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Who Needs Forgiveness?  

(August 12, 2018) 

 

Scripture Reading: Luke 7:36-50 

 

When I was a child there was a song that went “Who stole the cookies from the cookie 

jar?” The starter of the song would name someone, who would say “wasn’t me, couldn’t 

be” and then blame someone else. It went round and round until there wasn’t anyone 

else to accuse. 

 

Listening to the news has become something of a cookie jar blame game. Whenever 

someone tries to question the morals of someone else their past misdeeds get dredged 

up. Telling Saudi Arabia to free human rights protesters gets Canada’s record on 

Indigenous people examined. Calling out the Republicans for corruption still leads to 

calls to imprison Hillary Clinton. Everyone is quick to blame, and few are willing to take 

responsibility and hold themselves accountable. It goes round and round like the song, 

and it never seems to end. 

 

U.S. President Harry Truman had a sign on his desk that said “The buck stops here.” 

He wanted a daily reminder that it was fruitless to point the finger of blame. It was better 

to take responsibility and solve problems. That wisdom doesn’t start with him, but it’s a 

recent enough example that stands in sharp contrast with what’s happening today in our 

times. But it goes back much further. Just last week in our scripture reading Jesus said 

not to point out the speck in other people’s eyes but take the log out of our own first. We 

are responsible for our own sin, because judging other people can go on forever and 

just leads to them pointing fingers at us. 

 

The problem with looking down on other people is that it leads us to have too high an 

opinion of ourselves. Once we’re up on a pedestal we stop thinking critically and stop 

looking at ways to improve, and we think we can rest on our laurels. “We’re doing better 

than so-and-so, so we’re pretty good.” My professor at school this summer asked us as 

a class, how many people have you met that think they’re good people? How many 

think they’re going to heaven, even if they don’t go to church? It’s everyone’s standard, 

default position. 

 

What do you say about yourself? Are you a good person?  

 

Something I noticed as a teenager when I first started going to church was that we 

never talked about sin or Hell in the United Church. At my home church this was a good 

thing, because our preachers were focused on sharing the hope and love of Christ in 
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the Gospels. It was refreshing after my parents’ experience with Catholicism, which was 

entirely about sin and guilt.  

 

But as I got into the wider church I realized that no one really wanted to talk about sin 

and forgiveness. They just wanted to be positive. But if you read the Gospels it makes 

something really clear, startlingly clear -- the love of Christ is rooted in forgiveness, 

which cleanses sin. It’s not an easy, free, sunshine and rainbows love that comes 

without cost. Positive futures come first out of acknowledging the negatives of our past 

and giving them to Jesus. 

 

What do I mean by that? I think if we forget about sin, love loses its meaning. Imagine 

for a second that you were a child and your parent every day was warm and friendly 

and smiling, and gave you cookies and candy. They were always glad to see you. You 

could leave your room a mess but it doesn’t matter, here’s a cookie. You broke plates 

and left garbage in the kitchen, but here’s a cookie. You skipped out on chores and cut 

classes, but here’s a cookie. You crashed the car, but here’s a cookie. After a while, 

would all those smiles and cookies make you feel loved? Or would you want a parent 

that teaches you a better way to live? 

 

Easy acceptance, love without cost, starts to feel cheap. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a 

Lutheran minister in Germany leading up to the Second World War and he wrote a book 

called “The Cost of Discipleship”. He believed that the Church in his time had been 

undermined by “cheap grace”, the idea that following God doesn’t require anything from 

us. We are forgiven anyway, so we don’t have to try very hard.  

 

Bonhoeffer warned against such thinking. He felt there was a cost for our forgiveness, a 

great cost -- the life of Jesus. Jesus bled so we could be forgiven. Jesus was humiliated 

and abused and arrested so we could be forgiven. Jesus died so we could be forgiven. 

That’s a huge cost. 

 

For Bonhoeffer, the proper response to forgiveness was to work hard in the Church to 

witness to others about Jesus’ great love. Not to take it for granted. It isn’t cookies and 

sunshine and rainbows. It’s a great, powerful love, where the Prince of Peace came 

down from Heaven, entered history as a vulnerable human being, and suffered so we 

could be set free. God loves us so much that we weren’t given treats, but given God’s 

Son.  

 

In the scripture reading this morning Simon the Pharisee invites Jesus over for dinner 

but judges Jesus, questions Jesus’ abilities as a prophet, because Jesus allows a sinful 

woman to touch Him. So Jesus tells Simon a parable about the forgiveness of debts, 
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and asks who loved the forgiver more -- the man who owed five hundred denarii or the 

one who owed fifty? Simon answers the one who was forgiven more, and Jesus agrees. 

He points out that the woman loves Jesus more than Simon does, by her actions. She 

has been forgiven more.  

 

Simon is a Pharisee. They were experts in the Biblical law, well-educated, respected in 

the community. He invites Jesus over in a position of religious power. He hopes to earn 

honour for himself by being seen with the holy Jesus, or to score points by taking Jesus 

down a few pegs. They lived in an honour culture, where that kind of point-scoring, 

finger-pointing competition was normal. Jesus associating with sinners was a shocking 

thing, it made it look like Jesus was losing honour on a regular basis. What the 

Pharisees and other powerful people were challenged by was the idea that Jesus could 

forgive people their debt in sin, and restore their honour in God’s eyes. Jesus was 

levelling the playing field. Bringing the mighty low and lifting up the weak. 

 

Simon thinks he is strong. He doesn’t treat Jesus with honour, and subtracts points from 

his estimation of Jesus when Jesus is accepting of a sinner. He holds himself up in 

pride. Jesus is implying that Simon doesn’t have that much to be proud of, that in fact 

he too is sinning, because he is putting himself above others. Over and over Jesus will 

demonstrate the greatest commandments: Love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

soul, strength and mind, and love your neighbour as yourself. Simon lacks love. He 

doesn’t receive Jesus or the woman as potential gifts from God. 

 

How do we receive Jesus? How do we receive God? Are they central to our dinners? 

To our lives? To the choices we make? To the way we act?  

 

According to my professor’s discussion with my classmates, many people assume that 

they are inherently good. They assume that they are loved by God, even if they mostly 

ignore God’s Word. That’s how much “cheap grace” has permeated our culture, despite 

Bonhoeffer’s warnings so many years ago. And God does love them. But it isn’t cheap.  

 

I want to use another Pharisee to explain this. Saul was a Pharisee who worked for the 

Temple to hunt followers of Jesus’ Way, because he saw them as blaspheming against 

his understanding of the Torah. He was a Hebrew among Hebrews, with a good 

lineage, excellent education, a follower of the Law his entire life. No one could claim to 

be more righteous or have more religious zeal than Saul. He thought he was good. 

Everyone in his culture would have agreed, under their honour system. 

 

But Jesus knocked him down on the road to Damascus with a vision, blinded him with 

the truth, that he was persecuting people and so persecuting the Lord. What we do to 



4 

one another, God counts as done to God. I want you to think about that for a moment. 

What we do to other people, God looks at it like we would do that to God. After all, 

people are made in God’s image. Saul becomes a follower of Jesus, is baptized, and 

his sight is given back. He becomes Paul, and plants churches, writes letters, and is 

responsible for much of the New Testament. 

 

But in his letters he makes one thing clear -- God alone is Good. Only Jesus is 

righteous. He no longer boasts in his own holiness. Instead, Paul accepts his sinful 

state, and works to make the world a better place. Not to earn Heaven but to show 

people Jesus’ love and forgiveness. To make the good news of Christ known to as 

many people as possible. 

 

How do we receive that good news? Do we hear it and think “Of course God loves me, 

I’m pretty awesome, I’m a good person. I work hard, I pay my taxes, I wouldn’t hurt a fly. 

People like me.” Are we like Simon the Pharisee? We’ll have Jesus over for dinner, 

contribute to the church, do our part, but are we grateful for what Jesus has done? In 

our self-reliant, self-aggrandizing, finger-pointing world, do we need forgiving? 

 

I used to be ungrateful. I woke up every day thinking the world owed me something. I 

was more “sinned against than sinning”. I got bullied growing up just for being different, 

and then I was abandoned by family and friends over time. It seemed like it was 

everybody else’s fault. I got straight A’s. I volunteered. I sang in choir at church. I 

studied theology. Like Saul, I was sure I was pretty righteous. But this year, after I stood 

atop my accomplishments, I found out that pride goes before the fall. I found out that I 

can sin like anybody else. Worse, even. I had nothing to be proud of. In losing 

everything I met Jesus. 

 

Now, I can be grateful, now I can rejoice in the Lord, in ways I never imagined. But I had 

to accept first that I was a sinner. That I wasn’t better than anybody. Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

suggests that the path to Jesus’ feet is to accept every day that we, ourselves, are the 

worst sinner we know. Own it, confess it, give it to Jesus. Be grateful that Jesus, the 

only one who is good, the only one who is righteous, loves us so much that those sins 

are forgiven, so that we can be free of them and witness that freedom to others. To 

commit to sharing the good news so others can hear it and take themselves out of the 

selfish centre of their lives, and put God in the centre instead. Because only then do we 

get get lifted up beyond our wildest dreams. 

 

The woman in the scriptures, this weeping, rejoicing sinner who washes Jesus’ feet and 

anoints Him with perfume in gratitude, shows us how we can respond to God when we 

accept that we are sinners and need God to forgive us. To open our eyes and our 
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hearts. Until we do that, we are just playing in the shallow end of faith. To go deeper 

means putting our hands into the hand of Jesus and asking to be shown the way. To be 

humble and rely on Christ instead of ourselves. 

 

Ask yourselves who you want to be. Do you want to be like Simon the Pharisee: 

culturally successful, powerful, esteemed, but distant from God and Jesus, judging 

others by your own righteousness? To be cool and calm and collected in your shallow 

faith? Or do you want to be like the woman: emotional, passionate, looked down on by 

the world but hearing from Jesus that you are seen, accepted, forgiven and loved? 

That’s the depths of faith, if you’re willing to follow. 

 

Who would you rather be? Do you need forgiveness? According to Paul, according to 

Bonhoeffer, the answer is yes. Until we can answer “Yes” we’re just playing around. But 

if we begin to soberly discern our lives, we can see that we fall short of Christ’s 

perfection. We can begin to recognize that we need Jesus, that we can’t make the 

journey to our best selves, the person God intends us to be, under our own power. We 

need the power of the Holy Spirit, the strength of Jesus Christ, because we are not as 

strong and powerful as the world would have us believe. 

 

Today, right now, is your opportunity to start over with Jesus. To invite Christ to come 

into your heart and show you how to love as God loves. To see your sin for what it is, 

whatever it is, and leave it at the foot of the cross and enter the future knowing you are 

loved, and how much you are loved, because that sin killed Jesus, and Jesus came 

back from the dead to tell you that you could be free of it. You have to confess the sin to 

understand the love, though. It isn’t a snap of the fingers.  

 

But it is a journey worth making. Thanks be to God, amen. 

 

 

 

 


