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Series – mealtimes – hospitality. In our culture, how do you make a guest feel welcome in your home?[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  This sermon is based on one I wrote years ago and subsequently preached at Whitton BC 4th Oct 09; Zoar BC 18th Oct 09; Sudbury BC 10th Jan 10; Trinity Free Church 17th Feb 2012. Unfortunately back then I didn’t make a note of my references as I do now, which is a pity. I know that most of the source material is from Ken Bailey’s amazing book, Jesus Through Middle-Eastern Eyes, but there are probably other references too. I’ve reworked it a bit for Park, but it’s essentially very similar.] 

· Hi, how are you. Come in. Let me take your coat. Sit down. Turn off the TV. Would you like a cup of tea? Awkward: bottle wine – chocs – don’t!
· Last thing you want at your dinner party: scandal. Today: dinner party that turns out to be very awkward for the host. 

Introduce Simon:
· Pharisee: deeply religious – did all the right things - said all the right things, at the right times, in the right places, to the right people. 
· Very pious, knew the Bible and could pray out loud for a LONG time. 
· Suspicious of this new teacher called Jesus - invites J over for a meal - wants to check him out. Perhaps he was even trying to trap him.

Scandal #1: Simon’s lack of greeting
· In their culture, there were two things you would do as a minimum:
· Kiss of greeting – like French do – “Greet one another with a holy kiss”[endnoteRef:2] - like shaking hands for us. [2:  Romans 16:16, 1Corinthians 16:20, 2Corinthians 13:12, 1Thessalonians 5:26] 

· Provide water to wash their feet – dusty roads
· Video: Iraqi journalist
· Throw shoes: bit weird? ME culture – feet dirty – offensive[endnoteRef:3]. [3:  You see it occasionally in the culture of the Bible too: Psalm 110:1 is very clear: resting your feet on someone else is a clear sign of subjugation, and Psalm 60:8 is very similar to the Iraqi journalist video.] 

· All of these are expected, demanded by the culture – just basic, polite behaviour. Simon does none of them (v44b-45). Incredibly rude. Missing off 1 could be an oversight, missing both is just like slapping someone in the face.
· It’s pretty clear what Simon is saying to Jesus:
· You are at arm’s length. Don’t trust you; Don’t like you. 
· Incredibly rude, disrespectful, especially in a very warm, hospitable culture like theirs[endnoteRef:4]. [4:  Cut for space: Now Jesus could have quite legitimately walked out at this point: I can see I’m not welcome here. Instead Jesus does something quite brilliantly subversive. 
He sits down to eat. So what’s so subversive about that? U-shaped low table - Triclinium (like at Passover meal). Smelly feed behind!
The first to recline at the table would be the eldest - most respected – most important. So without a word, when he sees how Simon disrespects him, he reclines at the table himself. 
Jesus’ message is pretty clear too: Simon, you might treat me like dirt, but actually, although you don’t realise it, I am more important than you. 
And by the way, if you want to see some action today, I’ll take you up on it. The tension builds.] 


Scandal #2: A dishonourable visitor
These kinds of events could be quite social occasions. It was not unusual for people to hang around the courtyard, or even to sit around the outside of the room and watch – chat. Triclinium – “reclined at the table” (v36)

That’s exactly what this woman had done. “learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, so she came there”
· “she had lived a sinful life” (v37) – prob. prostitute. 
· Everyone knew her – knew her trade “in that town”
· But at some point previously, she’d come across Jesus. She’s a follower of Jesus.
· Jesus was willing to receive sinners and eat with them. 
· Jesus said that God loved repentant sinners such as her, even if she couldn’t ever make up for what she’d done in the past. Jesus said that the grace of God was available for those who feel like they’ve done unpardonable things. 
· As far as the Pharisees were concerned, she was a write-off. 
· As far as Jesus was concerned, she was precious, forgiven and loved. She was one of his followers.

So why was she there? Answer in v37.
· She heard he was in town and wanted to say thank you. She brought a little bottle of perfume to anoint him with – a sign of respect and devotion[endnoteRef:5]. [5:  Bailey quotes an ancient Arab source who believes this would have been the perfume of a sex-worker – got to smell nice to attract the clients. But now she’s turned to Jesus, she has no use for it.] 

· She certainly hadn’t gone there expecting to wash his feet!
· She didn’t bring a bowl of water or a towel. 
· She’d assumed, quite naturally, that Simon’s staff would have seen to that. 

Piece together: You can imagine her standing there: 
· She’s all ready to show her love and respect and thanks to Jesus for setting her free - and Jesus is publically humiliated by Simon.
· How do you feel when someone you love is humiliated? If you overhear a negative comment about one of your kids? Or if people are talking about one of your work colleagues that you happen to get on well with, behind their back? How does it make you feel? 
· Angry? Upset? Hurt? It feels like they’re attacking you, doesn’t it? That’s how she feels. 
· She was stood behind Jesus, at his feet, because he’s reclined at the table. And she’s so upset and frustrated that they’re mocking her Lord – who she loves - that she begins to cry.
· And as she’s crying, a light turns on in her head – brilliant idea. “You know what – if he’s not going to treat my J with common courtesy – if he’s not going to wash his feet and treat him with respect, then I will!”
· And she kneels behind Jesus, at his feet, and washes his feet with her tears.
At this point, I can guarantee you that Simon was deeply regretting his decision to invite Jesus to his little dinner party. Simon was deeply shocked. Let me explain why:

Scandal #3: Shocking behaviour
She’s there, washing his feet with her tears. 
· And in doing so, she touches Jesus. Massive social faux-pas. Don’t even talk to strange women, 
· /just talk – touched. Not just a woman he’s not married to, but a prostitute! /pushing her away!
· See how scandalous this is: v39 When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, ‘If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him – what kind of woman she is.
·  Gk: touch – translated elsewhere (1Cor 7:1) as sexual intercourse – doesn’t have to mean that, but it can have those kinds of undertones – eek – look what she’s doing![endnoteRef:6] [6:  Perhaps this is where the idea of Jesus marrying Mary Magdalene came from. Which he didn’t by the way. Unless you believe Dan Brown more than the Bible.] 

· And this scandal is happening in Simon’s house. He could see the gossip around the town. Nudge, nudge, wink, wink. Never guess who was at Simon the Pharisee’s house the other day...

So there’s a scandal brewing at Simon’s house, she’s touching Jesus inappropriately, but even worse than that – it’s the hair. 
· In their culture, a woman would always keep her hair covered in public[endnoteRef:7]. And you still see the same idea today in many Muslim communities here, and many Xn communities in ME, Africa. [7:  Orthodox Jewish women today will do the same.] 

· A woman would never uncover her hair, except at home, in the presence of her husband.  If a wife went outside with her hair uncovered, it was not just reasonable grounds for divorce, it was actually a man’s religious duty to divorce his wife! Why? It was seen as sexually provocative. 
· The previous Iranian president [Rafsanjani – 90’s] was asked why his country insisted on women covering their hair: “It is the obligation of a female to cover her head because women’s hair exudes vibrations that arouse, mislead and corrupt men.”[endnoteRef:8]  [8:  This is quoted in Bailey’s book, but it’s also all over the internet.] 


So, she weeps, washes his feet with her tears, and then releases her hair and uses it to dry his feet. Why use her hair? She would have been wearing long robes that would have done as a makeshift towel. Why use her hair? Guessing:
· In traditional ME society, a bride on her wedding night, lets down her hair and let’s her new husband see her for the first time. So she lets down her hair before Jesus. Obvious to ppl present – explain culture to us!
· Here’s a woman who would never marry. She’s damaged goods, been bought and sold a hundred times. No-one would take her on. No-one will speak to her, no-one wants her. No-one will ever marry her. She’s rejected by everyone - except Jesus. 
· So she offers herself to Jesus – not in a sexual way – but in the ultimate pledge of allegiance to him. She’s saying: If I was ever to marry, I’d be committed to my husband for ever – and this is what I’d do for him. That would be the greatest act of devotion I could give to him – and Jesus – I’m giving myself to you now. I give you everything I have to give – my utmost devotion. I am yours.
· What does Jesus do? Accepts her offering. He receives her worship.

What does Simon do? Doesn’t do anything. 
· But he thinks to himself: “What is this guy doing? Why isn’t he shocked and appalled at this lewd behaviour? If this Jesus was a man of God he would push her away and rush off to the Temple to cleanse himself”
· There’s this beautiful act of worship from someone who has sinned so terribly – but all Simon can see is lewd behaviour.
· Jesus says to Simon: “I have something to tell you”[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Apparently that’s a classic ME way of saying, “Listen up – I’ll be blunt, and you might not like it”
] 


Scandal #4: Jesus’ very pointed parable
"Two men owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 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?" (v41-42)

So Jesus says – there are two people. Both have debts. 
· One has a large debt - like the woman – she can’t possible compensate for what she’s done wrong in her life. She can’t repay her debt to God.
· One has a small debt – like Simon. He’s been a good man all his life.
· The moneylender cancels both the debts. Who will love him more? Clearly it’s the one with the larger debt.  

But this is the shocking bit
· Neither can pay off their debt. Did you see that? Now for the woman, this is not so surprising – that’s what everyone said anyway – write-off – loser -waster. 
· But he’s Simon, the Pharisee, the pillar of society. He can’t pay his debt either. 
· The woman and Simon are effectively in the same situation – in the same boat together. If their final destination is the same, it doesn’t actually matter much what route they both took to get there. Jesus is saying to Simon, “In reality, you’re no better than she is. Despite all your “good works” – can’t repay – can’t compensate. The only difference is, she realises it.”
· All of us – vast debt of honour to God – cannot repay.
· She loves Jesus much because she realises she has been forgiven much. Utterly devoted to him – knows what she’s been saved from.
· He does not love Jesus at all because he doesn’t even see he needs to be forgiven at all.
· She was under no illusions about her sinfulness. She knew with all her being that she didn’t deserve God’s mercy – only his condemnation. She loved him so much because she knew how badly she didn’t deserve it.
· This is what J wants to see: humble repentance. “Your sins are forgiven” (v48) – your faith has saved you.

What about us. What does the HS mean us to make of this?

Do you know you need God’s grace today?
· Do you feel your sin deep down in the very pit of your being? Anger – frustrate – fight? Until see depths of sin – vast debt owed - won’t see the glory of the gospel.

Not usually? Comparing yourself to the wrong person.
· Simon compared himself to the woman, and thought, “hey, I’m a good person”. Never done what she has. We can all find someone else who does or says things that are worse than us. 
· But all that does is make us into proud, smug, finger-pointing religious people. 
· What we really need to do is to look at Jesus. And compare ourselves to him. More we look to J – more we’ll see his perfect holiness, beauty, majesty, loveliness. And the more we’ll see our own unworthiness.
· And then we’ll love him more – because we’ll know how much we’ve been forgiven. 

Eyes: Like woman: I am yours - /deserve kindness – utterly unworthy .

Pray: O God of infinite and eternal love: praise you. Thank you that you have chosen to share your love with people like that woman - people like us. Thank you for your love, demonstrated to us most clearly at the cross – infinite, giving love. Help us grasp hold of the magnitude of your love and sacrifice – what it cost you to save us – may we see the magnitude of our need, and the breadth of your grace. And so may we love you greatly as you have loved us first. Amen.



