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13th June 2010
A film of dust or an oil slick?
Readings:
Galatians 2.15-21

15 “We who are Jews by birth and not ‘Gentile sinners’ 16 know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no-one will be justified.

17 “If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ promotes sin? Absolutely not! 18 If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove that I am a law-breaker. 19 For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God. 20 I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 21 I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”

Luke 7.36- 8.3

36 Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he went to the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. 37 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, 38 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.
39 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 and what kind of woman she is—that she is a sinner.”

40 Jesus answered him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.”

“Tell me, teacher,” he said.

41 “Two men owed money to a certain money-lender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 42 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?”

43 Simon replied, “I suppose the one who had the bigger debt cancelled.”

“You have judged correctly,” Jesus said.

44 Then he turned towards the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. 45 You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. 46 You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. 47 Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.”

48 Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”

49 The other guests began to say among themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?”

50 Jesus said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

8 After this, Jesus travelled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, 2 and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; 3 Joanna the wife of Chuza, the manager of Herod’s household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of their own means.
 SERMON

There was a sign outside a riding school.  

“We have tall horses for tall people, we have short horses for short people, 

we have fat horses for fat people, and thin horses for thin people … 

…..and for people who have never ridden before ….

we have horses that have never been ridden before.”

When I looked at the lectionary readings for today 

and realised that I was coming to the second Sunday service here I thought

How can I possible speak to the nice people in St Mary’s about sin…?  

This is where all the good people are ….in church!!

Like in the joke …

perhaps we should only have saintly sermons for people who are saints. 

In a sense I am preaching to the converted, 

because you are all perfect and wholesome.  

Perhaps, I like to think 

that sin happens somewhere else… never here.

Country people say that wife-swapping only happens in towns; 

and towns-people say that wife-swapping only happens in the countryside, 

and of course then we all know 

that in reality it only happens in the suburbs.  
The worst sinner in the nations consciousness this morning 

is the poor chap who “let the goal in” last night! 

It’s pleasant to feel self-satisfied. 

But of course it is a lot of nonsense isn’t it.?

In reality, our kind of sinfulness is probably a bit low-key. 

Ours are small, unseen, almost unnoticed sins, 

Maybe sins of thought, --- rather than word or deed, 

little sins that we ‘get-away-with’, not big dramatic scary sins. 

The word “SIN” just means “falling short of the target” or “missing the mark”. 

not living up to the example set by Jesus.

We all fall short of perfection…  

But have you ever thought that to God (up there … as it were!) 

all our sins must look very similar, from his perspective sin is just sin 

there is very little distinction between a bad thing and a slightly less bad thing.  

So thinking nasty thoughts, being envious or proud, 

Thinking we are any better than anyone else,

steaming the stamp off a letter to re-use it 

or exceeding the speed limit by a couple of miles an hour

don’t seem like major felonies,

but to God they are as bad as anything else.

We know really, that just because everyone does it…it doesn’t make it right !

And God sees what we do. (and think and say).

We should never under-estimate our own sin 

because that was the Pharisee’s problem! 

This morning we have already said 

“Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, 

all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hidden”…..

In the Gospel reading we have the story that should make us 

question ourselves about all this..  

Jesus is in the home of an important man, someone respected in the community… who criticises Jesus for allowing a prostitute, to touch him.


So why did Simon the Pharisee invited Jesus to his home in the first place? 
was it just to snub Him?


It was normal, when a guest arrived, to make him feel welcome 

by going through certain hospitable courtesies. 

First a guest’s feet would be caked with dirt

from walking in sandals on the dusty roads. 

So a servant would greet him at the door with a basin of water, 

& would wash & dry his feet. 

Then the host would come & greet him with a kiss to make him feel welcome, 

& let him know that he was an honoured guest.
Lastly it was a matter of courtesy to anoint your guest’s head 

with some sweet smelling, cooling oil.  

All of these things went together to say, 

"You are welcome in my home." 

But when Jesus visited Simon’s house, 

none of these things happened.  
Jesus sat down at the table without His feet being washed, 
without the customary kiss, or the anointing of oil. 


And the contrast between the Pharisees behaviour and the woman’s is astounding, 

she kissed his feet, wept over them, wiped them with her hair 

and poured expensive perfume on them. 

Now that was real sacrifice, real love, real repentance   

She had so much to be forgiven and she knew it…….

But who is the real sinner in the story?

On the face of it the Pharisee is a saint, 

he has led a moral life, he knows the scriptures and so on.  

He is disgusted with people like the prostitute…

So, he who thinks he is a saint, is really the sinner …..

and she who thinks she is a sinner, is really a saint. 

That’s the paradox.

Jesus says to her “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” 

And of course that’s the crux of it isn’t it? 

It’s our faith, the fact that we know that we are sinners, that saves us.
The fact that we know we are so much in-debt to Jesus 

makes us aware of the extent and seriousness of our sin.

The Pharisee was good at observing the law 

and he thought that was all he had to do, 

he thought he had no need of Jesus forgiveness

and he hadn’t yet cottoned-on to the sin of pride.

The woman had no pride, she know she was beyond the pale, 

but she also knew that Jesus the Rabbi was the person who could save her, 

give her forgiveness, healing and new hope.  

And her actions are so symbolic of what our worship could be like 

when we are prompted by the Holy Spirit.

If we realised fully what Jesus has done for us 

we too should want to kneel at his feet.  

We would weep hot tears of shame.

We would want to pour out our love and our thankfulness 

in an act of generosity far beyond our means.

The other day we went to a car-boot sale.  

We had never been to one before 

and this one was organised by a friend in aid of charity.  

We didn’t know what to expect really, and we went along thinking 

we wouldn’t buy anything much.  

But well you know what they say:- ”One person’s trash is another persons treasure”… and sure enough we came away with some real treasure.  

A lamp that needed a new electrical thingie, 

some vases that needed polishing, 

some china that needed a good wash… you know the sort of thing!   

What looked pretty scruffy to begin with 

looked wonderful after the right bit of tender-loving-care.  

Take away the superficial film of dust and grease and you have real treasure!

The Pharisee looked OK on the outside, 

smart and glossy and holy 
but inside he was self-righteous and rotten to the core.  

And Jesus knew what he was thinking.. 

He knew that when Simon looked at the woman 
all he saw was a prostitute, a sinner, someone to be shunned.

The woman probably looked exactly like what she was.
But Jesus saw her in a different way, 

He saw her as a repentant sinner, 

a precious soul seeking some way to express her love & appreciation 

for what Jesus had come to mean to her. 

Like an article in a car-boot sale, he could see her real worth, 

he understood that the coating of dirt was just on the outside,

it didn’t take much for him to make her bright and shiny and new again.

She understood her sin and her need 

and instead of running away from who she was, 

she came right into the centre.  What bravery….

 walking into a party where she knew that everyone in that village 

would know who she was, and what her life was like.  

She faced their judgement and their contempt, 

perhaps even expecting Jesus the new Rabbi 
to preach at her and condemn her.  

She drew near to her sin by coming into the party  

and drew near to God by weeping at Jesus feet….

near to herself in understanding, and near to God in repentance.
And her reward, like ours, is redemption, complete, utter, total, 

wipe-the-slate-clean forgiveness.

The irony in the story is this… if you are unaware of your sin,

its much harder for you to understand the extent of God’s forgiveness 

The less sin you think you have, the less motivation you have

to draw near and ask for help.

Believing we are good is a hindrance:

St Paul says in the epistle “We have put our faith in Christ Jesus 

that we may be justified by faith in Christ, and not by observing the law.  

For us it’s not just by how we live our lives, that we live out the Christian faith 

It’s by how much we draw near to Jesus in adoration
Remember God knows everything about us, 

every last little thing that we do, and think, and say, 

there is no pulling the wool over his eyes.  

He knows what we are like - when no-one else is watching. 

To him we might look like just a vase with a bit of grease on it 

or like the all the millions of barrels of oil polluting the Gulf of Mexico
for him the clean-up still has to happen,

but it’s just as easy for him either way.

Im sure we all try to “keep a short account with God”, 

not letting our sinfulness get old and familiar and comfortable 

but sorting it all out on a daily basis, keeping the slate clean.

So being realistic with ourselves and before God 

is our only way of asking for and accepting his forgiveness.

Later on we have the words “Draw near with faith…” because that is what we do

And you will say the words “You are the same God …

whose nature is always to have mercy” …. 

and that is the real good news isn’t it.  

His mercy is infinite and wondrous,

that is the whole message of the gospel,

that the only reason Jesus died was for my sinfulness and yours.  

As we take communion together today know that 

Jesus sees through the thin film of dirt or the thick layer of crude oil on us.

Even though we are sinful, 

our sins are forgiven, once and for all, by His death on the cross.

And that is what we celebrate in the breaking of bread today.

We are free, clean, absolved, redeemed, forgiven.   
MA
