
 Lk 7:36—8:3 or 7:36-50
Gospel
A Pharisee invited Jesus to dine with him,
and he entered the Pharisee’s house and reclined at table.
Now there was a sinful woman in the city
who learned that he was at table in the house of the Pharisee.
Bringing an alabaster flask of ointment,
she stood behind him at his feet weeping
and began to bathe his feet with her tears.
Then she wiped them with her hair,
kissed them, and anointed them with the ointment.
When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this he said to himself,
“If this man were a prophet,
he would know who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him,
that she is a sinner.”
Jesus said to him in reply,
“Simon, I have something to say to you.”
“Tell me, teacher, ” he said.
“Two people were in debt to a certain creditor;
one owed five hundred days’ wages and the other owed fifty.
Since they were unable to repay the debt, he forgave it for both.
Which of them will love him more?”
Simon said in reply,
“The one, I suppose, whose larger debt was forgiven.”
He said to him, “You have judged rightly.”
 
Then he turned to the woman and said to Simon,
“Do you see this woman?
When I entered your house, you did not give me water for my feet,
but she has bathed them with her tears
and wiped them with her hair.
You did not give me a kiss,
but she has not ceased kissing my feet since the time I entered.
You did not anoint my head with oil,
but she anointed my feet with ointment.
So I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven
because she has shown great love.
But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.”
He said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”
The others at table said to themselves,
“Who is this who even forgives sins?”
But he said to the woman,
“Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”
 
Afterward he journeyed from one town and village to another,
preaching and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God.
Accompanying him were the Twelve
and some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities,
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Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out,
Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza,
Susanna, and many others who provided for them
out of their resources.
 
or
 
A Pharisee invited Jesus to dine with him,
and he entered the Pharisee’s house and reclined at table.
Now there was a sinful woman in the city
who learned that he was at table in the house of the Pharisee.
Bringing an alabaster flask of ointment,
she stood behind him at his feet weeping
and began to bathe his feet with her tears.
Then she wiped them with her hair,
kissed them, and anointed them with the ointment.
When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this he said to himself,
“If this man were a prophet,
he would know who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him,
that she is a sinner.”
Jesus said to him in reply,
“Simon, I have something to say to you.”
“Tell me, teacher, ” he said.
“Two people were in debt to a certain creditor;
one owed five hundred day’s wages and the other owed fifty.
Since they were unable to repay the debt, he forgave it for both.
Which of them will love him more?”
Simon said in reply,
“The one, I suppose, whose larger debt was forgiven.”
He said to him, “You have judged rightly.”
 
Then he turned to the woman and said to Simon,
“Do you see this woman?
When I entered your house, you did not give me water for my feet,
but she has bathed them with her tears
and wiped them with her hair.
You did not give me a kiss,
but she has not ceased kissing my feet since the time I entered.
You did not anoint my head with oil,
but she anointed my feet with ointment.
So I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven
because she has shown great love.
But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.”
He said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”
The others at table said to themselves,
“Who is this who even forgives sins?”
But he said to the woman,
“Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”



Jerome Biblical Commentary

(e) THE PENITENT WOMAN (7:36-50). See Jn 12:1-8; Mk 14:3-9; Mt 26:6-13. Not only is the Lucan 
narrative of this episode ensnarled in difficulties, but a comparison of it with a similar story in 
the other Gospels compounds the problem: (1) In Lk, the story centers around an unnamed, 
sinful woman; in Mk and Mt, the woman in no way is presumed to be sinful; in Jn her name is 
Mary; (2) In Lk, the host is Simon the Pharisee; in Mk, Simon; in Mt, Simon the Leper; in Jn, it 
takes place at a house where Mary served and Lazarus reclined at table; (3) in Lk, it happens 
up north in Galilee; in the other three Gospels, down south in Bethany; (4) in Lk and Jn, she 
anoints the feet of Jesus; in Mk and Mt, his head; (5) in Mk, Mt, and Jn, there is a complaint 
about the waste, and Jesus replies that this is done for his burial; (6) in Lk, it happens in the 
early part of the ministry; in Mk and Mt, two days before the final Passover; in Jn, six days 
before. Evidently, during the period of oral transmission, details of one story passed over into 
another. Each Evangelist, and especially Luke, may have further, refashioned the story; Luke 
could have added the parable (vv. 40-43) where he mentions the name of Simon for the first 
time. 36. one of the Pharisees: Because of the hostility of the Pharisaic sect to Jesus, it was 
courageous of this one to invite Jesus to dinner. Not only does Lk frequently present Jesus as 
a dinner guest (5:29; 10:38; 19:5) but on three occasions his host is a Pharisee (7:36; 11:37; 
14:1). Lk has just spoken of the Son of Man eating and drinking; this provides the proper 
setting for the present incident. 32. and behold: The opening words, kai idou, demand 
attention and register surprise. Lk delicately does not name the woman, simply characterizes 
her as a sinner (a prostitute, or else a woman married to a man considered an outcast, like a 
publican). The woman’s name is certainly not Mary of Magdala (8:2), nor is there reason to 
identify her with the sister of Lazarus (Jn 12:3).38. at his feet: She intended simply to anoint 
his feet with a fragrant myrrh, but as she leaned over, tears gushed forth, which she 
ingenuously wiped away with her long hair. Completely overcome, she repeatedly kissed his 
feet.39. a prophet: Some mss. read “the” prophet (Dt 18:15, 18; Acts 3:22; Jn 1:21), but in any 
case there seems to be a reference to v. 16.40. While Simon silently condemns Jesus for not 
divining the character of the woman, Jesus proves himself to be a prophet by reading the 
secret thoughts of Simon.41. The story bears similarity to rabbinical ancedotes (Str-B 2, 
163).43. I suppose: We can still feel the insolent frigidity of the speaker.44-46. These phrases, 
almost in poetic rhythm, beautifully portray Oriental etiquette.47. for she has loved much: This 
verse has been a classic text for showing that perfect charity has the power of forgiving sins. 
Zerwick comments: “The context, however, renders the interpretation just referred to almost 
impossible; for Our Lord goes on at once to add, ‘but he to whom less is forgiven, loves less,’ 
with evident reference to the parable whereby He had shown Simon that the greater mercy 
calls forth the greater love of gratitude…The sense demanded by the context…is ‘she loves 
because she is forgiven,’ and not ‘she is forgiven because she loves.’ And this is in fact the 
sense of the Gk expression, so long as the hoti is understood in the special causal sense 
which gives the reason not why the fact is so, but whereby it is known to be so” (GrBib § 422). 
For Pauline influence, see J. Winandy, BiViChr 47 (1962) 38-46.
77      (f) THE MINISTERING WOMEN (8:1-3). This section, found only in Lk, manifests the 
Evangelist’s hand. in several ways: Lucan words or phrases; particular attention bestowed 
upon woman; exclusive source of information, especially about Herod Antipas. Jesus imparts 
a new dignity and role to woman in granting her a right not only to learn the “good news of the 
Kingdom of God,” but even to participate in the ministry (cf. 1 Cor 9:5). Some of the rabbis 
doubted woman’s ability even to learn the Torah (W. Grundmann, Evangelium, 174; Str-B 1, 



1046f.). In the Gospels women bring the first news of the resurrection to the apostles (24:1, 
10f. Acts 1:14). 1. journeying: Jesus has already appeared as a wanderer, seeking out men 
for the kingdom (4:43-44; 5:12), and as a guest (see 7:36ff.), distributing forgiveness and 
salvation.2. Mary Magdalene: That is, from Magdala (= modern Mejdel), a city at the halfway 
mark along the western coast of the Lake of Galilee, never mentioned in the Bible. There is 
no reason to identify Mary Magdalene with the sinful woman of 7:36ff.; Lk introduces Mary as 
someone new. seven devils: Such possession can indicate only a very serious illness.3. 
Joanna, wife of Chuza: Possibly a source of information about Herod Antipas for Luke. If 
Chuza were the royal official of Jn 4:46-53, then we could understand why he would allow his 
wife to minister to Jesus. 3. many others: Cf. Mk 15:41.
mss. Manuscripts
Str-B H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament (6 vols.; Munich, 
1922-61)
Gk Greek
GrBib M. Zerwick, Graecitas biblica (4th ed.; Rome, 1960). Numbers correspond to English 
tr., Biblical Greek (Rome, 1963)
BiViChr Bible et vie chrétienne
Brown, R. E., Fitzmyer, J. A., & Murphy, R. E. 1968]; Published in electronic form by Logos 
Research Systems, 1996. The Jerome Biblical commentary (electronic ed.). Prentice Hall: 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ

Haydock's Catholic Commentary

Ver. 32. Speaking one to another: (prosphonousin allelois) they seem to have been alternate 
choirs of youths, answering each other in the above words. (Menochius)

Ver. 36. And one of the Pharisees, by name Simon, as we learn in ver. 40.

Ver. 37. A woman in the city, who was a sinner. Some say she had only been of a 
vain airy carriage; one that loved to be admired for her beauty and wit; but the 
common exposition and more conformable to the text, is, that she had been of a 
lewd, debauched life and conversation. (Witham) --- Mary Magdalene.

Ver. 38. Jesus Christ was then at table, after the manner of the Orientals, reclined 
at length on a couch, a little raised from the ground, having his face turned towards 
the table, and his feet extended. He had quitted his sandals, according to the 
custom of the country, before he had laid himself on the couch. (Bible de Vence)

Ver. 39. The Pharisee was egregiously deceived. 1. In thinking that Christ was 
ignorant of the character of the woman, when he not only clearly saw the past bad 
conduct of the woman, but the present unjust thoughts of the Pharisee; 2. in his 
erroneous inference that Christ could not be a prophet; for all things are not 
necessarily revealed by God to his prophets; 3. by judging of Christ, after his own 
and the other Pharisees' treatment of sinners; who, elated with pride, and thinking 
themselves just, kept all public sinners at a respectful distance; whereas not those 



who are well, but such as are sick, need the physician. (Menochius)

Ver. 42. Which will love him most? as we read in the Protestant version, and in the 
Greek, agapesei. But Christ, seeming to require love as a previous disposition to 
the remission of sins, as appears from ver. 47 below, the Catholic Church has 
adopted the version of St. Augustine, hom. xxiii. in the present tense: quis ergo 
plus eum diligit? (Jansenius, Comment. in Evang.)

Ver. 43. In proportion to our sins, should be our grief, says St. Cyprian: ut 
pœnitentia non sit minor crimine. (lib. de lapsis.)

Ver. 47. Many sins are forgiven her, because she hath loved much. In the 
Scripture, an effect sometimes seems attributed to one only cause, when there are 
divers other concurring dispositions; the sins of this woman, in this verse, are said 
to be forgiven, because she loved much; but (ver. 50,) Christ tells her, thy faith 
hath saved thee. In a true conversion are joined faith, hope, love, sorrow, and other 
pious dispositions. (Witham)

Ver. 50. This is one of those places upon which modern sectaries lay so much 
stress, in order to prove that faith alone can save us. But if they will attentively 
consider the different parts of this history, they will easily discover the fallacy of 
their argument. Because, before Christ spoke these words: thy faith, &c. he had 
said to Magdalene: many sins are forgiven her, because she hath loved much. 
Therefore she was justified not so much through her faith, as her charity: still she 
had faith, or she would not have come to Jesus, to be delivered from her sins. It 
was therefore her faith, working by charity, that justified her: and this is the doctrine 
of the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, she had not that faith, which modern 
sectaries affirm to be necessary for their justification, viz. a belief that they are 
already justified, and that their sins are forgiven: this faith the woman here 
mentioned had not before Christ spoke those words to her; for it was to obtain the 
remission of her sins, that she performed so many offices of charity, washing his 
feet with her tears, &c. But is may be asked, why then does Christ attribute her 
salvation to her faith? The answer is easy, and has often been given, viz. that faith 
is the beginning of salvation; for it was her faith that brought her to Christ: for had 
not the woman believed in him, she never would have come to him to obtain the 
remission of her sins. (Maldonatus)

 

Ver. 2. Mention is made in the gospels, of a woman who was a sinner, (Luke vii.) of Mary of 
Bethania, the sister of Lazarus, (John xi. and xii; Mark xiv; Matthew xxvi.) and of Mary 
Magdalene, who followed Jesus from Galilee, and ministered to him. Many think all this to 
belong to one and the same person: others think these were three distinct persons. See the 
arguments on both sides in Alban Butler's Lives of the Saints, July 22d; and also more at 
large in the dissertations upon the three Marys, at the conclusion of the harmony in the Bible 
de Vence.
Ver. 3. The wife of Chusa, Herod's steward. Literally, his procurator, as in the Rheims 
translation. The Greek signifies one that provides for another, or manages his concerns. The 



same word is used, Matthew xx. 8. and Galatians iv. 2. (Witham) --- the Greek word is 
epitropou. It was the custom of the Jews, says St. Jerome, that pious women should minister 
of their substance, meat, drink, and clothing, to their teachers going about with them. But as 
this might have given cause of scandal among the Gentiles, St. Paul mentions that he allowed 
it not. (1 Corinthians ix. 5. 12.) They thus ministered to our Lord and his apostles of their 
worldly substance, from whom they received spiritual riches.

Daily Study Bible Series (non-Catholic)

A SINNER’S LOVE

Luke 7:36–50

One of the Pharisees invited Jesus to eat with him. He went into the Pharisee’s house and 
reclined at table; and—look you—there was a woman in the town, a bad woman. She 
knew that he was at table in the Pharisee’s house, so she took an alabaster phial of 
perfume and stood behind him, beside his feet, weeping. She began to wash his feet with 
tears, and she wiped them with the hairs of her head; and she kept kissing his feet and 
anointing them with the perfume. When the Pharisee, who had invited him, saw this, he 
said to himself, “If this fellow was a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of a 
person this woman is who keeps touching him, for she is a bad woman.” Jesus answered 
him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” He said, “Master, say it.” Jesus said, “There 
were two men who were in debt to a certain lender. The one owed him £20, the other £2. 
Since they were unable to pay he cancelled the debt to both. Who then will love him the 
more?” Simon answered, “I presume, he to whom the greater favour was shown.” He said 
to him, “Your judgment is correct.” He turned to the woman and said to Simon, “Do you 
see this woman? I came into your house—you gave me no water for my feet. She has 
washed my feet with her tears, and wiped them with the hairs of her head. You did not give 
me any kiss. But she, from the time I came in, has not ceased to kiss my feet. You did not 
anoint my head with oil. She has anointed my feet with perfume. Wherefore, I tell you, her 
sins—her many sins—are forgiven for she loved much. He to whom little is forgiven loves 
little.” He said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” Those who were at table with him began to 
say to themselves, “Who is this who forgives even sins?” He said to the woman, “Your 
faith has saved you. Go in peace.”

THIS story is so vivid that it makes one believe that Luke may well have been an artist.
(i) The scene is the courtyard of the house of Simon the Pharisee. The houses of well-to-

do people were built round an open courtyard in the form of a hollow square. Often in the 
courtyard there would be a garden and a fountain; and there in the warm weather meals were 
eaten. It was the custom that when a Rabbi was at a meal in such a house, all kinds of people 
came in—they were quite free to do so—to listen to the pearls of wisdom which fell from his 
lips. That explains the presence of the woman.

When a guest entered such a house three things were always done. The host placed his 
hand on the guest’s shoulder and gave him the kiss of peace. That was a mark of respect 
which was never omitted in the case of a distinguished Rabbi. The roads were only dust 
tracks, and shoes were merely soles held in place by straps across the foot. So always cool 
water was poured over the guest’s feet to cleanse and comfort them. Either a pinch of sweet-



smelling incense was burned or a drop of attar of roses was placed on the guest’s head. 
These things good manners demanded, and in this case not one of them was done.

In the east the guests did not sit, but reclined, at table. They lay on low couches, resting 
on the left elbow, leaving the right arm free, with the feet stretched out behind; and during the 
meal the sandals were taken off. That explains how the woman was standing beside Jesus’ 
feet.

(ii) Simon was a Pharisee, one of the separated ones. Why should such a man invite 
Jesus to his house at all? There are three possible reasons.

(a) It is just possible that he was an admirer and a sympathizer, for not all the Pharisees 
were Jesus’ enemies (cp. Luke 13:31). But the whole atmosphere of discourtesy makes that 
unlikely.

(b) It could be that Simon had invited Jesus with the deliberate intention of enticing him 
into some word or action which might have been made the basis of a charge against him. 
Simon may have been an agent provocateur. Again it is not likely, because in verse 40 Simon 
gives Jesus the title, Rabbi.

(c) Most likely, Simon was a collector of celebrities; and with a half-patronising contempt 
he had invited this startling young Galilaean to have a meal with him. That would best explain 
the strange combination of a certain respect with the omission of the usual courtesies. Simon 
was a man who tried to patronize Jesus.

(iii) The woman was a bad woman, and a notoriously bad woman, a prostitute. No doubt 
she had listened to Jesus speak from the edge of the crowd and had glimpsed in him the 
hand which could lift her from the mire of her ways. Round her neck she wore, like all Jewish 
women, a little phial of concentrated perfume; they were called alabasters; and they were 
very costly. She wished to pour it on his feet, for it was all she had to offer. But as she saw 
him the tears came and fell upon his feet. For a Jewish woman to appear with hair unbound 
was an act of the gravest immodesty. On her wedding day a girl bound up her hair and never 
would she appear with it unbound again. The fact that this woman loosed her long hair in 
public showed how she had forgotten everyone except Jesus.

The story demonstrates a contrast between two attitudes of mind and heart.
(i) Simon was conscious of no need and therefore felt no love, and so received no 

forgiveness. Simon’s impression of himself was that he was a good man in the sight of men 
and of God.

(ii) The woman was conscious of nothing else than a clamant need, and therefore was 
overwhelmed with love for him who could supply it, and so received forgiveness.

The one thing which shuts a man off from God is self-sufficiency. And the strange thing is 
that the better a man is the more he feels his sin. Paul could speak of sinners “of whom I am 
foremost” (1 Timothy 1:15). Francis of Assisi could say, “There is nowhere a more wretched 
and a more miserable sinner than I.” It is true to say that the greatest of sins is to be 
conscious of no sin; but a sense of need will open the door to the forgiveness of God, 
because God is love, and love’s greatest glory is to be needed.
The Gospel of Luke. 2000, c1975 (W. Barclay, lecturer in the University of Glasgow, Ed.). The 
Daily study Bible series, Rev. ed. The Westminster Press: Philadelphia



Word Biblical Commentary (non-Catholic)

36 Only Luke tells us that Jesus on occasion dined by invitation with Pharisees (cf. 11:37; 
14:1). With such reports Luke indicates Jesus’ social standing as a well-known teacher. 
Pharisaic approval of Jesus is not implied. In fact, on each occasion Jesus’ behavior 
scandalizes his host. Delobel suggests (ETL 42 [1966] 458–64) that Luke has in mind here 
and in other meal scenes of the Gospel a Greek literary genre which made use of a meal 
setting in the report of a discussion. This is likely, but the meal setting here is too integral to 
the episode to have been created merely for the sake of this literary convention. On 
Pharisees see at 5:17.

37 κα  δο  γυνήὶ ἰ ὺ  (lit., “and behold a woman”) may be a Lukan touch (cf. Jeremias, 
Sprache, 52), as πιγνο σα τιἐ ῦ ὅ  (“realize”/“learn”/“perceive”; cf. at 1:22). It is best to connect νἐ  
τ  πόλειῇ  (lit., “in the city”) with “sinner” and to give it in accord with Semitic idiom a sense like 
“publicly” or “well-known” (P. Joüon, L’Évangile de notre Seigneur Jésus-Christ, 341, cited in 
Feuillet, RevThom 75 [ 1975] 372 n. 40). The dramatic impact of the woman’s actions 
appears most strikingly if “sinner” is understood as a euphemism for “prostitute” or 
“courtesan.” Tradition has frequently identified this unknown woman as Mary Magdalene (cf. 
8:2; 24:10) and sometimes also, or instead, as Mary of Bethany, sister of Martha (cf. 10:39, 
42; John 11:1–2; 12:3), and these identifications have recently been rigorously defended by 
Feuillet (RevThom 75 [1975] esp. 380–86). The linchpin for Feuillet’s case is the reading of 
John 12:1–8 as involving a deliberate repetition in Bethany by the same woman of elements 
from a much earlier encounter with Jesus (i.e., Luke 7:36–50), since otherwise the Gospel 
tradition itself shows not a trace of any awareness of these traditional identifications. Feuillet’s 
suggestion accounts creatively for the links between John 12:1–8 and Luke 7:36–50 but is 
placed in question by its inability to account for the similarities and differences between John 
12:1–8 and Mark 14:3–9. It seems best to preserve the anonymity of the sinful woman who 
came to Jesus.

Scholars have regularly noted that the woman’s approach to Jesus seems to presuppose 
a prior experience of forgiveness. Whatever we make of this in the tradition, in the Lukan text 
vv 29–30 may encourage us to view the woman as coming to Jesus to express gratitude to 
him for the forgiveness already proleptically bestowed on her by John (cf. at 3:3).

The reclining posture of Jesus (a Hellenistic custom which the Jews had adopted for 
festive banquets) with head toward the table and feet away from the table and thus most 
accessible is part of what accounts for the coming attention to the feet. The intention to anoint 
Jesus is the single aspect of the woman’s behavior which is indicated as clearly premeditated. 

λάβαστρονἀ  means here a flask carved from the expensive soft alabaster which was believed 
to help preserve ointments and perfumes (cf. Pliny the Elder, Naturalis historia 13.3.19). “An 
alabaster jar of perfume” is also spoken of in Mark 14:3, but there it is part of a more 
elaborate description. The theory that the anointing in the Lukan episode is a late intrusion 
under the influence of the tradition in Mark 14:2–9 (Orchard, JTS 38 [1937] 243; Legault, 
CBQ 16 [1954] 144; Delobel, ETL 42 [1966] 416–21; Wilckens, “Vergebung,” 399) depends 
for its credibility on being able to view the woman’s other actions as those of a penitent 
seeker (cf. Wilckens; Henss, Verhältnis, 17). The kissing of the feet in particular, however, 
hardly fits this picture. As in Joseph and Asenath 15.11, the kissing of the feet is clearly an 
expression of affectionate gratitude.

38 παρ  το ς πόδαςὰ ὺ , “at the feet,” and the use of ρχεσθαιἄ , “to begin,” may both be Lukan 



(as Delobel, ETL 42 [1966] 426–27). Despite the skepticism of some there is no adequate 
reason for disputing the possibility of a woman’s walking in on a banquet in this way (cf. 
Jülicher, Gleichnisse 2:291). Life in general was much more public than is our experience. 
The woman claims no right to disturb the dinner party and so does not intrude further than to 
the feet of Jesus. Weeping in Luke normally connotes a sharp distress (often in bereavement) 
which does not fit here with the woman’s other gestures. We may speak of tears of remorse, 
but not of anguish, because this woman has found her peace. The sorrow of regret is 
suffused with the warmth of grateful affection.

The language in which the woman’s wetting and drying of Jesus’ feet is reported seems 
already to be under the influence of the interpretation to be provided in vv 44–46 (as Drexler, 
ZNW 59 [1968] 164), so that the wetting of the feet is reported as though it were a deliberate 
act. We are, however, certainly not to understand that the woman’s acts are meant as a 
conscious alternative to the gestures of hospitality omitted by Jesus’ Pharisaic host. Rather, 
the accidental fall of tears on feet begins a chain reaction: with nothing at hand to remove the 
offending tears, the woman makes use of her let-down hair; the intimate proximity thereby 
created leads to a release of affectionate gratitude expressed in kissing the feet which have 
just been cleaned from the dust of journey in this unique and probably unintended manner; 
and the anointing perfume, no doubt intended for the head (since only this has a place in 
Jewish custom) but finding no ready access thereto, is spent upon that part of Jesus’ body 
with which the woman has already made intimate contact (some remote parallels for the 
anointing of the feet do exist [see Weiss, ZNW 46 (1955) 242–43; Str-B, 1:427–28], the 
closest of which refer to a domestic custom in which a man’s feet would be anointed by his 
wife or daughter).

39 Jesus’ passivity in the face of this behavior is extremely eloquent. It is not clear whether 
the idea that Jesus might be a prophet was one to which Simon had himself been inclined, or 
whether he repeats popular sentiment (cf. 7:16; 9:19) only to criticize it. The latter is more 
likely. The Pharisee’s view of prophetic perception is similar to that found in John 4:19; Luke 
22:64 and cf. 1 Cor 14:24–25, Acts 5:9. The Pharisee keeps his counsel to himself, but soon 
discovers that Jesus is aware both of Simon’s own thoughts and of the situation of the woman 
whose affectionate display of gratitude he has failed to rebuff (cf. at 4:23). Behind Simon’s 
thought lies the unexpressed assumption that a prophet would maintain the same respectable 
distance as Simon himself would from a notorious sinner. The underlying scandal of Jesus’ 
behavior is here once again that he is friend to tax collectors and sinners (v 34).

40 ποκριθε ς ε πενἀ ὶ ἶ  (lit., “having answered he said”), ε πεν πρόςἶ , “he said to,” and 
probably φησίν, “he says,” are all Lukan (cf. at 1:19; 1:13; historic present φησίν is found 
eleven times in Acts). χεινἔ  (“to have”) + infinitive is also to be found dominantly in Luke’s 
writing in the NT. The name of the Pharisee, Simon, is introduced only at this point. Elsewhere 
in Luke Pharisees are not introduced by name. As Drexler rightly notes (ZNW 59 [1968] 162), 
it is Jesus’ initiation of an exchange with the Pharisee that necessitates the introduction here 
of the name. Simon is a common name, and the likelihood that its use here is based upon 
Mark 14:3 or the tradition behind it depends entirely upon the case for connecting those 
anointing traditions on other grounds. The Pharisee addresses Jesus as “teacher.” Jesus is 
addressed or described as “teacher” by nondisciples in 8:49; 9:38; 10:25; 11:45; 12:13; 19:39; 
20:21, 39. On the lips of disciples, Luke replaces the terms in 8:24; 9:33, 49. The term is used 
by disciples in 21:7 and by Jesus himself in 22:11 and cf. 6:40. “Teacher” is for Luke an 
objective description (equivalent to “rabbi”) and indicates the societal rank and role of Jesus 
without prejudice to the personal attitude toward him of the one who uses the title (cf. at 5:5).



41 σαν δανειστ  τινιἦ ῇ  (lit., “were to a certain creditor”) reflects Lukan diction (as Delobel, 
ETL 42 [1966] 442), as possibly the use of  ε ςὁ ἶ  …  τεροςὁ ἕ , “the one … the other,” which is 
found also in 17:34–35 (diff. Matthew) and 16:13; 18:10; Acts 23:6. As in most other cases, 
Luke introduces this parable in the nominative form (distinguished by Jeremias from the 
“dative form” of introduction which uses an actual or implied statement of likeness [Parables, 
100–103]). The debt levels are quite parochial in terms of the life-style of the upper echelons 
of Roman society (Cicero’s annual expenses were 150,000 denarii per year; office holders 
under Augustus received from 2,500 to 10,000 denarii per year, with those of procuratorial 
rank drawing 15,000 to 75,000 denarii per year), but nevertheless very pressing to ordinary 
folk for whom the agricultural laborer’s daily wage was around one denarius (Heutger, BZ 27 
[1983] 98). Two debtors are also features of the parable in Matt 18:21–35 and of the rabbinic 
parable in b. Abod˓ . Zar. 4a. Financial indebtedness also features in Luke 16:1–8; Matt 18:23–
34.

As Wilckens has shown (“Vergebung,” 401) there can hardly have been a prior form of the 
episode not containing the present parable, since this would leave the Pharisee’s concerns of 
v 39 with no adequate response.

42 The parable is reported in the barest of forms with an almost total lack of narrative color 
(even the use of χαρίζεσθαι is probably a relatively colorless technical use for the remission of 
debts or sins). The different degrees of indebtedness, the inability to pay, and the remission of 
the debts are alone important. If the development of the account with its reference to love is 
considered to be secondary (cf. Henss, Verhältnis, 18–19) then it is possible that the parable 
was composed to confront the unforgiving Pharisee with the limitlessness of God’s readiness 
to forgive, now being brought to effective expression in the ministry of Jesus: Jesus’ reply to 
the unspoken offense of the Pharisee (v 39) would be that the creditor (God) is now forgiving 
debts and nothing is too bad to be forgiven. If, however, both lender and debtors in the 
parable are to be thought of as Jews (as is natural), then Deut 15 with its directives for the 
year of release suggests that the remission of debts should not be treated as such an 
extraordinary act (though it is a moot point to what degree the provisions of the year of 
release remained practically effective in the firstcentury period), since this and other OT laws 
sought to limit the liability of the debtor for whom things had not gone well (cf. further the 
Jubilee legislation in Lev 25:8–17). This may suggest that the focus should not fall so heavily 
on the extraordinary fact of the remission of debts. The spare reporting of the parable itself 
may also suggest that the focus of interest is in what is yet to come in Jesus’ follow-up 
question. As well, the two debtors with their specified and contrasting debts (the one part of 
the parable where there is a little detail) are best accounted for by seeing them as having a 
specific importance in the application of the parable (as is clearly the case in vv 42b–47). It 
seems best, then, to treat Jesus’ question in v 42b (along with v 43) as an integral part of this 
piece of parabolic teaching.

The presence of the forgiving love of God is assumed rather than proclaimed, but the 
thrust of Jesus’ words to Simon may be captured in the paraphrase: “Do you not recognize in 
this woman’s behavior the love of one who has been forgiven much?” As in 5:31–32 there is 
no disagreement with the Pharisees about the sinfulness of Jesus’ intimates, but he proposed 
a much more positive and creative manner of dealing with this fact.

Whether or not Jeremias is right to appeal to the absence of a distinctive word for 
gratitude in the Semitic languages (Parables, 127), there is naturally from the context a 
nuance of gratitude (grateful affection; cf. Ps 116 [114]: 1) to the use of “love” in Jesus’ 
question in v 42b which carries over to the usage in v 47 (obviously for the second occurrence 



there and, as will be argued below, also for the first). As in 10:36 (the good Samaritan), the 
appended question engages the listener and presses him to a committed answer, to which he 
in turn will find himself answerable (cf. Schürmann, 434).

43 Simon offers only half-heartedly (“I suppose”) the obvious answer to Jesus’ question: 
he has some reservations about what he is letting himself in for. Nonetheless, Jesus 
commends his answer.

44 It would be possible to skip from v 43 to v 47 and find a smooth transition, and for this 
reason these verses are sometimes treated as a Lukan (or pre-Lukan) expansion (e.g., 
Delobel, ETL 42 [1966] 466; Wilckens, “Vergebung,” 400; Schürmann, 436). This is not 
impossible, but there is nothing especially Lukan about the language, and the unit would be 
much weaker without these verses. It is true that in these verses the imagery of being a good 
host(ess) in receiving Jesus takes the place of what was earlier viewed as a display of 
affectionate gratitude by a forgiven debtor. But far from being an infelicity, the transformation 
represents a brilliant achievement of artistic license. The vital role played by vv 44–46 is 
brought into focus by Löning’s analysis of the structure of the pericope (BibLeb 12 [1971] 
200). As we have seen above (Form/Structure/Setting) the material is structured into three 
report and evaluation structures (vv 36–38/39; vv 40–42/43; vv 44–46/47). Not recognizing 
the equivalence between the situation of vv 37–38 and the story of vv 40–42, the Pharisee 
passes opposite judgments in the two situations. Vv 44–46 function to uncover the 
equivalence, by retelling vv 37–38 in light of vv 40–42. And in the third sequence the Pharisee 
who has passed judgment in the first two sequences becomes now the one whose judgment 
is itself judged.

Up to this point Jesus has quietly allowed the woman’s display of affection without 
disengaging from the dinner party to direct his attention to her. His turning to the woman now 
draws together the threads from vv 37–39 and 40–43, and Simon is given to understand that 
there is a connection between Jesus’ brief parable and Simon’s own judgment of v 39. Simon 
is not accused of impoliteness. Throughout, his behavior has been correct, if “only correct” 
(Schürmann, 435). To provide water for guests to wash their feet after travel is well attested 
(Gen 18:4; 19:2; 24:32; 43:24; 1 Kgs 25:41; cf. John 13:13–14), but is not indicated in Jewish 
literature to be a normal provision for guests (Marshall, 312; Str-B, 1:427–28). To the woman 
off the street with her tears as water and her hair as towel, it has been left to show the extra 
thoughtfulness that would mark the hospitality of a host who owed a debt of affectionate 
gratitude to his guest.

45 Again, the kiss of greeting was not mandatory as a mark of hospitality to a guest, but it 
was an accepted form of greeting (Luke 22:48; 2 Sam 15:5; Str-B, 1:995–96). Since Jesus 
has cast her in the role of hostess, he hyperbolically allows her kisses of greeting to be part of 
his welcome, though in fact she arrives after Jesus (vv 37–38). (This is better than Jeremias’ 
proposed mistranslation of an Aramaic original [ZNW 51 (1960) 131; and cf. the comments of 
Fitzmyer, 691].) φ  ςἀ ᾽ ἧ  is taken by Grundmann, 172, to mean “from whose house” to provide 
a point of previous contact between Jesus and the woman, but this is strained and artificial. 
For the meaning “since” see Acts 20:18; 24:11.

46 For the custom of anointing the head with oil cf. Ps 133:2; 23:5; Str-B, 1:427–28. A host 
would not necessarily be expected to extend this courtesy to a guest (cf. Schürmann, 435 n. 
34), but it is precisely in that which goes beyond the polite demands of respectability that the 
true attitude comes to expression. The woman had no access to Jesus’ head, but she could 
reach his feet.



47 The meaning of v 47a comes out quite differently depending on whether its sense is 
determined by what precedes or by what follows. α  χάρινὗ , “because of which”/“for this 
reason,” can be linked with either “I say to you” (which is nearest) or “her sins have been 
forgiven” (treating the “I say to you” as parenthetic). Similarly, τιὅ , “because,” can be either 
logical, i.e., establishing a basis for the ideas expressed in the previous statement (as in 6:21; 
13:2; John 9:16; Gal 4:6), or causal, i.e., giving the actual reason for the state of affairs 
formulated in the main statement. At stake is whether love is here the actual ground of 
forgiveness, or, alternatively, the way in which the actuality of forgiveness becomes 
transparent. The language is indecisive, but there are various reasons for insisting that v 47a 
find its sense first and foremost in connection with what precedes: (i) ο  χάρινὗ , “for this 
reason,” binds the statement with what precedes; (ii) the discussion of love in v 47 can only 
be a resumption of that in v 43; (iii) v 47 terminates the exchange with the Pharisee and must, 
therefore, be understood in the light of that interchange. This being the case, we must link οὗ 
χάριν, “for this reason,” closely with “I say to you” and take τιὅ  in the logical sense: the 
woman’s profound display of grateful affection is a clear indication that she has been freed 
from the great burden of her moral debt. This interpretation finds confirmation from the fit thus 
achieved with the final part of the verse.

It is Dupont (ComLit 4 [1980] 266) who poses most sharply the questions: “Pardon of 
Jesus or pardon of God, love for Jesus or love for God?” And these questions are yet more 
pressing if, as suggested above, Jesus has discerned, but not himself to this point bestowed, 
the forgiveness which this woman has experienced. The pardon is certainly the pardon of 
God, as the theological passives already suggest, but it is his eschatological forgiving activity 
which is in view, and this has already been anticipated in the baptism of John and now finds 
its focus in the person of Jesus. The woman’s forgiveness has its basis in the coming of 
Jesus: it was offered because he was coming; and it made her ready for his coming (cf. at 
3:3). Now the profundity of that forgiveness is able to reach her in a new way in her own 
intimate contact with the fact that God has visited his people (7:16). The revelation and 
actualization of God’s eschatological forgiveness now becomes quite concrete in the full 
acceptances she experiences with Jesus (cf. at 5:20–21). She extends him welcome and 
finds that she is welcomed. It is no surprise then that her gratitude to God should be focused 
upon Jesus.

V 47b completes the logic of the application of the parable from vv 41–43. Where v 47a 
has made an individualized application to the woman by equating her with the debtor forgiven 
much, the application in v 47b remains general. Because the Pharisee and the woman have 
been treated antithetically in vv 44–46 (and cf. vv 29–30), it is natural to look for some kind of 
reference to the Pharisee in v 47b. But this is difficult, and has occasioned embarrassment to 
interpreters. Is the statement-of-a-principle form a signal not to look for too precise an 
application to the Pharisee (cf. Schürmann, 437)? Do we need to intrude Simon’s own self-
estimation as one who had been or needed to be forgiven little (Donahue, AER 142 [1960] 
417; Feuillet, RevThom 75 [1975] 374)? Is it that Simon is being given in irony a face-saving 
explanation for his loveless behavior toward Jesus (Ramaroson, ScEs 24 [1972] 381–82)? Is 
Simon called to reflect on the inanity of the righteousness of which he is so proud and yet 
leaves him so lacking in that love for God which is ultimately fundamental (Deut 6:4; Winandy, 
BVC 47 [1962] 40; cf. Wilckens, “Vergebung,” 408–9; Dupont, ComLit 4 [1980] 266)? Does 
Simon’s attitude mean that God has in fact shown him little forgiveness (cf. 18:10–14; 
Fitzmyer, 692)? Does the statement invite the reader to recognize that the only forgiveness 
there is is the forgiveness of much, and that therefore the obligation to much love falls upon 
all who have experienced God’s forgiveness (cf. Löning, BibLeb 12 [1971] 207)? The 



suggestions continue! Perhaps it is best in the first instance to recognize that since v 47b 
completes the logic of the application which Jesus has made in v 47a of the parable of vv 41–
43, it repeats in negative form the basis on which it was possible in v 47a confidently to 
deduce that the woman had been forgiven a great deal. The woman must have been forgiven 
much, because she does not fit the pattern: little forgiveness, little love. While there is no 
doubt that the Pharisee finds himself somewhere quite outside of what God has been now 
doing in John and Jesus, it is difficult to link Simon exactly with either claim of v 47b: there is 
no thought that Simon has any experience at all of God’s eschatological forgiveness; and 
there is no suggestion that he is aware of any affectionate gratitude owed God in relation to 
what is now happening through John and Jesus in his own day. In the parable the debtors are 
not so much the woman and Simon as the woman and someone whose sin was in Simon’s 
estimation not so great as to be beyond the reach of the grace of God. The thought is almost 
Pauline: “Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” (Rom 5:20).

48 Vv 48–50 are often dismissed as intrusions from other traditions (e.g., Bouman, ETL 45 
[1969] 179: v 48=5:20; v 49=5:21; v 50=8:48). But Drexler (ZNW 59 [1968] 171–72) and 
Wilckens (“Vergebung,” 412) are fight to insist that the pericope fails as a literary unit without 
a direct address to the woman. This will not, however, necessarily save vv 48–49 as original 
components of the pericope. The close verbal relationship with 5:20–21 produces a sense for 
these verses that creates difficulty for the pericope—namely, the apparent bestowing of 
forgiveness on one who is already forgiven. This suggests that we have here in vv 48–49 a 
secondary expansion of the text (not that the text does not have a clear enough Lukan sense, 
and not that the additions do not develop a motif that is already intrinsic to the pericope).

V 48 cannot be read as a fresh forgiveness of the woman, but it can and should be read 
as a confirmation of the woman’s forgiveness, on the basis of Jesus’ own authority. In the 
pericope already the connection is drawn between the woman’s forgiveness and Jesus and 
his coming. Now this connection becomes explicit by means of Jesus’ authoritative word: it is 
Jesus who brings the eschatological forgiveness of God (in 5:20 for the first time, here as 
confirmation and in the form of a deeper entry into the restored relationship with God implicit 
therein).

49 V 49 conflates the two clauses of the protest in 5:21 and removes the negative tone of 
that verse both by deleting the reference to “blasphemies” and by allowing the words to be 
spoken by the unknown fellow dinner guests rather than by the scribes and Pharisees of 5:21. 
Now there is openness to the possibility that there may be one who in virtue of his unique 
identity is able to dispense the eschatological forgiveness of God. Openness to this 
Christologically determined possibility is commended also to the reader.

50 The formula “your faith has saved you” appears also in 8:48; 17:19; 18:42, and is often 
considered to be secondary here to 8:48 (in 8:48 Luke has πορεύου ε ς ε ρήνηνἰ ἰ , “go into 
peace,” as in 7:50). Since, however, it does not appear to have been secondarily introduced 
by Luke into its other contexts, and since in the absence of vv 48–49 the episode requires 
some such conclusion (cf. at v 48), it seems best to allow it here as an original component of 
the episode (cf. Wilckens, “Vergebung,” 412, 416). If v 50 is an original component of the 
narrative, there is little point in claiming a baptismal context on the basis of this verse (as 
Braumann, NTS 10 [1963–64] 489–90; Wilckens, “Vergebung,” 418–22). As in 5:20 (see 
there) and elsewhere, faith is here attributed to one who acts decisively on the basis of the 
conviction that God’s help is to be found with Jesus and who responds in gratitude to God’s 
gracious action. McCaughey is right to insist that faith is not simply coming to Jesus for help 
(ITQ 45 [1978] 180–82), but his definition of faith as publicly expressed gratitude is too 



narrow. Faith is seen when there is no break in the pattern of divine initiative and human 
response by means of which a restored relationship to God is established. In 17:12–19 the 
pattern is broken for the nine. In 8:43–48 the woman’s desire to make anonymous contact 
with Jesus is not yet faith until she declares herself.

A strong connection between salvation and forgiveness is already established at 1:77, and 
these are in turn linked to the term “peace” in 1:79 (and see at 2:14). “Go in peace” is a 
common farewell formula in Judaism (e.g., Judg 18:6; 1 Sam 1:17; 18:6; 1 Kgs 22:17; Luke 
8:48; Acts 16:36; Jas 2:16) which here takes on deeper significance in the context of the 
coming of eschatological salvation. The connotation of “peace” is more individual here than in 
1:79; 2:14.

Explanation

In the section 7:1–50 the relationship between the ministries of John and Jesus has been 
the controlling motif. Jesus complements and completes what has been taught by John. 
Jesus’ presence is that eschatological visitation of God for which John was to prepare the 
way. Though often not recognized, it is God’s own wisdom that stands behind the actions of 
John and Jesus, and God’s wisdom will in the end have its way and find its children. The 
touching display of affectionate gratitude shown to Jesus by this woman off the street makes 
for a fitting climax to the section. Here Wisdom is justified by one of her children (v 35). Simon 
may have seen little to impress him in his guest (he was of that class which had ignored 
John’s call to baptism), but this needy woman (already prepared by John’s baptism of 
forgiveness) was more perceptive, and, ready with a fitting welcome for the Lord whose 
coming she had been led to expect, she experiences God’s end-time bestowal of forgiveness 
come to full flower.

On several occasions Jesus dined by invitation with Pharisees (see also 11:37; 14:1). This 
does not mean that they endorsed what he was doing (on each of these occasions Jesus’ 
behavior scandalized his host), but it does indicate Jesus’ social standing as a well-known 
teacher. On this occasion Jesus’ host is embarrassed by the intrusion of a publicly known 
“sinner”—probably a euphemism for “prostitute” or “courtesan.” The intrusion itself was not 
such a shock, since life was much more public in that culture, but despite the fact that she 
sought to remain as unobtrusive as possible, the presence of this woman was a scandal to 
Simon’s Pharisaic sensibilities. Yet worse, however, was the failure of his guest, Jesus, to 
repulse her attentions.

What Simon does not know is that this woman has found release from her past. She is 
coming to Jesus to express gratitude to him for the forgiveness to which she has already 
been introduced in the baptism of John, and which, she is aware, finds its focus in Jesus. She 
comes with a precious jar of anointing perfume, fit for the head of a king. But Jesus’ head is 
beyond her reach. She claims no right to disturb the dinner party, and the reclining couches 
on which the guests are arranged allow her access only to Jesus’ feet. Standing there in 
silence she weeps, and her tears of sorrow are suffused with the warmth of grateful affection.

Certainly not by intention, her tears wet the feet of Jesus, and the woman is precipitated 
into a new line of action. There is no towel at hand, so with her hair she removes the 
offending tears. But this brings her into intimate contact with Jesus and leads to a release of 
affectionate gratitude expressed in kissing those feet which have just been cleared from the 
dust of the journey in this most unconventional manner. And in this flood of action the feet 



also receive the precious perfume.
Jesus accepts it all and Simon is confirmed in his skepticism about the popular view that 

Jesus might be a prophet (cf. 7:16; 9:19). Ironically, Jesus, aware both of the woman’s 
condition and of Simon’s state of mind, fulfills precisely Simon’s conception of prophetic 
awareness. The underlying scandal of Jesus’ behavior is, however, that here once again he is 
a friend to tax collectors and sinners (v 34).

Simon has passed his judgment on what he has seen; Jesus now asks him to pass 
judgment on a fictional story, a parable. The Pharisee suspects a trap, but agrees that the 
debtor whose debt was ten times as large will have the greatest measure of affectionate 
gratitude when in the event of inability to pay the debts are remitted without penalty or further 
obligation. The challenge to Simon is, “Do you not recognize in this woman’s behavior the 
love of one who has been forgiven much?”

So that Simon will recognize the equivalence between the situation of vv 37–38 and the 
story of vv 40–42, Jesus proceeds with a fresh description of the events of vv 37–38. But in 
the new version, with a brilliant stroke of artistic license, Jesus describes not only Simon, but 
also the woman, as performing the role of the host. As a host Simon has not been rude. 
Throughout, his behavior has been correct, but only correct. By contrast the woman has 
shown those marks of thoughtfulness and honor which would mark the hospitality of a host 
who owed a debt of affectionate gratitude to his guest. It is precisely in that which goes 
beyond the immediate polite demands of respectability that the true attitude comes to 
expression.

Simon was wrong to see only the woman’s sin-stained past. The woman’s profound 
display of grateful affection is a clear indication that she has been freed from the great burden 
of her moral debt. She, not he, was prepared to recognize and welcome the mighty 
intervention of God that was at that very moment taking place: God has visited and redeemed 
his people (1:68).

The woman had come to Jesus on the basis of an experience of God’s forgiveness. Now 
in contact with Jesus the profundity of that forgiveness is able to reach her in a new way: the 
revelation and actualization of God’s eschatological forgiveness now becomes quite concrete 
in the full acceptance she experiences with Jesus (and in his words that confirm her full 
release from the past).

The last section of v 47 raises the question of who it is who is forgiven little and loves little. 
There is no easy answer. Simon hardly fits. Best perhaps is to think of a figure created purely 
for Simon’s benefit, a person whose sin was in Simon’s estimation not so great as to be 
beyond the reach of the grace of God. To this restriction the drift of the story responds: 
“Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” (Rom 5:20).

Up to this point a profound, but mute, contact and communication has taken place 
between Jesus and the woman, but the story cannot be complete without a direct address to 
the woman. The woman is in no doubt that she owes her forgiveness to Jesus. Now his role 
as bestower of eschatological forgiveness becomes explicit (v 48)—a fact highlighted by the 
probing question of the fellow guests (v 49).

It is faith which sums up the response which the woman has made to Jesus. As elsewhere 
in the Gospel faith is here attributed to the one who acts decisively on the basis of the 
conviction that God’s help is to be found with Jesus and who responds in gratitude to God’s 
gracious action. Faith is seen when there is no break in the pattern of divine initiative and 



human response by means of which a restored relationship to God is established. The 
woman leaves Jesus a whole and rescued creature: she departs into peace.
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