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Luke 7:36-50

Today’s sermon is the last sermon in this series of sermons I have called “Greatest Hits of the Scriptures.”  If this sermon stinks, don’t blame Luke and David, the authors of our scripture today. It’s not their fault.  It’s my fault that somehow I have not interpreted these scriptures as they need to be. 

If the sermon does stink, I have a suggestion for you.  You might have heard that the “cash for clunkers” is expiring tomorrow night at 7:00 p.m. There might be something called a “cash for stinkers” program, so if this sermon stinks, you can apply to that. 

If you do apply and get some kind of a rebate, I suggest that you insist on taking it in a check instead of currency because, you might have heard this past week, someone has discovered that 90% of our currency has cocaine on it.  Did you hear about that?  You understand now why we have so many people volunteer to be Deacons.  I can see the Deacons back in the Deacons Room smelling the offering plate.  There might be a little cocaine on this money. 

This morning, in an attempt to improve the sermon, I’m asking for some volunteers to help me with it. I have something I want to pass out.  If you would help with the sermon this morning by passing these out, please raise your hand 

If you will now, go ahead and answer the questions that are on there and sign your name.  You know school is just starting again.  Some of you might consider going back.  I’ve got two questions on here:

1. Approximately how far is it from San Francisco to New York City?  
2. What is the approximate circumference of the earth? 

Okay, first question, San Francisco to New York City? Here are some of the answers--12,000 miles, 3,000 miles, 4,500 miles, 3,500 miles, 2,900 and a change in attitude, 3,100, and 3,750.  Okay. “Approximately how far is it,” that’s the question.  It’s approximately, we learned this in grade school didn’t we, about 3,000 miles.  A little bit less that 3,000, I think. If you look in an atlas it might say 2,930 miles.  So you all did well on that. 

Now, “What is the approximate circumference of the earth?”  There is going to be a wide range on this--5,000, blank, a lot, 12,000, 5200, 25,000, 24,000, 90,000, 25,000, 24,000, 24,000.  Okay, remember that at the equator it is a little less than 25,000 miles, so 25,000 miles. We’re talking approximate distance here.  

There is another “how far” question that is more important than both of these.  It’s in our Psalm today. Do you remember? How far does God remove our transgressions from us?  Do you remember? We believe it was David who wrote these words hundreds of years before the time of Christ.  David understood something that some people don’t seem to understand today, hundreds of years after the time of Christ. How far does God remove our transgressions from us?  As far as the east is from the west. 

Today, in political terms, we might say “How far does God remove our transgressions from us?”  As far as the extreme left is from the extreme right. To make it more personal, Rush Limbaugh would be an example of the extreme right.  Keith Olbermann would be an example of the extreme left.  As far as Rush Limbaugh is from Keith Olbermann, so far does God remove our transgressions from us.  

I know this, on any given Sunday, there will be several present in worship who are carrying a heavy load of guilt.  Something happened, maybe years ago, and you feel guilty about it.  You need to hear the words, “How far does God remove our transgressions from us?” Who removes all our iniquity, not just past, but present and future.  We can live free, free of guilt from the past, or free of guilt of future mistakes and sins we know we will make and commit.  Who forgives all your iniquity?

The story from Luke is perhaps my favorite scripture in the Bible.  Several years ago a close friend, in fact my closest friend; you know her, she is sitting in the choir this morning, gave me this.  It is a sculpture of today’s scripture, It is called “Tears of  Repentance.” 

Imagine being there that day. Simon was the host.  We know this about Simon, he was a Pharisee.  Can you imagine two people much more different than Simon and the woman in this story? These people were so far apart they make Rush Limbaugh and Keith Olbermann look like twins. 

Simon had all the answers, if you don’t believe it just ask him.  He would tell you that he did.  He had the law down pat.  The woman we read about, a woman of the city, a sinner, traditionally we have called her a prostitute, but we don’t know that’s true.  

It is interesting in Matthew’s and Mark’s account of this incident the emphasis is not placed on the love of the woman, but rather on the cost of the ointment. Judas, in one of the gospels said, “Why, this ointment could have been sold and the money given to the poor.”  But Jesus said “No, you will always have the poor with you. What this woman did today will be remembered forever, as long as my story is told.  It’s being told today again, this woman’s story.  

She came into the room, the one who was a sinner, and knelt at the feet of the one who was the fount of all forgiving grace. She began to cry, so much so that with her tears she bathed the feet of Jesus.  Then she let down her hair. In that society, that was the symbol of a “loose woman”, maybe a fast woman.


Remember, last Sunday I talked about fast cars, fast horses and fast women.  I understand that Howard Reather has a leg up on me.  I said that I had ridden fast horses and driven fast cars and two out of three wasn’t bad.  I understand that Howard Reather dated a fast woman.  Ruth’s maiden name was Fast, Ruth Fast.  You talk about a fast woman, the woman in the scripture. She comes and kneels at the feet of Jesus in need of his forgiveness.  

Simon is watching all of this, we read in the scripture, but he’s doing more than just watching.  He has a certain look.  There is a scripture that is not a “Greatest Hits” scripture but you need to know about it.  In the Old Testament, there is a scripture that says there are six things that God hates.  Do you know the very first thing that is listed, the very first thing that God hates? God hates “haughty eyes.” We in the church know about “haughty eyes,” don’t we?  We can be experts, just as Simon was, at looking down on people with our “haughty” eyes.  

Simon is told a parable by Jesus. It’s the story of two creditors, one who owed $500 and one who owed $50. “Who will love more, Simon?” Jesus asks, and Simon says “I suppose the one who was forgiven more.” Jesus looks at the woman and says “She is forgiven.”
She is forgiven not because of what she did, but because she was able to admit she was wrong. That’s the key to accepting God’s forgiveness. To be able admit our need for forgiveness. 


Fred Craddock tells the story of teaching a class in preaching one time. We didn’t do this when I took preaching from Fred Craddock, but I guess later in his career he would have the students preach a sermon on their favorite scripture.  He was not surprised when one day in class one of the students said, “Prof, what’s your favorite scripture?”  He mentioned a scripture from Luke 6.  Luke 6 is the “set up” for this story.  You remember, Luke 6 is known as the “Sermon on the Plain.” In Matthew 5, 6 and 7 we have the “Sermon on the Mount.”  

In Luke 6, the “Sermon on the Plain,” Jesus goes down on a level place to talk to the people.  In that sermon, Jesus says some words that Fred Craddock says are his favorite words in all of the Bible. Jesus is talking about the mercy of God.  In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus says “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect”.  In Luke’s gospel the words are “Be merciful, as your heavenly Father is merciful.”  In other words that’s what it means to be perfect in Christ, to be merciful. Then Jesus said “God is kind,” not to the servants and the peacemakers, not to the faithful and the pure at heart, not to the grateful and the righteous, but instead “God is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.” God is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful as your Father is merciful.

What does this have to do with how we live our lives, with how we live our faith? Besides the fact that we are freed from our guilt, both past and future, it has a lot to do with knowing about God and who God is and what it means to believe and trust God.  If Simon is forgivable, and that’s what this scripture says, if God is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked, it means that even Simon is forgivable, And if Simon is forgivable, the Simon in each of us is also forgivable. 

It is not enough, however, just to open ourselves to receive God’s mercy. God calls us, challenges us, expects us, to share that mercy with each other.  The message of today is this:  be what God created you to be. Do what God created you to do.  Be a merciful person, share mercy with those who are closest to you.  Do you think maybe today would be a good day to begin?  Amen
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