. 

 



© 2015-2016 Spirit and Truth Publishing—All Rights Reserved 4 

February 19, 2017 Contexts & Connections #3-22    Luke 7:36-50   

Media Connections 
 O Brother Where Art Thou includes a scene in which a baptized (and forgiven) convict shows reformed 

character. 
 
Media Links 

 Although this song refers to a different version of the anointing, it is a good characterization of the woman 
who anointed Jesus. CeCe Winans' "Albaster Box": https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s9QZxS03FvY 

 Here is a link to an art webpage that shows vessels used in Greco-Roman symposia: http://
www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/symp/hd_symp.htm 
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