Luke 7:36-50
“A Friend of Sinners?”

Introduction:
     In the previous passage, it is recorded that the Pharisees’ were calling Jesus “a friend of tax collectors and sinners” (7:34).  In the Gospel of Matthew there is a parallel account of the previous passage, and in that parallel account we find that same statement; but nowhere else in the NT is that expression found.  Within Christianity over the past fifty years, the appellation of Jesus, as a friend of sinners has become understood popularly as a truism about Jesus.  The problem with that conclusion is that this statement is found only on the lips of Jesus’ enemies, who describe Him in this way to denigrate Him, and as part of their rationale for rejecting His claims of messiahship.  Therefore, we cannot simply take the appellation at face value.  On the other hand, the reason that a label like that can be effective criticism of someone else, is because at least on the surface or in a certain way it appears to be true about the one whom a person wishes to label with an unsavory title.  Therefore, the question before us is to answer in which way would Jesus be a friend of sinners, and are there conceptions about being a friend of sinners that does not suit Jesus?  This passage that follows enables us to answer these questions because it is about the nature of Jesus’ relationship with sinners.

I. The Act of Devotion: (vs.36-39)
   Luke opens this passage by setting the scene of the story, and also the actions taken by a certain woman that is at the center of the story; “Then one of the Pharisees asked Him to eat with him. And He went to the Pharisee's house, and sat down to eat.  And behold, a woman in the city who was a sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at the table in the Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster flask of fragrant oil, and stood at His feet behind Him weeping; and she began to wash His feet with her tears, and wiped them with the hair of her head; and she kissed His feet and anointed them with the fragrant oil” (vs.36-38).  Luke tells us in these three verses who the principle players were in the drama that was about to unfold.  The first individual identified was a Pharisee who invites Jesus to dine with him at his home.  The most recent encounters between Jesus and the Pharisees have all been confrontational, with the Pharisees seeking to discredit Jesus in front of the crowds, or at the very least express their passionate disagreement with something He had said or done (5:17-26; 5:27-32; 5:33-39; 6:1-5; 6:6-11).  In John’s Gospel we are in fact informed that the Pharisees in Jerusalem were already scheming how they might find a way to have Jesus put to death (5:16).  Therefore, what we would expect to read about is yet another confrontational encounter with Jesus.  So, this the invitation to dine with the Pharisee is a little unexpected.  However, it must be kept in mind, that it is rarely true that every person in a given party or part of a particular group will see everything exactly alike.  Based on the Pharisee’s musing about Jesus’ status as a proposed prophet (vs.39), this Pharisee had heard reports about Jesus and the claims people were making about Him (7:16-17).  He wanted to investigate Jesus for himself to see if these people were right about Jesus.  The second individual that is mentioned is never named.  All we are told is that she was a woman who was known to be a “sinner”.  The majority opinion among interpreters is that she was a prostitute.  This is not something that can be proven, but it is a likely interpretation given the way she is categorized (referred to as a sinner, which would tend to speak about either her overall character, or some defining sin that she was involved in).  However, we will discover as the narrative progresses that the woman at some time earlier had an encounter with Christ that led to her being forgiven for her sins.  Though not directly mentioned until the latter part of the story, the others who were involved in this meal would have been the Pharisee’s invited guests; those whom this Pharisee thought were worthy of the invitation.
     Luke would not have had to narrate the details surrounding the banquet itself, because that would have been fairly familiar to peoples living in the Mediterranean world at that time.  But for us in the modern west, we are not familiar with these things and therefore, it is helpful to know some of the details so that we can visualize in our minds what took place.  Since no other occasion or situation is mentioned, it is best to assume that the banquet is being held on a Sabbath after Jesus had spoken at a local synagogue.  This would be the most common reason for such a communal meal.  A visiting rabbi in the community would often be invited to share a meal with a significant person in town, and this Pharisee would fit that description.  The Pharisee’s home most likely was of the more affluent type.  It would have an outdoor courtyard surrounded by living chambers.  The courtyard would be where the meal was served.  The table around which the guest would dine was u-shaped so that the servers could enter from the top and lay out dishes of food without disturb the dining of the guests.  Those around the table would not sit in chairs, but would instead recline on cushions or low couches, leaning on their left elbow, with their faces toward the table, and their feet pointed away at an angle.  The Ancient Near East was a more socially open culture in which events like this meal would bring others to the gathering who were not invited to participate in the meal itself.  These uninvited guests could sit along the parameter of the courtyard and listen to the discussion at the table; and at times even ask questions and engage those speaking at the tables.  Though the courtyard would be open to anyone in general, a Pharisee’s concern about remaining ritually clean would have kept him from allowing people into his home who were considered morally or ceremonially unclean.  Therefore, this woman either snuck in quickly, or was in some way covered up so no one could recognize her.
     A scandal at the meal occurred when the woman came in behind Jesus, and began to wash His feet with her tears, and then kissed them, and anointed them with fragrant oils.  Her actions may sound very odd to us, because we are in different culture, but what the woman did was pregnant with meaning; particularly in light of what the Pharisee did not do (as is made clear later).
     The Pharisee’s Interpretation of what he was observing is recorded in the next verse, “Now when the Pharisee who had invited Him saw this, he spoke to himself, saying, ‘This Man, if He were a prophet, would know who and what manner of woman this is who is touching Him, for she is a sinner” (vs.39).  In the Pharisee’s view the woman was wicked and unworthy to be among decent people.  In his eye’s what she was doing in touching and ministering to Jesus in the way she was, was impure and outrageously inappropriate.  Since Jesus does not show the same attitude as the Pharisee, but rather lets her continue with what she was doing, the Pharisee believed this demonstrated that Jesus was not the prophet many of the people thought He was.  For the Pharisee concluded that if Jesus had been a prophet, God would have given Him the knowledge that the woman was wicked.  The Pharisee in fact most likely concluded as many of his colleagues did, that Jesus did not care about moral purity at all, in light of His lack of response to the woman.  Most likely the reason that the Pharisee himself did not engage the woman and have her thrown out when he saw her is because he saw it as a way to test Jesus.

II. The Explanatory Analogy: (vs.40-43)
     Luke then records how Jesus responds to the situation; “And Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Simon, I have something to say to you’.  So he said, ‘Teacher, say it’” (vs.40).  In this verse we see that Jesus does not scold or respond in anger to the Pharisee’s accusatory thoughts about Him.  At the same time, we see that the Pharisee does not change the tone of his interaction with Jesus.  Jesus was informal and conversational with Simon the Pharisee, while Simon was civil in tone with Jesus, but not overly friendly (nor as the rest of the narrative will show, had he ever related to Jesus in a genuinely friendly way).
     Rather than address the Pharisee’s thoughts directly at first; Jesus tells a parable that serves as an analogy to what the Pharisee was seeing and yet not understanding; “There was a certain creditor who had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.  And when they had nothing with which to repay, he freely forgave them both. Tell Me, therefore, which of them will love him more?” (vs.41-42).  The parable itself is easy to understand.  However, it is helpful to know that the idea of a creditor forgiving a debt simply because the other person could not pay it was relatively unheard of, and would be a shocking expression of benevolence toward another.  For the reader at least it is not hard to determine what the various person’s and things in the analogy represent:
· The Creditor represents God
· The debtors are the woman (who owes the greater debt), and the Pharisee (who owes the lesser debt)
· The debt itself is sin (which no one can pay)
· The forgiveness of the debt represents the forgiveness of sin
To help us understand the sort of debt that Jesus is speaking of here; the contemporary value of the amounts referred to would be $7,000.00 and $70,000.00 respectively.  In addition, the word that Jesus uses here to refer to the forgiveness of debt is a form of the Greek word for “grace”, which stresses the idea of receiving blessing when one has merited punishment.  As should be clear, the parable was meant to be corrective toward the Pharisee, and it also illustrated that the Pharisee was wrong about Jesus.  Jesus not only knew that the woman had been a notorious sinner, He also knew Simon’s thoughts about her and Him.  Finally, Jesus turns the tables on the Pharisee, by showing that it was not Jesus who was wrong about the woman, it was the Pharisee who was wrong about her.  Jesus then asked Simon the Pharisee to interpret an implication from the parable; Jesus asked “Tell Me, therefore, which of them will love him more?’”  This question was intended to draw Simon toward having a new perspective on the woman, and on how an individual acquires a relationship with God.
     Luke then gives us the Pharisee’s reply; “Simon answered and said, ‘I suppose the one whom he forgave more.’  And He said to him, ‘You have rightly judged’” (vs.43).  Simon gives the correct answer; the one with the greater debt would be inclined to love the gracious creditor more than the one with the lesser debt.  However, Simon prefaces his answer with the words “I suppose”.  The analogical parable is not that complicated and the question is not that difficult to answer; therefore, the Pharisee being an educated and intelligent man would have had no problem discerning the appropriate answer.  Therefore, saying “I suppose” was not his way of expressing that he was struggling with the substance of the question.  Instead, there are probably two factors behind this response.  First, rabbinical training often took the form of questions by the master, where the student would provide the answer.  As one progressed in one’s study, the questions got harder, and more nuanced.  Sometimes, the questions would be intentionally mis-leading to train the student to listen carefully to what was being asked.  Second, the Pharisee may have heard that Jesus had caught some of his colleagues in discussions where He maneuvered them into acknowledging a point they did not want to accept, because they underestimated His debating skill.  So, the Pharisee said “I suppose”, because He was anticipating that Jesus was going to go somewhere with the discussion that might trap him, as Jesus had trapped others (this is because, people are often more concerned with winning an argument, than coming to a better understanding of what is true).

III. The Application of the Analogy: (44-47)
      Luke now records how Jesus used the parable, and the Pharisee’s answer to show Simon the error in thinking; “Then He turned to the woman and said to Simon, ‘Do you see this woman?’” (vs.44a).  Of course, literally, the Pharisee saw the woman because that had led to his judgmental appraisal of her; and Jesus knew that the Pharisee had seen her, because His analogy was given in light of knowing this.  Therefore, the question was not about physical sight, but about the man’s ability to accurately perceive the woman; in other words, did Simon really see her as she is?  The answer that Jesus will reveal is that no, Simon did not really see the actual person before him, he saw his own perception of her based upon what he knew of her past.
     Jesus then went on to contrast the way that Simon had responded to Jesus with the way the woman had responded to Him; “entered your house; you gave Me no water for My feet, but she has washed My feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head.  You gave Me no kiss, but this woman has not ceased to kiss My feet since the time I came in.  You did not anoint My head with oil, but this woman has anointed My feet with fragrant oil” (vs.44b-46).  In a very real way this is a contrast between one who sees himself as a righteous person, and another whom he sees as unrighteous.  The contrast revolves around how the righteous man responded far differently to Jesus than the sinner did, which will then prepare for Jesus’ explanation of why this difference exists.  The contrasts are built around the social customs of the day.  Research suggests that the practices that Jesus refers to in these verses were not absolutely mandatory, however, they would normally be practiced when receiving someone of honor, or someone for whom the host had significant affection.  Therefore, since the Pharisee did not do these things, it indicates he had no great respect or affection for Jesus.  The Pharisee had not provided any water for Jesus to cleanse His feet, but the woman had washed His feet with her tears.  In Israel the roads were mostly dirt, and people walked either barefoot or with sandals.  As they did their feet would be matted with dirt and sweat.  Therefore, when one had a treasured guest it was common to have a bowl or pitcher of water for them to cleanse their feet (or if one was rich to have a slave do it for one’s guests).  The woman most likely did not intend to cry on Jesus’ feet, but she was so filled with appreciation for Jesus, and perhaps because she saw how He was treated as a barely welcome guest, she was overwhelmed emotionally and in weeping, ended up washing away the dust from Jesus’ feet.  Simon gave Jesus no towel to dry off His feet, but the sinful woman dried His feet with her own hair.  Simon did not greet Jesus with a kiss on the cheek (as one would do in welcoming a friend who was a social equal to one’s home), but the woman continually kissed Jesus’ feet (something that only was done by servants to their monarchs, or slaves to their masters).  Simon did not anoint Jesus’ head with cheap olive oil, but the sinful woman anointed His feet with expensive perfume.  All of these things revealed that Jesus was loved far more by the woman, than by the Pharisee
     Luke then records Jesus’ explanation of what this contrast revealed “‘Therefore I say to you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much.  But to whom little is forgiven, the same loves little’” (vs.47).  Jesus never denies that the woman had been a sinner.  In fact, He acknowledges that she had been guilty of committing great sin.  However, her sins were now forgiven.  The Greek word translated as “are forgiven” is in the perfect tense which refers to an action that has taken place in the past, but that has ongoing effects.  The idea then is that the woman had been forgiven in the past, and now remained in a state of forgiveness.  Therefore, Jesus was not saying that her devotion to Him caused her to be forgiven; rather it was evidence of the forgiveness she experienced in the past.  And so, her devotion to Jesus was an expression of her gratitude for the grace Jesus had shown her.  Jesus switches His wording at this point.  When speaking of the one who was forgiven much, Jesus applied this language specifically to the woman.  But when Jesus speaks about one who is forgiven a little, Jesus speaks in generalities (to whom…the same).  This means that Jesus was not saying that the Pharisee was forgiven for just a little sin.  He was simply stating the reverse of the principle that pertained to the woman.  The truth was the Pharisee never saw any need to be forgiven at all, because he saw himself as righteous.  What Jesus says here builds off of the Pharisee’s answer to Jesus’ question.  Simon had said that the one who was forgiven more would love more.  Therefore, Jesus was pointing out that the woman whom the Pharisee saw wicked, was in fact a forgiven sinner made right with God who was simply displaying the great love she had for the one who had forgiven her of her sins.  The irony of what is revealed in these verses is that even notorious sinners are not beyond God’s grace, while at the same time, even very religious people can be completely lost in their sins and estranged from God.

IV. Jesus’ Words to the Woman: (48-50)
      “‘Then He said to her, ‘Your sins are forgiven.’  And those who sat at the table with Him began to say to themselves, ‘Who is this who even forgives sins?’  Then He said to the woman, ‘Your faith has saved you. Go in peace’” (vs.48-50).  These closing verses shift the focus completely away from Simon the Pharisee who disappears from the narrative.  These three verses are structured in a common Hebraic form.  In this form a central idea is framed by two parallel expressions.  The central idea is in verse forty-nine, while the parallels that expand on that central idea are found in verses forty-eight and fifty.  The central idea is articulated by the unnamed invited guests at the banquet.  They hear what Jesus says and ask the rhetorical question, “Who is this who even forgives sins?”  It was correctly and broadly understood in first century Judaism, that forgiving sins was God’s prerogative only.  A priest could pronounce a person forgiven on God’s authority when that person did in the priest’s presence the things God had provided to atone for sins.  But, when a priest did this, he was merely expressing a truism based on God’s Word.  But Jesus here was saying that He Himself had the authority to forgive sin on His own initiative.  Therefore, from a Jewish perspective, these men were expressing amazement that anyone could assume the role of God Himself.  The reader understands why Jesus can do this; because He is God in the flesh.  This idea is important because it is at the heart of Jesus’ messianic identity.  The surrounding verses (48 & 50) show how this forgiveness is administered and who it is who can receive it.  It is dispensed by Jesus Himself, and it is given to those who put genuine faith in Christ to save him or her.  Forgiveness is not earned or merited; it is freely given by the grace of God in response to faith in Christ.  The one who receives forgiveness and salvation (which is essentially the same thing) is one who knows they are a sinner and comes to Jesus Christ, believing that He can save him or her from the penalty due their sin.

Conclusion:
[bookmark: _GoBack]     This reveals that Jesus is a friend of sinners in the sense that He is always available to help those that call upon Him for salvation.  However, He is not a friend of sinners in that He engage in or accepted sinful behavior.  Simon is representative of all who are self-righteous and assume that they are right with God, while anyone less righteous then themselves is unworthy of God’s salvation.  The irony is that those who think they are righteous, are merely deceived sinners, whose false beliefs will keep them from salvation.  This story illustrates that the true love for God that is to fill one’s heart, soul, and mind (Matt.22:37), has its origin in the knowledge of God’s gracious love for us; our love is responsive; we love God because He first loved us (I Jn.4:19). 
