
Sermon 35: Luke 7:36-50: A Forgiven Sinner’s Love for Christ

OUTLINE

Sinner’s response to Jesus
Jesus’ response to sinners

INTRODUCTION

When do you know if someone is truly a Christian?  This can be a difficult question to 
answer for on the one hand you and I cannot read the heart of another and so will always 
have an imperfect ability to make a judgement.  However, there is also a call in scripture for
us to evaluate a person’s credible confession of faith.  The true test of someone’s faith is not
the amount of religiosity they indulge in, a person can go to church a lot and not be saved; 
the amount of theologically correct doctrine we have, for some are blessed with a 
photographic memory and a head for facts but have no heart for Christ; nor the amount of 
good works we do, there are many socially active people who love their neighbour but have 
no love for God; but our love for Christ which is evident in the service we render to Him and
others.  Love for Christ is the true test.  Some might be able to fake the actions that usually 
flow from love and pull the wool over our eyes for a while, but the true test is the love that 
is evident in our loves because of the grace of forgiveness we have received.

This test will help us navigate the next portion before us.  This next section in Luke 7:36-50 
focuses on 2 people, a sinful woman and a religious man.  This story flows on the heels of 
the previous passage where Jesus was talking about two types of responses to God’s 
messengers, those who saw their sin and repented and those who were self-righteous and 
did not.  The last section ended with a proverb, that wisdom will be justified by all her 
children.  This section is rolled out as an example of someone who have heard the truth of 
God’s messengers and believed it and gives a true response of love to God, and this is 
contrasted with the self-righteous religious person who has rejected God’s message and 
who shows the bankruptcy of his religion by his loveless for Christ and sinners.  This woman
is a child of the truth/wisdom and shows it by her love for Christ.

This is an important section because it demonstrates the clear difference between how false
religion and Christ receive sinners.  But not only that it puts front and centre how faith 
expressed in love is the heart of true religion.  Added to that it sets forth forgiveness as the 
heart and fuel for our love and service of Christ.    
As we look at this portion we will explore it under two headings, we want to look at v36-39 
looking at how these two different sinners respond to Christ; then in v40-50 we want to look
at how Christ responds to these two sinners.

Sinner’s response to Jesus

V36, ‘One of the Pharisees asked him to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house
and reclined at table.’  V36 gives us the setting for this scene.  Jesus is invited to a 
Pharisees house, from v40 we learn that his name is Simon.  The Pharisees you will 
remember are the religious teachers of the day who held to very high standards of holiness, 
but who had mixed God’s word with man’s word and added all sorts of innovations.  
There is a deep irony in this scene.  Jesus has just spoken about how He is criticized for 
eating and drinking with sinners, v34, but that is exactly what He is doing here as He eats 
with a Pharisee, for Pharisees are sinners too.  Jesus accepted all sorts of invitations even 



from those who were His enemies.  One commentator points out how every meal with a 
Pharisee ends with a rebuke, this one is no different.  
We are told that Jesus was reclining at table.  Generally speaking if you had a formal meal 
where visitors were invited to the home, the meal would involve lying propped up on your 
elbow at a table with your feet pointing away from the table.  Family meals were less formal
and sitting was more common.  This particular meal appears to a banquet where the doors 
and windows would be left open so that crowds could gather to listen in on the table talk, 
this was probably how this woman was able to get so close to Jesus.

V37-38, ‘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.’  The event of a sinful woman appearing like this was obviously a rare event, this 
is intimated by the words, ‘and behold’ drawing our attention to an unexpected spectacle.  
This woman has no name and says no words, but her identity as a follower of Christ and her
love for Christ speak louder than words.  Some have suggested that this is Mary Magdalene,
we don’t know for certain.  
We are told that she is a woman of the city and who had a reputation as a sinner.  This is a 
probably reference to her being a prostitute.  It is evident that this is a woman who has 
either heard Christ’s message of forgiveness or been a beneficiary of His miracles, she is 
now a follower of Christ and her heart is overflowing in appreciation.  This seems to be how 
the events panned out: she came with an expensive perfume to anoint Christ as a show of 
appreciation.  She had worked her way through the crowd despite her public reputation.  
She had made her way to Christ’s feet and most likely intended to anoint His head.  While 
standing there deliberating about what she would do she was overcome again at the 
wonder of forgiveness and grace to such a sinner and began to weep.  The word for 
weeping here is used to describe showers of rain.  Her weeping was so profuse that it fell 
upon Jesus feet.  She was probably embarrassed by this and attempted to wipe up the 
tears, she had nothing on hand and did it with her unbound hair.  Unbound hair in the 
ancient world was a disgrace and later teaching made it a divorceable offence.  Head 
coverings indicated that a woman was married and prostitutes went uncovered.  So 
overwhelmed with gratitude and reverence she not only wiped His feet with her hair, but 
kissed them and ended up anointing them with the expensive perfume she had brought.  
The word for kiss here is the word used to describe the Father who kissed His prodigal son, 
or the elders who kissed Paul when they bid him farewell thinking they would never see him
again.  It is more than a merely formal kiss, but not a lustful one either.  I wonder if the 
verse going around in my head was going around in her head, how beautiful are the feet 
that bring good news.

Because of her love for Christ she risked the public scandal and attending a meal she knew 
she would not be welcome to.  Because of her love for Christ she brought her best and her 
most expensive gift to lavish upon Christ.  Because of her love for Christ she bucked social 
conventions to demonstrate her love for Christ.  Because of her love she was not unwilling 
to act like a slave and go beyond what a slave would do in washing a master’s feet.  
Because of her love she held the dirtiest and most humble part of Christ in high esteem and 
worthy of her fullest ministrations.  

But then there is the Pharisee, and instead of focusing on Jesus reaction we are shown the 
reaction of Simon, v39, ‘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 the perfect example of a blind 



person who cannot see himself, Christ or this woman clearly.  His own false religion has so 
clouded his thinking that he cannot see clearly for it.  God Himself is judged and deemed 
inadequate by this false way of thinking.  Simon has a religion where God does not love 
sinners; Simon has a religion where any prophet of God could not be seen to associate with 
sinners; Simon’s view has gone beyond what scripture teaches believing that even being 
touched or touching a sinner will somehow contaminate.  Simon is so unaware of his own 
sin that if Jesus were truly a prophet He would do and think and say just as Simon does.

So far we have seen those the woman who sees her sin and accepts God’s messenger and 
responds to Him in faith, she is the true follower of God and can be seen in her devotion to 
Christ and her love for Him; but unbelief, the view that does not see the main problem as 
my personal sin and my need of forgiveness will judge Jesus inadequate and that He does 
not measure up.  Those who find fault with Christ are blind to the fault that Christ finds with
them and His willingness to save them.  Jesus is now going to show us what true religion 
looks like.

Jesus response to sinners

V40, ‘And Jesus answering said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” And he 
answered, “Say it, Teacher.”  Simon thinks that Jesus knows nothing and he knows 
everything, Jesus is going to show that He knows exactly what is going on and that He 
knows who this woman is, as well as who Simon is when Simon knows neither.  

V41-42, ‘“A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the 
other fifty. 42 When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them 
will love him more?”  Jesus gives a parable to help Simon see this woman and himself more 
clearly.  Jesus uses a parable where you have two people in debt, one owes 500 denarii, 
and the other 50.  1 denarii is a days wage for a soldier or labourer, so think of 2 months 
verses 20 months of a middle class income.  Jesus is making an important theological point 
in making this parallel.  Both are sinners, both are in debt, even though Simon may have 
less sin and does not have a reputation around town for sinning He is still in debt with God. 
The merciful fact that Jesus is underscoring is that all are sinners no matter their outward 
appearances.

Jesus adds to this truth by stating, v42, ‘they could not pay.’  Both are sinners, and neither 
of them is good enough to undo the debt of their sins, the apparently good and the openly 
bad are in the same boat, there is nothing we can do to gain forgiveness for our sins.  Many
religious people believe that their good deeds outweigh their bad, or personal suffering can 
remove the future penalty for sins, Christ reemphasizes our spiritual bankruptcy.  We cannot
pay we need another to do so.     

The next thing that Jesus teaches us by this parable is the radical nature of forgiveness, 
v42, ‘he cancelled the debt of both.’  When God forgives sin it is not a case of we pay 50% 
and He pays the other half; nor is it an interest free loan we pay off later; it is a gift of a full
and free forgiveness for all of our sins, the debt is cancelled.  Because we are bankrupt and 
there is nothing we can offer to God that merits our forgiveness it has to be free.  This feels 
counterintuitive because we would think that the more valuable the thing is the more we 
should contribute.  But the truth is whether we are the least sinner or the greatest sinner 
any contribution on our part would further disqualify us.  
Now as far as the beneficiary we receive God’s cancellation of our debt freely; but as the 
one who is owed, He has to carry the loss Himself.  This must be remembered with the 
cancelling of any debt someone has to pay.  When God forgives sins He pays to settle the 



debt Himself.  He does not forsake justice in the forgiveness of sins He just satisfies it at His
own expense and not ours.  

As we apply this to the sinful woman we should emphasize that all her sins have been 
forgiven, not part of them, or just the latest ones, but all of them.  And if God has forgiven 
them, then we should treat her accordingly and not sue for what God has settled.  Simon is 
not doing this.

Jesus asks Simon the question, ‘Now which of them will love him more?’  By asking this 
question Jesus is implying various things.  Firstly, given the context where the woman is 
showing her love towards Christ, Jesus is implying that He is the one who forgave this 
woman her debt, this will be more explicitly stated later.  Secondly, Jesus is showing that 
this woman’s socially unacceptable display is not a part of her sinfulness on display but part 
of her gratitude for sins forgiven on display.  Her actions are not proof of her sinfulness but 
proof of her faith, her love for Christ and her sins forgiven.  

V43, ‘Simon answered, “The one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt.” And he
said to him, “You have judged rightly.”  Simon answers tentatively probably guessing at the 
trap.  Jesus goes on to close the trap, v44-46, ‘Then turning toward the woman he said to 
Simon, “Do you see this woman? 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. 45 You gave me no 
kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my feet. 46 You did not anoint 
my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment.’  Jesus teaches this religious 
man true religion by comparing her loving actions to Simon’s heartless minimalism.  

It was a common courtesy to wash a guests feet, it need not be the job of the host, many 
had servants to do such tasks.  Simon did not offer this basic courtesy, the woman went 
beyond what could ever be expected by washing Jesus feet with her tears and wiping them 
with her hair.  To greet a visitor with a kiss was a common custom, once again Simon left 
this basic courtesy out, but this woman has bestowed and heartfelt affection by kissing His 
feet.  Anointing a guests head with oil was a custom but not a universal one; this woman 
went further than that and anointed Jesus feet not merely with a cheap oil which was most 
commonly used for anointing one’s head but an expensive perfume.  

V47, Jesus makes the striking pronouncement, ‘Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are 
many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little.”  Here 
Jesus reveals to us the taproot of all our obedience and love and sacrifice for Christ.  
Because we know our sins forgiven we love much.  Now we need to be careful here because
we may get the mistaken impression that Simon the Pharisee is also forgiven and only loves 
a little, this is not the case.  Any positive portrayal of Simon as the lesser sinner in the 
parable is ironic.  Simon has shown no love to Christ at all, not a little.  Jesus is inferring 
that Simon is not forgiven for he has not loved at all.  

One of the wrong applications I have heard regarding this parable is that if someone has a 
bad background and did not grow up in a Christian home, then they are more zealous than 
someone who was from a very good background and grew up in a Christian home.  Because
the person from a more sinful background has more sins forgiven, then all people from a 
Christian upbringing have a good excuse to be less zealous for the Lord.  This is not how 
Jesus is applying this parable.  The truth is that all sin damns.  We know the teaching of 
James on this matter, 2:10-11, ‘For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has 
become guilty of all of it. 11 For he who said, “Do not commit adultery,” also said, “Do not 
murder.” If you do not commit adultery but do murder, you have become a transgressor of 



the law.’  Someone who grows up in a Christian home is as much a sinner as someone who 
did not.  You cannot compare sins and decide that those from good upbringings are less 
worthy of hell.  We are all worthy of eternal judgement, therefore our gratitude for salvation
should be profound.  Maybe you object and think that your sins are not as serious as the 
‘bad’ people who are out there.  Well let me ask you.  Which is the worse sin, to sin in 
ignorance or to sin with knowledge?  Those brought up in a religious home know what they 
are doing more than those who don’t?  Another question: what is the greatest 
commandment?  To love God with all that we are.  If the greatest sin is to break the 
greatest commandment, then this makes you the greatest type of sinner.  The point I am 
wanting to make is a simple one.  You cannot say that you don’t have to love Jesus as much
as I do because you are less of a sinner.  

We all turned our back on the one who made us.  We have all replaced Him with the 
irrelevant things of this life.  We have all been idolaters though our tastes in idols may 
differ.  We have all sinned in accordance with our personality against the light we had in a 
high-handed way.  We have all used other people, hurt our loved ones, and pursued 
selfishness not love.  We have all lied to manipulate a situation to suit us or hurt others.  We
have all taken the bodies given us by God for His service and used them as instruments for 
sin not worship.  We have sinned with our hearts, our minds, our mouths, our hands, our 
feet, in numberless ways.  We have earned the condemnation of death for ourselves over 
and over again.  But God came and took our place and died our death.  He paid what we 
could not.  He cancelled our debt at His own expense and provided a righteousness that we 
could never perform.  He adopted us into His family and He heals the self-inflicted wounds.  
He gives identity to those who are confused, purpose to those who are lost, truth to those 
who have been victimized by lies, comfort to those who are hurting, hope to those in 
despair and gives us joy for our mourning.  To those who have been despised He gives a 
warm welcome.  

You and I are all like the sinful woman who has hurt others and ourselves, who have been 
the victim and the servant of sin, who has rejected God and reached the end of ourselves 
and then God comes and offers to marry us to Himself and share all His riches with us while 
He takes all of our debts to Himself.  What response should we make to such a Saviour?  
What should we do for the one who takes all the wounds that we have caused and suffers 
them that we might not have to?  How should we love the one who loved us, and chased us
down in our slums and prison cells of sin to make us His treasured possession?  The 
weeping, the washing, the wiping, and the kissing of His feet is our privilege and honour, 
the least that we can do.  Our worship flows from this truth, our sacrificing for Him, our 
willingness to endure public humiliation, and willingness to put up with vile conditions and 
humiliation.  Love drives us like it drives this woman.  

V48-49, ‘And he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49 Then those who were at table with 
him began to say among themselves, “Who is this, who even forgives sins?”  Her sins were 
already forgiven but Jesus makes this announcement for the sake of the others.  And I can 
imagine other desperate souls, other broken hearts, thinking ‘how can my sins be forgiven?’ 
Listen to v50, ‘And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”  How can
a terrible sinner be forgiven when a lesser sinner is not?  The answer is simple.  We must be
saved by faith.  Faith not in ourselves, not in our good deeds, or worthiness.  Our trust is in 
a good God who is willing to save unworthy sinners, who has sent Jesus to die and to pay 
the price so that we are made righteousness not by anything that we give to God to 
righteousness with, but by a free gift that we receive from Him because we could not earn 
it.  Jesus makes this bold and public statement before this self-righteous man that he might 



know that his hope is not in his religion but in Christ, that it is faith and not works, a gift and
not earned.  And that this is the only way to knowing peace with God.  
                                     


