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As unusual as this scene appears at first glance, 
it is not as implausible as it seems. At this point, the 
Jews have adopted the Roman way of reclining on 
couches, with the head at the table and the feet 
pointing out. It would have been easy for her to 
access Jesus’s feet. However, even though it’s 
plausible it’s no less shocking! This woman likely 
knew she would not be welcomed into this 
Pharisee’s home. But something deep within drives 
her to completely flout social conventions. But the 
story is not actually about her. Even though she is 
the one filled with faith and bold love, she is not the 
central character. We never learn her name and 
she has no lines in the scene whatsoever. In fact, 
this is one of the rare scenes in which we learn a 
Pharisee’s name – Simon. 

Simon and Jesus proceed to have a 
conversation, as if the woman is not present at all. 
Jesus begins to tell a story in the midst of this 
incredible event – that just must have everybody 
absolutely dumbfounded. By telling the parable, 
Jesus is using obfuscation to get people thinking in 
a different way about what's happening. At the end 
he puts an obvious question to Simon, “Which will 
love him more?” Of course the one forgiven much. 

In this encounter, Jesus’ has inextricably linked 
two major themes of faith – forgiveness and love. 
Furthermore, Luke has written this encounter in 
such a way that it places you and me in the shoes 
of the Pharisees – accepted members of society 
who need to emulate this social pariah, this 
(perhaps?) adulteress woman. Specifically, we 
need to emulate her deep, passionate love for God 
which is unashamed and unhindered by cultural 
norms. Though we may or may not have the same 
number or degree of sins, we still fall far short of 
the glory of God. 

In this encounter Jesus has laid out the heart of 
our faith – our need for radical forgiveness from 

God, which inevitably results in a profound, bold, 
courageous love. This morning we will explore the 
connection between the two. First, by examining 
the nature of human forgiveness. 
• According to the world, forgiveness is a limited 

commodity. “Fool me once shame on you, fool 
me twice shame on me.” If God had taken this 
approach, not only would Israel no longer be the 
chosen people, but all of us would need to invest 
in flame-retardant suits with an eternal 
warranty. The Bible would be a completely 
different book.  

• According to the world, forgiveness is 
discriminating. We might forgive someone for 
one infraction against us, for example, taking our 
lunch money but not for spreading vicious 
rumors.  

• According to the world, forgiveness involves a 
mutual exchange, like a vending machine with 
an attitude. If someone puts in the “coin” of 
asking forgiveness, then we may or may not 
choose to dispense our mercy.  

Our way of offering forgiveness is a survival 
instinct. If we were always willing to forgive any sin, 
any number of times, without any stipulations, we 
would absolutely be run over. We would be broke, 
laughed at, endlessly ridiculed, and perhaps even 
dead. And, of course, this is precisely what 
happened to Jesus. 

Jesus decidedly took a different approach 
towards forgiveness. 
• Instead of limiting the frequency of forgiveness 

he said we should forgive, “Not seven times, but 
seventy times seven.” There is no limit to the 
number of times God is willing to be fooled by 
our betrayal. 

• Instead of being willing to forgive only minor 
infractions, Jesus was willing to forgive even His 
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own murderers, praying for them while He was 
on the cross! God’s forgiveness has no limits. 

• And instead of waiting for us to request 
forgiveness, Jesus proactively offers it 
unconditionally.  

That’s the hardest one for us to swallow, but all 
others flow from it and it discloses not only Simon’s 
key flaw but perhaps ours well. 

Since we treat forgiveness like a mutual 
exchange, like a vending machine, our version 
always requires the offender to ask for it. The 
presumption is we will judge the sincerity of the 
offender’s plea against the depth of his or her 
transgression. The greater the offense, the higher 
the degree of supplication required. We are not so 
much forgiving them unconditionally as we are 
weighing the balance, and overall finding them 
worth forgiving. We can envision God rejecting 
certain requests because the supplicant’s sins were 
too excessive and they are simply too morally 
corrupt. 

Most of us have a subtle, yet pernicious, belief 
like Simon’s that it was actually our goodness and 
faithfulness that led Jesus to come into our hearts. 
It was more like God overlooked our transgressions 
(since they weren’t that bad to begin with), 
because our overall moral purity and willingness to 
obey outweighed our sin. 

Scripture clearly teaches us “that all have 
sinned and fallen short of the glory of God,” and, 
“that no one is righteous not even one.” If this was 
a balance scale, we would all be judged unworthy.  

Here is where understanding the connection 
between love and forgiveness is crucial. God’s 
forgiveness knows no limits because God’s love 
knows no limits. Since God’s forgiveness is 
inextricably tied to God’s love for us, it is more like 
a rushing river then a vending machine. This has a 
profound implication for how divine forgiveness 
works and Jesus’ encounter with the woman gets 
to the heart of the matter. 

Notice Jesus’ parable. “When they could not 
pay, he cancelled the debts for both of them.” 
There is nothing in that parable indicating a request 
for remission of the debts. It is simply offered out 
of abundant, grace-filled love. But most 
importantly listen to Jesus’ words about the 
woman, “Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were 
many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown 
great love.” 

She felt God’s forgiveness thus she was drawn 
to Christ, not to ask for forgiveness, but out of 
deep, love-filled thanksgiving.  

God’s forgiveness is like a river in that it does 
not come and wait for us to ask for it, but it is 
always flowing forth from the source of God’s love. 
It does not wait because God is not weighing any 
decision. Reinhold Niebuhr said, “Forgiveness is the 
final form of love.” Which means we only know 
unconditional love when we experience 
unconditional forgiveness. 

Simon failed to love as the woman had because 
he had not stepped into the eddy of God’s loving 
forgiveness. He was holding out for moral purity as 
a path to God’s good favor rather than living a 
morally pure path as an act of thanks to God.  In this 
way Simon is like the elder brother in the prodigal 
son. Because he cannot forgive his brother or his 
father, he remains miserable outside the grand 
feast, failing to experience the lavish love of the 
Father. 

All of this analysis on this text does wonders for 
our understanding of forgiveness, like reading a 
book on keyboard technique helps you understand 
how to play the piano. But until you sit down and 
put your fingers to the ivories you don't know if you 
know anything! 

Martin Luther King Jr said it so well, 
We must develop and maintain the capacity to 
forgive. He who is devoid of the power to forgive 
is devoid of the power to love. 

We must practice forgiveness, work at it if we 
are to truly learn how to love. But it can take a 
lifetime. 
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Perhaps by now you know how critically 
important unity is to me. I have experienced the 
fracturing of family when my parents were 
divorced. I have known of the devastating effects of 
disunity in the church from my grandfather’s 
history of breaking away from the PCUSA only to 
return decades later. I have seen first-hand, while I 
worked in Atlanta, Birmingham church members 
tear into each other, sometimes with their fists, 
over disagreements. But perhaps the one that 
works the deepest within me is the death of my 
infant sister in Brazil, before I was even born. I still 
can hardly fathom the local church’s refusal to let 
my parents use the only incubator in town. How do 
I forgive them for never letting me know my sister? 
I am still working on it. But I do know it has 
something to do with more fully accepting God’s 
forgiveness of me. I know I must work to be like that 
woman that burst in and shed both her grief and 
her love at the feet of Jesus. May God give all of us 
the strength to forgive as we have been forgiven, 
that we might know abounding and lavish love. 
Amen. 


