
Extravagant love!
St John's 24/3/2013 @ 10 a.m. & 6:30 p.m.

Readings: 1 John 1v5-10; Luke 7v36-50

Introduction

So we’re working our way through Luke’s gospel, one of the
four biographies in the Bible telling the story of Jesus’
life, death and resurrection.
And next week, being Easter, we will be thinking about
Jesus’ resurrection, when the very dead and buried
Jesus was brought back to life.

Then, for the three following Sundays, we’ll be thinking
about all that flows from that extraordinary event on that
most significant day in history.

But back to today, and we’re going to see Jesus being
really gracious, and two very different responses to him.
Someone who’s very passionate about Jesus, as some of
you are.

And someone who’s not so, as perhaps some others of
you aren’t.

So you might find yourself relating to one or the other of
these characters.
But be warned, you might be fooling yourself about which
one is most like you!

Let me just set the scene.
Last week, John the Baptist was languishing in prison for
his preaching.

And he sent some of his disciples to Jesus to ask if Jesus
really was the Messiah, God’s king, God’s son, or should
they look elsewhere.

And Jesus pointed out all that he was doing that only the
Messiah could possibly do.

But that whole question of Jesus’ identity is still bubbling.
So today isn’t just about whether he’s ‘the man who is God’?
But what kind of God is he, or does he represent?
And how does he want you and me to respond to him?
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So, to one of the most beautiful stories from what has been

called the most beautiful book ever written.

And we left off at v34 with Jesus being called ‘a glutton

and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and “sinners”.’

And we’re going to see just what an amazing friend he is

to sinners, thank God!

They called him that because he spent time with people

who were well-known for living sinful lives, not joining in

their sin, but calling them to turn back to God.

He even went to their parties!

But perhaps even more unexpected, for those of us who’ve

been getting to know Jesus through Luke’s gospel, he

even accepts invites from a Pharisee, a religious type!
I. Scene 1: A posh dinner and a gatecrasher v36-38

So, Scene 1: A posh dinner and a gatecrasher, and the

story begins like this: Luke chapter 7v36.

‘Now one of the Pharisees [that’s one of these religious

types; loved rules; loved telling people off for not keeping

their rules] invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he

went to the Pharisee's house and reclined at the table.’

That’s strange, because every time we’ve met one of these

Pharisees, they’ve been trying to get Jesus.

In the previous chapter we read: ‘The Pharisees and the

teachers of the law were looking for a reason to accuse

Jesus, so they watched him closely...’

This is going to be a tense evening!

Jesus is going into the viper’s nest!

So it’s a posh do, and I need to you see it in your head.

They weren’t sitting on chairs at a high table.

They reclined on cushions at a low table, leaning on their

left arms, with their feet pointing out away from the table.

Which was a good thing, because their feet were probably

dirty and smelly.
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Or at least, Jesus’ were, because no-one had bothered to
offer him water and a towel, let alone offered to wash his
feet as you would for an honoured guest.

Luke continues: ‘When a woman who had lived a sinful life in
that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee's
house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, and as she
stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his
feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair,
kissed them and poured perfume on them.’

Here’s this woman, and her reputation precedes her.
They all knew her, it wasn’t that big a town.

Luke doesn’t actually say she’s a prostitute, but no good girl
ever went around the streets with her hair down like this.
She’s done things that ought not be done.
She’s considered dirty and defiled.
And she hears Jesus is at this religious man’s home, so
something drives her to do the unthinkable.

Don’t judge her, because most of us have things in our pasts
that we really wouldn’t want up on the screens behind me.
The question isn’t whether she’s bad and you’re good.
Jesus said there’s no-one good except God.

No, the question is what you’re going to do, or what you
have done, with your sin and guilt and shame.
She’s clearly got loads, as Jesus helpfully points out later,
but what is she going to do with it?

All of her sin and guilt and shame?
Now her wandering in off the streets isn’t quite as strange
as if she’d gatecrashed yesterday’s lunch between the
new Pope and the old one.
In Jesus’ day, it was normal for needy people to visit such
a banquet, to receive some of the leftovers.

Thing is, though, this girl’s not here for the leftovers.
In fact, she’s not here to get anything, not even forgiveness

actually, but rather to give; and to give everything she has.
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Can you she her, holding her alabaster flask of perfume?
I see her shaking with nerves, head down, not wanting to
make eye contact.

She walks into this room full of important “religious” men,
who all know her and her reputation.
She walks into their dinner party.
She’s the only woman in the room, and she’s uninvited.

The conversation stops!
And something happens she probably wasn’t anticipating;
she’s overcome with the reality of her own sinfulness.

She’s standing behind Jesus, and she can’t stop weeping.
Martin Luther rightly calls these tears “heart water.”
These tears publicly say, “Yes, I’m a sinful woman, and I
deeply regret the life I have lived.”

And because her head’s down, she notices that Jesus’ feet
are dirty, and she probably wishes she’d brought some
water and a towel, but she hasn’t.
She’d only planned to anoint him with her perfumed oil.

It is true for her as it is for you and me, the closer we get
to Jesus, the more sinful we recognise ourselves to be.
And so, the more amazing Jesus’ love and mercy and
compassion and forgiveness are.

Have you got that close to Jesus yet?
To see the enormity of your own sinfulness before him,
which sent him to his awful death?

And have you been overwhelmed with how much he loves
you, because he went so willingly to his death for you?

She had no water with which to wash his feet, except her
“heart water”, her tears.
And no towel to wipe them, except her long hair, the
symbol of her sin-filled life.

The only thing she can bring to Jesus is her sin, guilt and
shame, and her heartfelt repentance and sorrow for them.
Will that be enough? Let’s see.

Page 4 of 11

   



II.Scene 2: A tense conversation between two gentlemen v 39-43

So, Scene 2: A tense conversation between two gentlemen.

And there are sparks in the air between them!

One of the big themes in Luke is how awful religion is, and

how cruel religious people can be.

You might be feeling a bit uncomfortable with how this

story is going, the emotion and repentance.

You’re not alone.

The story continues, v39:

‘When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said

to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know

who’s touching him and what kind of woman she is - that

she’s a sinner.”’

Simon mulls over the matter and reaches three

conclusions:

1. If Jesus is a prophet he’d know what kind of woman

was kissing his feet;

2. If he knew what kind of a woman she was, he wouldn’t

let her do it; and

3. Since he does let her do it, he’s no prophet from God,

so I don’t need to treat him as such.

See, you’ve got to do something with this man, Jesus.

If you won’t fall weeping at Jesus’ feet in heartfelt

repentance and worship, then you’ve got to be really
sure he isn’t who he claimed to be.

Because in the Gospels you’re going to find many words

like this: John chapter 3v36, ‘Whoever believes in the Son

has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see

life, because God's wrath remains on him.’

Simon’s convinced himself that Jesus isn’t from God, he

isn’t ‘the Son’, so he can ignore Jesus says.

But then something really strange happens.

v40 ‘Jesus answered him...’
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What do you mean, he answered him?

Simon hasn’t said a word, he just thought it to himself.

Yet Jesus, the man who claims he’s God, answers him;

answers Simon’s thoughts!

Let me just park that and keep moving.

“Simon, I have something to tell you.” “Tell me, teacher”’

And proudly, in front of all his mates, he walks straight

into Jesus’ trap!

Jesus is going to tell a parable, a made-up story to

illustrate his point.

I think Jesus is playing with him a little bit.

“Simon, you’re a Pharisee, right, a great religious teacher?

Well, I need to teach you a few things, I’m afraid. In fact I

need to take you back to spiritual pre-school!”

“Two men owed money to a certain money lender. One

owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.’

A denarius was a day’s wage for a labourer, so let’s say

one owed him £40,000 and one £4,000.

We’re talking a really top-notch new kitchen or a cheap

second-hand car.

‘Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he

cancelled the debts of both. Now, which of them will love

him more?” Simon replied, “I suppose...’

[and the language is very clear, he’s grudging Jesus his

public answer].

‘I suppose the one who had the bigger debt cancelled.”

“You have judged correctly,” Jesus said.’

That’s is the simplest parable you’ll ever read.

Jesus’ point is obvious.

Simon thinks he’s only a little bit in debt to God, a little

bit sinful, if that even.

Whereas this woman thinks she’s very much in debt to

God, very sinful.
Page 6 of 11

   



And what Jesus means is, “Just imagine the gratitude and

love that flow from the one who has been forgiven a great

debt. They know they’ve got no bargaining position; only

grace will allow their debt to be written off.’

Great forgiveness provides the opportunity for great love.

Let me ask you this question: how much do you think you

owe God?

Say each month he sends you a statement of your debt.

Do you open the envelope with a deepening gloom and

say “What a mess I’ve got myself into!”?

How do you genuinely think the statement would read?

Is it a long list of wrong thoughts, wrong motives, wrong

actions, words that should never have seen the light of day?

And an equally long list of missed opportunities to love

and serve and encourage and give and do good?

Because you were too busy playing with your phone,

watching TV, looking after No 1.

What do you think is your outstanding debt to God?

That’s Jesus’ point.

Because Simon thinks his envelope holds a credit card

statement owing just £2.50, very little, which he can

settle whenever it’s convenient to him.

Because he’s got more than enough in his other account,

his ‘good deeds’ account.

But remember John chapter 3v36, ‘Whoever believes in the

Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not

see life, because God's wrath remains on him.’

Because the debt I owe God remains if I reject Jesus.

Indeed sin is about turning my back on God, and on his

only Son come to rescue me.

And if no-one else clears my debt, then Jesus says time and

again that, tragically, I will pay it, in what Jesus calls Hell.
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But let’s stick with the language of Jesus’ parable, because

this desperate, weeping woman has also just received her

statement from God.

She’s opened the envelope trembling, because she’s

under no illusions about how big the debt is.

And there it is, the long list she knows so well, and now

regrets so deeply.

But then through her ‘heart tears’ she notices at the

bottom a strange entry that’s never been there before.

It’s a credit, a paying in, a loan repayment.

And it says ‘Transfer from Jesus Christ’s account.

Balance owing... Zero!’

That’s what’s brought about this incredible reaction!

What Jesus says is, “I have come to clear your debt.”

And Jesus is the means by which our debts are paid.

Next Friday, here in church, we’re going to remember the

actual day and moment when he did that.

When he paid your and my debt by going to the cross.

To substitute himself, and die in our place for our sins.

And three days later he came back to life, on Easter

Sunday, as certain proof that God the father has accepted

the sacrifice of his life to pay our debt to God.

That God has accepted the transfer from Jesus’ perfect,

sinless account.

Debt paid!

That’s why Jesus says on the cross, ‘It is finished’, that

great cry of victory.

Nothing left to do, to have forgiveness in the sight of God.

Except joyfully to accept his offer of that transfer.

The more you understand how great your need is for

forgiveness, and how much it cost Jesus, the more

spontaneous your love and gratitude towards him will be.
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Grasp that, and you will be motivated not by a sense of

duty, but by a gratitude and a love that flow out of a heart

that has known undeserved forgiveness.

And the second greatest thrill you’ll ever experience will

be when you see someone else discover what this sinful

woman discovers.

Which people in St John’s have discovered, even this week.

But Simon has so hardened his heart to his own sin, that

he can’t bear to be near a sinner.

And it really angers him when Jesus claims that God

simply forgives her when she repents.
III.Scene 3: Jesus turns his back v44-50

Finally, Scene 3: Jesus turns his back.

v44: ‘Then he turned towards the woman...’

Don’t lose the picture in your head.

He’s at the table with Simon and the other guests, she’s

weeping behind him, and Jesus turns to face the woman.

Which means he turns his back on Simon.

‘he turned towards the woman and said to Simon, “Do you

see this woman? I came into your house. 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, but this woman, from the time I entered, hasn’t

stopped kissing my feet. You didn’t put oil on my head,

but she’s poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell

you, her many sins have been forgiven – for she loved

much. But he who’s been forgiven little loves little.” Then

Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” The other

guests began to say among themselves, “Who is this who

even forgives sins?” Jesus said to the woman, “Your faith

has saved you; go in peace.”’
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He says, “Simon, do you see this woman?”

Which is a daft question – of course he’s seen her.

But has Simon really seen her, as Jesus sees her?

As Jesus sees you and me?

Because when you look at people through religious eyes,

all you see is someone who is sinful and worthless.

You don’t see anyone who needs to learn about the love

and the grace of God.

You don’t see someone whose debt can be cancelled,

whose life can be transformed.

Simon’s thinking ‘But she’s a sinner!’

And Jesus’ response is ‘I know that! And don’t you think

she does too, look at her? She doesn’t need yet another

lecture on sin. She’s devastated. The Holy Spirit has

broken her resistance. She can’t stop crying.”

‘Simon, all you’re seeing is the sin, not the person made in

God’s image.

‘Simon, she’s a worshiper, you’re not. She repents, you

don’t. She serves, you won’t. She gives generously, and

you don’t give at all.’

‘She can teach you a thing or two about being humble,

repentant, broken and honest;

About being generous, serving, caring, considerate,

loving, and thankful.’

This is one of the ways I know Christianity isn’t a manmade

religion, because no one would have made this up.

All the other religions make sense.

God loves good people, doesn’t like bad people.

But that’s not the way the Bible tells it.

We’re all sinners like this woman, and Jesus is a saviour.

We can’t clear our debt, save ourselves, but Jesus does.

Lovingly, willingly, wholeheartedly.

Page 10 of 11

   



So, have you really faced up to the balance on your

statement with God?

And have you seen the enormity of the free transfer Jesus

offers to make, to clear your debt?

Not just for the past, but for the future as well.

The promise that you can be declared perfect in God’s

sight now and forever, because of Jesus?

Because if you have, then Jesus is looking to see a

response that indicates that you.

Because v47 doesn’t mean that she has loved Jesus

much, and therefore he has forgiven her sins.

No, the original language is clearer than it is in English.

It means that she loves much in response to having been

forgiven much.

He’s saying, ‘The reason I can tell she’s been forgiven is

because she loves so much.’

And Jesus confirms that in v50 when he says to her ‘Your

faith has saved you. Go in peace.’

Faith means trust.

In effect Jesus is saying to this woman “I’m going to go to

the cross and die in your place, so you can be forgiven

and live forever in relationship with me and my Heavenly

Father. Will you trust me to do that for you? That’s all

you need to do.’

And the loving, repentant response he sees in her actions

and her heart are all the answer he needs.

Remember he sees the thoughts of our hearts, too.

Does he see that loving, repentant response in your actions

and heart? 

Let’s pray.
IV.Prayer (do business)
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