Pre:


There’s a story about two butchers who opened a shop together. Then one day an evangelist came to town and one of the two butchers became a Christian. He tried to persuade his partner to become a Christian as well, but to no avail. “Why won’t you, Charlie?” he pleaded. “Listen, Lester,” his business partner said. “If I get religion, too, who’s going to weigh the meat?” (crosswalk) At the heart of that story is the idea that being a Christian makes a difference in how a person lives? Is that true?

Here’s a different perspective: A few years back, George Gallup (famous for his “Gallup polls”) commented that there was “little difference in ethical behavior between the churched and the unchurched. There’s as much pilferage and dishonesty among the churched as the unchurched. And I’m afraid that applies pretty much across the board: religion, per se, is not really life changing. People cite it as important, for instance, in overcoming depression, but it doesn’t have primacy in determining behavior.” (crosswalk) 

So, if religion doesn’t affect behavior, what does?  


Well, listen to today’s Bible story for a clue. 
There’s a dinner party at the home of Simon the Pharisee and Jesus is invited. It’s also permissible for the public to come and observe the goings on at such parties. Among the people who have come to observe is a woman who is a sinner (which is a euphemism for prostitute).  Let’s join them and see what’s happening.

Results of Forgiveness

Luke 7:36-48


There’s a story about a husband and wife celebrating their 50th wedding anniversary. Having spent the day with relatives at a party in their honor, they were back home, exhausted. They decided to have a little snack of tea with bread and butter, so they went into the kitchen, where the husband opened up a new loaf of bread and handed the heel to his wife. Whereupon she exploded. She said, “For fifty years you have been dumping the heel of the bread on me. I will not take it anymore; this lack of concern for me and what I like.” She went on for a while. The husband was quite taken aback, and when she had finished he said rather quietly, “But it’s my favorite piece.” (illustrations unlimited, 332)

Anybody who has lived in a family knows the truth of this story. People have the tendency to look at the world through the lens of their own likes and dislikes, their own priorities and preferences.  And there is often a tendency to think that everybody else should have the same likes and dislikes, the same priorities and preferences. 


You knew that!


But do you realize that people do the same thing with God? They want God to be a certain way, and do certain things, based on their own view of the world. Often the wish is that God could be like us, with our priorities and preferences, with our own sense of what is wrong and what needs to be done about that. When Jesus rode the donkey into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, people were waiting for a king. But not just any old king. They were waiting for the messiah, and they had a very specific job description for the messiah. He was to come in strength and power, and gather God’s people into a mighty army to fight and defeat the Romans, inaugurating God’s rule on earth.  Jesus proved to have a different agenda. He would save God’s people but not in the way that they expected. And not everyone would get it.  


This lack of understanding did not begin on Palm Sunday. It permeated Jesus’ ministry, and is certainly a large piece of our story for today. 


Simon the Pharisee, who is the not-so-hospitable host, wants Jesus to be like him. When the anonymous woman washes Jesus’ feet with her tears, wiping them with her hair, he is appalled. He’s not surprised to see the woman. As I mentioned, the public often came to watch these kinds of parties. But what he is appalled at, is Jesus’ behavior. He doesn’t act like a self-respecting rabbi, and certainly not like a prophet. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist, much less a prophet, to figure out that this woman is a prostitute. And a prophet, one who was wise and discerning (like Simon!) would recognize what kind of person she is and act accordingly. Anybody who is anybody knows that you need to keep your distance from prostitutes and tax collectors and other vile sinners. They will make you unclean in the religious sense. Don’t let that woman wash your feet with her hair! How disgusting!

No wonder George Gallup can say that “religion” doesn’t change anybody. “Religion” provides people with some rituals to do, a place to go, and perhaps a measure of comfort in familiar surroundings.  But it doesn’t create change. And often, it deepens divisions.

But when a person experiences the forgiveness of God, well, that’s a different story. 


Not too long ago some teenage prostitutes in San Francisco were being interviewed for a study. Here’s one question they were asked: “Is there anything you needed most and couldn’t get?” Their response, invariably preceded by sadness and tears was this: “What I needed most was someone to listen to me. Someone who cared enough to listen to me.” (sermonillustrations.com) 


Simon measured Jesus against himself and other Pharisees and rabbis, and found Jesus sorely deficient. Jesus should be more like Simon. But listen to this: Jesus thought Simon should be more like the woman who was a sinner. 

Simon had really set himself up for this. When Jesus entered his house, he didn’t even provide him with the normal amenities. The fact that he didn’t provide Jesus with water to wash his feet, a kiss of greeting and anointing oil for his head, suggests that he considered Jesus as more of a curiosity than as a social equal. Frankly, it was a slap in the face. 

But the woman, a known prostitute, washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and dried them with her hair, she kissed his feet, and anointed them with expensive perfume.  Jesus was a guest in Simon’s house, but it was a sinful woman who showed hospitality. 


The point of it all is not about social graces or lack thereof. It’s this: In her actions, we see the results of forgiveness. Like the man in the little parable about forgiven debts, she loves much because she has been forgiven much. This is more than simply “religion.” Simon is a religious person.  But something has happened with this woman. Something deep and very personal and life changing. She has received the forgiveness of God and she has begun to express her genuine and lasting gratitude, to Jesus. It’s almost an afterthought at the end of the story when Jesus says to the woman, “Your sins are forgiven,” and the context makes it clear that these words are mostly for other people, not the woman. She already knows her sins are forgiven. That is why she is here, doing what she is doing. 

It’s a common thought that repentance needs to come before forgiveness. And we certainly look for that in our own relationships. It makes it easier to forgive someone when that person comes with a sincere apology, doesn’t it? But in the context of our relationship with God, forgiveness comes first. And it’s often true that forgiveness, which comes in the context of the big circle of God’s love, enables a person to repent. 

Some years back, a man by the name of Al Johnson became a Christian. He experienced the grace and forgiveness of God. And it changed his life. What made his story remarkable, and it even showed up in the newspaper, was that as a result of his newfound faith in Jesus, he confessed to a bank robbery he had participated in when he was nineteen years old. The statute of limitations had run out, so he couldn’t be prosecuted, but even so, he believed that his new relationship with Christ demanded a confession. Beyond that, he voluntarily repaid his share of the money. (Today in The Word, April 1989, p. 13) How’s that for evidence of forgiveness and repentance? 

So, in our series about forgiveness, we’ve learned that our calling as Christians is to live as forgiven and forgiving people. The sinful woman in our Bible story is a great model of what is means to live as a forgiven person. Jesus himself is our model of what it means to live as a forgiving person. 


So often, so-called religious groups and churches are like Simon. They have a purist approach to the faith, but that so-called “purity” separates them from the very people who desperately need God, and who need a loving community. There is an expectation that people need to “clean up their act” before they are good enough to be a part of the group. And in person-to-person relationships “religious people” demand an apology before forgiveness is granted. The result of that approach, generally speaking, is to drive people farther apart. 

But God takes the opposite approach. Forgiveness is extended before a person shows repentance or a change in behavior.  God is something like the woman in this story: this woman, who was a Christian, owned two prize chickens that got out of their pen and busied themselves in the garden of an ill-tempered neighbor. The man caught the hens, wrung their necks and threw them back over the fence. Naturally, the woman was distraught by this turn of events. But she didn’t go over and scream at him, though she may have felt like it. Instead, she took the birds, dressed them out, and prepared two chicken pies. Then she delivered one of the freshly baked pies to the man who had killed her hens. She apologized for not being more careful about keeping her chickens in her own yard. Her children, expecting an angry scene, hid behind a bush to see the man’s face and hear what he’d say. But he was speechless. The chicken pie and apology filled him with a burning sense of shame. But she wasn’t trying to get even. She was trying to show her neighbor genuine love, and maybe even bring about a change of heart. (Our Daily Bread, April 15)

In our Good Friday service, I’m going to give one more sermon about forgiveness. I hope you’ll come. But for now, I leave you with the picture of the dinner party: Simon, Jesus, and the forgiven woman. Where do you see yourself in this picture? Where do you want to be?  You do have a choice. 
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