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Proclaiming the Kingdom: Parables of Luke 

A Biblical Study 

 
Luke 7:36-50 It Takes Two: Forgiveness and Gratitude 

One of the most important themes of the Gospel of Luke is repentance. “Repent” is a 
word with its roots in the Latin language, where it means literally “to turn.” In this 
meaning, it is very similar to the Hebrew word for repent, shuv, which also means to 
turn around and go in the opposite direction. However, the Greek word for “repent” 
that is used in the New Testament (metanoeo) means, literally, to change one’s mind. The 
parables are one of Jesus’ most important tools for helping people to transform their 
minds, to repent and take on the mind of Christ, the mind of God. 

Repentance connects with Luke’s understanding of Jesus as God’s emissary. Filled 
with the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus is preparing people for God’s full, dynamic 
entry into the world. Many people in Jesus’ day were praying for God to do something 
definitive to bring judgment upon Roman oppression, to help the Jewish people to live 
by God’s own standards of justice and mercy as described in the Torah and the 
Prophets. But if the people are not spiritually prepared to be in the presence of a holy 
God, they will be destroyed. Bringing people to repentance is thus an important aspect 
of Jesus’ work. 

The other side of repentance is forgiveness. Several different Greek words are used for 
forgiveness, but most of them have at their core the sense of release, of freedom, of 
letting people loose from whatever has them bound. As we will see in the story below, 
this release can have a dramatic emotional effect upon the person who has been 
forgiven. The resulting gratitude can be almost overwhelming. 

[Note: A foundational Jewish scripture for early Christians is found at the very end of 
Malachi, the last book in the Jewish scriptures as they were known to Jesus’ followers in 
the first century (Malachi 4:1-6). A portion of Malachi 4 is quoted in Luke 1:17 and also 
in Sirach 48:10. The passage speaks of how the Jewish people need to prepare 
themselves for God’s dramatic entry into the world.]  
 
 
Luke 7:36-50, A Woman Anoints Jesus 
  

One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into 
the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table. 

And a woman in the city, who was a sinner, having learned that he 
was eating in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment. 
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She stood behind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet 
with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she continued kissing 
his feet and anointing them with the ointment. 

Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to 
himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and 
what kind of woman this is who is touching him—that she is a sinner.” 

 Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to 
you.” “Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.” 

 
“A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred 

denarii, and the other fifty. When they could not pay, he canceled the 
debts for both of them. Now which of them will love him more?” Simon 
answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” 
And Jesus said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 

 
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 bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with her hair. You 
gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing 
my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my 
feet with ointment. Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have 
been forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little 
is forgiven, loves little.” 

Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 
But those who were at the table with him began to say among 

themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” 
And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”   

 
 
“Do you see this woman?” 
 

Setting. Dinner parties appear to be a significant place for Jesus to teach, perhaps 
because they involve so many subtle signs of social convention and economic 
distinction for Jesus to point to and to question. On this particular day, Jesus is 
eating in the home of a Pharisee. [For more information about the Pharisees, see 
the previous teaching in this series on the parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man.] 
As devout religious leaders, the Pharisees aimed to live a life of exemplary 
holiness, but in this story Jesus points out a blind spot that they may have. 
Because holiness is so important to them, they may be loath to see the aspects of 
their lives that call for repentance. Simon, the Pharisee in this story, calls Jesus his 
teacher. On this occasion, is he actually willing to be taught, or is he only seeking 
Jesus’ affirmation by having him to dinner? What characteristics and concerns 
interfere with Simon’s teach-ability? 
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Characters. The main characters at the dinner party are Jesus, Simon (his 
Pharisaic host), and a woman who comes into the party uninvited and proceeds 
to anoint Jesus dramatically and lavishly with expensive ointment. The woman is 
said to be a sinner, but we are never told what her sin was. Among all the 
characters in Luke, she shows the most emotion, through her posture, her tears, 
her kisses and her tender, costly service to Jesus.  She embodies the release that 
comes from being forgiven, when the floodgates are open for overwhelming 
gratitude. In a way, she is a living parable: her actions have the power to 

change people’s minds if they are truly able to see her. 
 
The parable that Jesus tells in order to teach Simon about repentance, 
forgiveness, and gratitude, also has three principal characters: a creditor and two 
debtors. Simon understands the point of the parable, but he seems to be at a loss 
when it comes to applying it to his own life, where he is accustomed to seeing 
people a certain way. It seems that, for him, people are divided into sinners and 
the righteous, without change or nuance. He seems oblivious to the ways in 
which he himself is negligent. Jesus makes the point clear by actually itemizing 
the ways in which the woman’s actions point to Simon’s failures in his duties as 
host.  
 
Witnessing both stories are the other guests (perhaps stand-ins for us), who 
murmur in wonderment at the end, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” The 
forgiveness of sins is one of the main ways in which Jesus is preparing the people 
to be a holy nation before God. 
 
You might want to spend some time initially imagining yourself in the different 
roles: Jesus, Simon, and the anointing woman. In each role, what do you find that 
you value most? What do you find that you fear most? 
 
Plot. Part of what makes this story so well-told is the element of irony. For 
example, who teaches, and who learns? While the parable itself is fairly simple to 
understand, the narrative it illuminates is more complicated. This fact tips us off 
to the working of all of the parables: it is one thing to understand a story in the 
Scriptures, but it is much more difficult to apply what we learn to our daily 
decisions. And often the most challenging parables are not stories we are told, 
but events that present themselves in our lives, asking us to imagine what it 
would mean to treat others as Christ would treat them. Simon is caught precisely 
in this net of deepening moral discernment. What do you imagine he does after 
the event we have just witnessed? How does the plot continue to develop in his 
life? 
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For Reflection 
 

Some questions for reflection are contained in the teaching above, and you can 
return to them for further thought and sharing with others. Here are a few more: 
 
One of the things this story points to is the way in which it can be disorienting 
for others when someone changes, as the woman has changed. It seems that 
Simon would like to continue to see her as a sinner, even after her dramatic 
change of heart. What inner work do you think Simon is being called to do? In 
the woman’s case, Jesus says that her faith has saved her. Do you think Simon 
has faith, or not? 
 
This woman’s story is very similar, but not identical, to other stories of anointing 
women in the Gospels (Mark 14:3-9; Matthew 26:6-13; John 12:1-8). In the other 
Gospels, it is clear that the woman is motivated to do something for Jesus. Through 
her gesture of anointing, the woman proclaims Jesus as Messiah (literally, 
“anointed one”), and in the other Gospels Jesus interprets her action as one of 
caring for his body before his burial. Perhaps in all of the accounts the woman 
also knows that Jesus needs to be reminded that he is God’s anointed before he goes 
through his trial and crucifixion. Or perhaps he needs this reminder of God’s power to 
heal, even as he heals others. To be human is to need the companionship of other 
people, to live in mutuality and interdependence. Perhaps this encounter depicts 
just such a moment of mutuality: the woman’s gratitude overflows in generosity 
to Jesus, whose gratitude for her anointing causes him to overflow in saving 
grace. This story breaks our habit of seeing Jesus as so god-like that he doesn’t 
need anyone else; and the woman’s dramatic gratitude also undermines our 
stories of repentance as a grim discipline. Can you tell a story from the last 
month that illustrates the joy of interdependence or a story that illustrates the 
startling grace that may accompany the sequence of repentance, forgiveness, and 
gratitude? 
 
Jesus says that the woman’s faith has “saved” her. The word for salvation is 
related to salve and salvage. Have you had the experience of your life being 
salvaged on account of your faith in God? Can you tell that story? What emotions 
accompany that story when you tell it? 
 
 


