
Tale of Two Sinners

1 Kings 21:1-10, (11-14), 15-21a; Psalm 5:1-8; Galatians 2:15-21; Luke 7:36–8:3

You probably know that Jesus got into all manner of trouble because of the company he kept

at the table. You can look it up. A chief, persistent charge against Jesus was not, “this one uses bad

biblical interpretation” but rather, “this one receives sinners and eats with them.”

Jesus forgave sins. Sometimes he forgave sins by pronouncing, “Your sins are forgiven. Go in

peace.” But there were times when he showed his forgiveness of sin by eating at a table surrounded

by sinners. Jesus was known (and often condemned!) by the company he kept at the table. A few

verses prior to today’s reading (Lk 7:33,34), Jesus comparing himself with John the Baptist and their

response to John says: “For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and

you say, ‘He has a demon’; the Son of Man has come eating and drinking and you say, ‘Look, a

glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’”

Today’s Gospel is one of those many controversial, conflicted meals with Jesus. He’s at the

table of Simon, a Pharisee, a devoutly practising, scripture-reading, very religious person (a lot like

most of us!). No sooner has grace been said and the food served than the meal is interrupted by a

woman who has come in off the street. We aren’t told her name. All we know for sure is that she is

publicly identified as a “sinner.” 

And without saying a word she caresses Jesus’ feet, kisses his feet in complete adoration, and

smears on his feet sweet-smelling ointment. 

Well, this sort of behaviour outrages Simon, the devoutly practising, scripture-reading, church-

attending religious person. He exclaims to those at the table, “If this man were a prophet, he would

know what kind of woman is touching him. He would know that she is a sinner.” Simon doesn’t

criticize the woman; he goes after Jesus. Prophets are tellers of the truth, courageous foes of sin.
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Everybody in town knows this woman is a certifiable sinner—everybody but Jesus, says Simon.

Note Jesus’ response. He doesn’t say, “Aw, come on Simon. She’s not all that bad. Her sins

are only apparent. She’s really a nice person—once you get your feet anointed by her.”

No. As he so often does, Jesus tells a little story. “Two people owed debts to a money-lender.

One owed $50, the other $500. The money-lender forgave them both. Now think hard Simon—which

debtor would be the most grateful?”

“I guess, I suppose the one who was let off the most,” mumbled Simon.

“Right! Very perceptive answer!” says Jesus in mock praise. “See this woman? I come in here

and you did nothing to welcome me. She has extravagantly served me. Her great show of love and

affection proves how greatly she has been forgiven.”

Then Jesus looks at the woman and tells her, “You’re right. Your sins are forgiven. Go in

peace.”

Then the dinner party ends in a wild commotion with Simon and his buddies exclaiming, “Who

is this person that even forgives sins?” 

It’s enough to make us ask, “Who is this?” Who is this Jesus who comes among us attracting

sinners in off the street, graciously receiving them? And who is this who aims some of his most

scathing rebukes at insiders, best friends around the table, practising, believing people who are

scandalized by a prophet who seems not to see the difference between sinners and non-sinners?

By the end of the story, after Jesus has embraced the unrighteous and rebuffed the righteous,

we realize that the most memorable character in this memorable story is Jesus.

I’m struck by Jesus’ question to Simon: “Do you see this woman?” I was sorry that I had to

miss the pop-up theater last Sunday but if you are like me, when you saw someone walk into the

service looking for spare change, you see what you expect to see, not necessarily what you should
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see.

Simon sees, or thinks he sees, her as a sinner of f the streets who has transgressed propriety

at his dinner party. But Simon doesn’t see her as Jesus sees her. And Simon doesn’t see himself as

Jesus sees him.

Who did Luke mean to hear this story? Did he mean it as a slam to those of us who think that

we’re on the inside of God’s love? The ones who have been good enough or smart enough to join

Jesus at the table? Jesus’ closest dinner companions whose sin is the presumption that we are, by

virtue of who we are or by what we have done, tight with Jesus?

Or was this story meant as affirmation of those whose lives are obviously a mess? Those who

stagger in off the streets and crash our respectable, pious parties with their extravagant, over-the-top

gratitude that God is not the one who punishes, rejects, and bashes sinners but the one who, in love,

dies for and receives sinners, only sinners?

Jesus’ question to Simon, “Do you see this woman?” ought to be a question for us, as well.

You know how we have this way of blocking out from our vision the things or people we are

uncomfortable seeing.

An advocacy group for the homeless decided to conduct an experiment. They posted three

people who were homeless and asking for a handout along a block-long stretch of sidewalk. Then a

researcher asked passers-by, “Some say that we have too many panhandlers on our streets. How

many did you see as you walked along this way?”

Most of the passers-by said, “None.”

Think of the sermon as an invitation to see, to look in directions we have been avoiding, to

experiment with looking at others as Jesus looks at them.

I don’t know where you find yourself in this story. If you are wondering which role I take, I’ll go
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ahead and admit it—I’m Simon. I’m a prophet, after all, somebody who has devoted much of my life

to telling the truth about our sin, to pointing out the injustice and oppression that other less spiritually

attuned souls miss. Elsewhere, when Jesus was criticized for his notoriously lax attitude toward

sinners, he responded, “If you aren’t sick, you don’t need a doctor. I’ve come only to heal the sick,”

thus implying that the sickest of all are those who, in our sin, don’t know our illness.

And if you happen to be here as someone, in effect, off the streets, someone unaccustomed

to sitting at the table with the righteous, someone who doesn’t know everything about scripture, or the

church, or Jesus, but someone who knows enough to know that Jesus is here for sinners like you,

then welcome. The test of our fellowship here, in light of today’s Gospel, is the presence of at least a

few people like you. If there are no obviously sinful, extravagantly grateful people among us, then

we’re not the church Jesus meant for us to be. 

Around any table where Jesus is present, whether it be the table used by us for one of our

covered-dish suppers, or the Lord’s Table here in our church, or that table around which your family

gathers and says grace, you’ll find two types of sinners, only sinners. Thanks be to God! Amen.
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