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Grateful 

Luke 7:36-50 

John Breon 

 

 A Pharisee named Simon invites Jesus to have dinner in his home. 

Jesus accepts the invitation and goes to the Pharisee’s house. Jesus has a 

reputation for being a friend of sinners and eating with outcasts (Luke 5:27-

32; 7:34; 15:1-2). But he’s just as comfortable with this community leader 

and member of a respected religious group. Jesus has fellowship at the 

table with society’s rejects and outcasts, but also with insiders and leaders. 

 All the preparations were made in Simon the Pharisee’s house. Now 

Jesus arrives and reclines at the table. They didn’t normally sit in chairs 

around a table. They reclined on cushions around a low table, leaning on 

the left arm, eating with the right hand, with their feet extended behind the 

person on their right. 

 Then a woman intrudes. We don’t know who she was. Luke doesn’t 

give her name. He just refers to her as a woman who was known as a sinner 

in the town. 

 She approaches Jesus and she’s weeping. Her tears drop onto Jesus’ 

feet. She loosens her hair. That’s something respectable women didn’t do in 

public. She uses her hair to dry the tears from Jesus’ feet. She kisses Jesus’ 

feet and then pours perfume on them. 

 Simon the Pharisee is shocked, maybe horrified, at this display. He 

was beginning to think that Jesus might be a prophet. Then he thinks to 

himself, “But if he were a prophet, he’d know what kind of woman is 

touching him—that she’s a sinner.” Simon would have avoided contact with 

this woman in order to maintain his righteousness and ritual purity. He 

can’t imagine that Jesus would let her touch him if he knew what she was. 

 Simon thinks this to himself, but Jesus answers him. By showing that 

he knows Simon’s thoughts, Jesus shows that he is a prophet—and more. 

“Simon, I have something to tell you.” 

 “Tell me, Teacher,” says Simon. He may be using the title “Teacher” 

with some respect or he may be using it sarcastically. 
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 Then Jesus tells Simon a story. It’s a parable about two men who 

owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed 500 denarii. A denarius 

was about a day’s wages. The other owed fifty. Neither of them could pay 

and the moneylender cancelled or forgave the debts of both. Then Jesus 

asks, “Now which one of them will love him more? Who will be the most 

grateful?” 

 Simon cautiously gives the obvious answer: “I suppose the one who 

had the bigger debt forgiven.” 

 “You’re right,” Jesus says. But Simon still doesn’t get the point. He 

didn’t see himself and the woman in the parable. So Jesus gets more 

specific. Looking at the woman, he asks Simon, “Do you see this woman?” 

Of course, Simon didn’t see the woman. He only saw what kind of woman 

she was. He had categorized her and written her off because of the class 

she was in, because of what he assumed her to be. 

 Now Jesus draws a sharp contrast between the way Simon responded 

to him and how the woman responded to him. “You didn’t give me any 

water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with 

her hair.” 

 “You didn’t give me a kiss of greeting, but she hasn’t stopped kissing 

my feet.” 

 “You didn’t put any oil on my head, but she poured perfume on my 

feet.” 

 Simon failed to give Jesus the common courtesies that were extended 

to guests in that culture. Whether he simply neglected them or intentionally 

slighted Jesus, he didn’t welcome him in the accepted way. It’s ironic that in 

Simon’s house a sinful woman gave Jesus the service and hospitality that 

Simon as the host should have given. 

 Then Jesus applies the parable. The woman’s loving much shows that 

her many sins have been forgiven. At some point, the woman found 

through Jesus forgiveness for her past. Overflowing with gratitude and joy, 

she makes this great gesture of love for Jesus. Jesus wants Simon to 

reconsider the meaning of the woman’s actions. She wasn’t repaying a 

debt; she was expressing love that flows from having all debts cancelled, 

forgiven. 
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 I read about an old man who walked from his house in the early 

evening down to the ocean, carrying a bucket of shrimp. As the sun went 

down and the evening waves lapped the shore, he walked to the end of a 

pier, reached into his bucket, and began to feed the birds that were waiting 

for him. Slowly, intentionally, he distributed the contents of his bucket as he 

did every Friday evening. 

 What was he doing there? What was this about? The man was saying 

thank you. 

 His name was Captain Eddie Rickenbacker. Years before, in 1942, 

President Roosevelt dispatched Captain Rickenbacker with a special 

message to General MacArthur who was planning American strategy in the 

Pacific during World War II. But Rickenbacker’s plane, a B-17 bomber, 

became lost, ran out of fuel, and went down in the ocean. The crew of eight 

made it into lifeboats. Then began a harrowing, desperate fight to survive 

the sun, sharks, waves, and hunger. 

 When it seemed that the end had come and there was no hope, when 

they’d prayed all they could pray, Captain Rickenbacker, in the raft, was 

asleep with his cap over his eyes. He felt something. A bird had lit on his 

head. He knew if he could catch it, they’d survive. He did. The men ate the 

bird. They used its entrails as bait and caught fish. They survived. 

 And so the old captain went to the ocean every Friday of his life, fed 

the birds, and said, “Thank you” (As retold by John M. Buchanan, Homiletics 

Online). 

 Jesus goes on, “But whoever has been forgiven little, loves little.” 

Simon had been forgiven little, not because he had sinned little, but 

because he was unaware of his sin and his need to be forgiven. The woman 

knew she had no righteousness of her own to claim. She was conscious of 

her sin and recognized that she needed to be forgiven. Simon masked his 

sins, excused them, maybe even convinced himself that he didn’t have sins 

to be forgiven. 

 Compared to the woman’s overflowing love and gratitude, Simon’s 

heart was a dried up pond. The way they received Jesus and treated him 

showed what was in their hearts. 
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 Some of us are like some of the Pharisees Jesus encountered. We try 

to be good people, we study the Bible, we’re involved in religious activities. 

But we still depend on ourselves and what we do to get us in good 

standing with God. We think we have to prove ourselves to God. We 

concentrate on looking good and start overlooking our real sins on the 

inside. We somehow cover them up or excuse them. 

 This story moves me to say to the Lord, “Forgive me for that! Forgive 

my hypocrisy! Show me my need for your mercy and forgiveness. I welcome 

you as you give me love, mercy, and forgiveness. With gratitude and joy I 

will serve you and love you with all my heart.” 

 Jesus will unmask our sins, show us our need for him, and pour on his 

love. He’ll forgive us and free us to live truly, openly, honestly. 

 Some others of us may be more like the woman in the story. Our sins 

are obvious. There’s no hiding them. These people are outsiders, separated 

from the “good” people. People like this can come to Jesus too and know 

that he forgives. 

 After helping Simon see himself, Jesus says to the woman, “Your sins 

are forgiven.” This was an announcement to the people at the dinner that 

the woman’s sins were forgiven so they could stop regarding her and 

treating her as “a woman known as a sinner in the city.” They could begin 

to see her as forgiven and with new life among God’s people. 

 But the other guests fail to see this. They start talking behind Jesus’ 

back: “Who is this who even forgives sins?” That’s a question Luke wants us 

to consider. In the view of the Jews at that time only God could forgive sins. 

Jesus is more than a prophet. He’s God with us doing all he can to save us, 

to let us know that he forgives us. 

 Ignoring the chatter of the dinner guests, Jesus says to the woman, 

“Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” We receive forgiveness and new life 

from Jesus through faith. That is, we believe him, we trust him, we’re open 

and surrendered to him. 

 The phrase “go in peace” could be “go into peace.” That is, keep 

going into the wholeness and integrity and blessing of your new life with 

God. 
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 One commentator suggests another angle on this. He asks, “Where 

does one go when told by Christ, ‘Go in peace’?” This woman’s lifestyle has 

separated her from the synagogue (the church) and family—places with 

resources to restore her. “The one place where she is welcome is the street, 

among people like herself. What she needs is a community of forgiven and 

forgiving sinners. The story screams the need for a church, not just any 

church but one that says, ‘You are welcome here’” (Fred Craddock, Luke. 

Interpretation Commentary). 

 Bryan Wilkerson, pastor of Grace Chapel in Massechusetts, shares an 

email his church received: 

 

When I was a child, I was physically and emotionally abused. As I was 

being beaten, I was told that I would never be loved, that everyone 

had wished I hadn't been born, and that if I ever told my parents 

about what she was doing to me, she would kill me. I felt so alone. 

About the same time, my mother started taking me to church. I 

learned about a God who was like a father to us all. The pastor said 

that if we were good enough and God loved us enough, we could ask 

anything from him through prayer, and it would be answered. So, 

during the beatings, I would pray as best as a small child could for it 

to stop. When it didn't, I knew that it had to be because I wasn't good 

enough and because God didn't love me enough. 

     I grew up and continued to believe in God and attended church 

regularly. I even joined a youth prayer group, and they quickly 

became my extended family. But because of what I had endured, I 

became severely depressed. I felt like a hypocrite. I was telling people 

that God loved them, but I didn't feel that he loved me. 

     In my mid-teens, I became suicidal. One of my friends told me I 

should talk to people at church about it so they could help me. When 

I told them about my past and about what I was doing to myself, they 

told me I was a sinner. They threw me out of the church and banned 

me from the youth group I loved. I was heartbroken and felt so alone. 
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On the walk home, as I was crying, I thought to myself, What kind of 

God would do all this to me? I decided to replace God with logic and 

science. By the time I got home, I was an atheist. 

     [Wilkerson comments:] By her own admission, Kate was a mess 

when she walked into that church looking for help. She was covered 

with shame and guilt. And unfortunately, that's all those church 

people saw. The sad thing is, religious people tend to make that 

mistake all the time. We see people's addiction instead of their pain. 

We see their inappropriate dress instead of their need for someone to 

notice them. We see their sexual recklessness instead of their longing 

to be loved. We hear their foul language, instead of their fear of not 

being heard at all. We react to their sin, instead of responding to their 

need. Who knows how many people walk away from church and 

become atheists? 

     [Kate continues her story:] Eventually, I got married, but after three 

years my husband cheated on me. And after promising never to hurt 

me again, he abandoned me. Once again, I was alone. 

     A few years later, out of habit, I accidently said a prayer to God. 

And it was answered! "Uh, oh," I said, "What if there is a God?” 

Questions started pouring into my mind. I spoke to a friend, who was 

a worship leader in a church. After many long discussions, I finally 

realized, for the first time in my life, that salvation was not about 

being a good person or going through a bunch of rituals, but 

accepting Christ as my savior, which I did on October 6, 2006. 

     My friend told me I needed to go to church and grow in my faith, 

but I refused. I'd tried that already, and it caused me such pain I knew 

I could never step inside a church again, but my friend, who lived in 

Texas, didn't give up. He kept looking on the Internet for a church 

near me that wasn't like the church I'd been kicked out of. He finally 

found one. It was Grace Chapel. I started coming here in January, and 

haven't missed a Sunday night service yet…. I still struggle with 

depression, doubts, and questions, but I am not alone, and I am 

walking with God. I thank God for sending people into my life to help 

me find him again. 
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(https://www.preachingtoday.com/sermons/sermons/2008/septembe

r/changeofheart5.html) 

 

 What does that say to us about the kind of church God calls us to be? 

 The woman who anointed Jesus’ feet was out of place and 

undignified. But her gratitude and joy meant more than all of Simon the 

Pharisee’s self-righteous posturing. Let’s be like that woman. Accept 

forgiveness and new life from Jesus. Then pour yourself out in love and 

gratitude for his great mercy and grace. 

 Another writer points out that Luke closes this scene before the story 

is finished: 

 

It is one thing to have Jesus proclaim her forgiveness in order that her 

renewed status might be recognized by the community; it is quite 

another for that community actually to accept his pronouncement 

and to extend kinship to her. How will they respond? Will they adopt 

the view of the world that Jesus displays in his interactions in this 

episode? Will they learn to view God as one who cancels debts and 

invites others to do the same so that all might behave toward one 

another with love unfettered by the constraints of past behaviors and 

reputation and by [constantly having to pay back one another]? Will 

they recognize Jesus as God’s authorized agent to pronounce 

forgiveness and to bring restoration? How will they respond? How will 

Simon respond? And how will Luke’s audience respond? (Joel Green, 

The Gospel of Luke. New International Commentary New Testament). 

 

That is, how will we respond? 

 Do we see the people around us? 

 Do you see yourself? Do you see yourself as forgiven, saved through 

faith in Jesus? Do you see yourself loved, blessed, going into peace? Do you 

see yourself as God’s beloved child? Do you see yourself as a person in 

whom Christ dwells and delights? Do you see yourself living in God’s 

unshakable kingdom? Do you see yourself as the dwelling place of God’s 

Holy Spirit?  

https://www.preachingtoday.com/sermons/sermons/2008/september/changeofheart5.html
https://www.preachingtoday.com/sermons/sermons/2008/september/changeofheart5.html
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 As we begin to see ourselves this way, let’s pour ourselves out to the 

Lord in grateful, loving adoration. 


