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June 10, 2007 

Galatians 2:15-21; Luke 7:36 – 8:3 

Sermon: “Mumbling, Grumbling, & Stumbling into Grace” 

Text: “But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” 

 

Words are funny things, aren‟t they? I mean we use them all 

the time, because we pretty much have to use them to 

communicate. Oh sure, I suppose we could get along just grunting 

and pointing fingers and making faces at one another. That‟s 

communication, too. But think how much easier, quicker, and 

more efficient it is to use words when we want say we‟re sorry, or 

we‟re glad, or we‟re just plain bored with life.  

Besides, what would we do with all those cell phones if we 

didn‟t have words to speak through them, or to text-message across 

them? The study of words can be a lot of fun, especially if we‟re 

studying a master word crafter, like Mark Twain for instance. 

Twain knew the value of words, and he knew the difference the 

right words could make. In fact, he once said that “the difference 

between the right word and the almost right word is . . . the 

difference between a lightning bug and the lightning.”  
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Today we use so many words that are meaningless because, 

well, we use so many words. Our language suffers from verbal 

inflation. We are drowning is a sea of verbosity, going down for 

the third count. 

That‟s why it‟s so refreshing when someone tosses us an 

occasional life saver. I got one just the other day, an email sent to 

me by a friend, on the differences in language between America 

and Great Britain. Two peoples, separated by a common language. 

It‟s called “Signs of the Thames: Actual signs spotted in 

public places in Britain.” I‟ll read to you just a few, because I think 

they‟re worthy of a chuckle: 

¶ On an office restroom door: “Toilet out of order; 

please use floor below.” 

¶ On a coin-operated washing machine: “Please remove 

all your clothes when the light goes out.”  

¶ In an office: “After tea break, staff should empty the 

teapot and stand upside down on the draining board.” 



 3 

¶ Outside a second-hand shop: “We exchange anything – 

bicycles, washing machine, etc. Why not bring your 

wife along and get a wonderful bargain?” 

¶ In a pasture: “The farmer allows walkers to cross the 

field for free, but the bull charges.” 

¶ (My favorite) On a repair shop: “We can repair 

anything. Please knock hard on the door – the bell 

doesn’t work.” 

Yes, words are funny things. They can make us laugh. They 

can make us cry, and any of the range of emotions in between. 

Words are powerful. 

Philip Yancey used to be the editor of Christianity Today, a 

popular magazine. He says that so many biblical words have 

become limp and meaningless, even ugly, over the course of years. 

There are words that used to make perfectly good sense in their 

original context, but over the years they have lost their vibrancy 

and no longer mean what they used to mean. So today, when they 

are used, they have to be pumped up by preachers, and defined in 
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dictionaries, and explained by people “in the know” – otherwise 

they have no voice. 

Redemption is one of those words. How often do you use that 

word to refer to something that is not in a religious context? It had 

a lot of meaning back in a time when people were bought and sold 

into slavery, or sometimes could be bought out of slavery, and thus 

redeemed. And when we used to say that Jesus was a redeemer it 

really meant something profound, but what about today? What do 

we ever redeem today except those silly coupons at the 

supermarket? 

And then there‟s the word sanctified. Back in the days when 

people saw evil spirits lurking behind every rock, it meant 

something for the church to take an ordinary object, pray over it, 

and change it from something evil to something good. Something 

ordinary was blessed from on high and made holy. To say that 

someone had been sanctified meant that a radical change had 

occurred in that person‟s life. But today? What does it mean? 
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Yancey says there‟s one word in the Bible that still speaks as 

vividly today as it did in its original context. There‟s still one word 

that has no negative or inappropriate connotations.  

And that word is grace.  

We say that someone is gracious and we all know 

immediately what we‟re talking about. We say that one of the 

greatest human emotions is the sense of gratitude. We say, when 

we‟ve been given a great gift, that we‟re truly grateful. Everyone 

still knows what those words mean. We still love the sound of 

them. Grace still means gift, still means love, still means, well, 

gracious. 

On the other hand, to say that someone is un-gracious, or to 

say that someone is persona non grata is literally to say that that 

person is “without grace.” And that‟s a terrible thing to say about 

anybody.  

“Grace, gracious, graceful. Are there more beautiful words in 

our language?” Yancey asks. 
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Yet you read today‟s gospel story and you have to ask if 

Yancey has it right. I mean, here‟s a story about grace. It‟s about 

the gracious, expansive, extravagant love of Jesus. And as we said, 

what is more beautiful than grace? 

But that‟s not the tone of the story, is it? If it‟s all about 

grace, then why isn‟t the story more gracious? 

Jesus has been graciously invited to dinner at Simon‟s house. 

Not Simon Peter, the apostle, but Simon the Pharisee. And I say 

graciously invited because, if you know anything about mealtimes 

with Jesus in the Bible, they don‟t always go well. Jesus is often 

critical of his hosts. There‟s usually some bitter controversy around 

the dinner table, and Jesus is in the middle of it. It‟s the same thing 

when Simon invites him in for dinner. 

Jesus has graciously accepted Simon‟s invitation. He‟s never 

one to turn down a good meal, even when it leads to controversy. 

So, he‟s seated as a dinner guest in Simon‟s house.  

But then “a woman in the city” shows up. Luke tells us she 

“was a sinner.” That‟s a bit odd, don‟t you think, since the Bible 
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says that we‟re all sinners? Some Bible commentators speculate 

over whether her sins were sexual. Some have labeled her a 

prostitute. But there‟s nothing in the story to suggest any of that.  

I wonder if she‟s called “a sinner” simply because she‟s an 

outsider, someone who doesn‟t fit in, doesn‟t know the Hebrew 

Scriptures life the good, respectable people in town. The Pharisees, 

you know, made it a point to know all about the Bible and the fine 

points of the Law, and theology. She probably knew nothing of 

such things.  

So what a shock to Simon when she shows up at his house 

and falls down at the feet of Jesus, letting her hair down, kissing 

his feet, pouring sweet-smelling perfume on him. So Simon says to 

himself, just loud enough for everyone at the table to hear his 

words, “If this man were a prophet, a real prophet, he would be 

smart enough to see what kind of woman this is who is touching 

him.” 

She‟s a sinner, you see. And Prophets are in the business of 

sniffing out and identifying sin, and then denouncing it publicly. 
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This Jesus fellow calls himself a prophet, but he doesn‟t know a 

sinner when he sees her! And he certainly doesn‟t know what to do 

with her sin. 

Just then, Jesus speaks up, and tells Simon a parable. Two 

people owe money to a certain creditor. One owes a small debt; the 

other a whopping-big sum of money. A Huge debt! Both debts are 

forgiven. Now think, Simon; think hard. Which forgiven debtor 

would be the more grateful? 

Simon reluctantly answers Jesus: “I suppose the one for 

whom he cancelled the greater debt.” 

I suppose?! Of course you do, Simon. It doesn‟t take a CPA 

to figure out that the one who owed more would feel much more 

forgiven. Then Jesus turns on Simon. He compares the puny 

hospitality he‟s received from Simon to the extravagance of the 

woman. Simon, who is so good, so right and so righteous, that he 

has little time to ask for forgiveness, doesn‟t feel extravagantly 

grateful for Jesus‟ gracious company. But the woman, on the other 
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hand, is so grateful, so filled with contrition and gratitude, because 

of Jesus‟ great graciousness toward her.  

Where do you fit in this story? I can tell you where I am. If I 

were in this story I‟d probably be one of Simon‟s boys. After all, 

as your pastor, I‟m a card-carrying “religious expert.” But the 

Pharisees were not the clergy. They were pious lay-folk, just like 

you. So it‟s probably more accurate to say that Simon the Pharisee 

would be you! You are the folk who got out of bed early this 

morning, on this beautiful Sunday in June, to come to church. You 

are good at being religious. 

So I put it to you, just as Jesus put it to Simon: How does it 

feel to encounter the graciousness of God? The grace of a 

forgiving, loving God, when that graciousness is showered on 

someone you don‟t think is worthy of it, someone who is a 

“sinner,” an outsider, not one of us? 

Those of us in the Kairos Prison Ministry find ourselves 

asking this question all the time. We deal on a regular basis with 

societies cast-offs, people whose very existence is now 
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characterized by the mantra “lock „em up and throw away the 

key.” We are constantly being asked by good, religious folk if 

what we‟re doing really does any good. Are we reaching those 

men, in other words, or are they just faking it? And I can‟t answer 

that question with any absolute certainty – only God can. 

I have a friend who works Kairos in Lieber Correctional 

Institution. That‟s a Level 3 facility which means maximum 

security, where the men are closely monitored because they‟re 

violent offenders who have exhibited behavior problems while in 

the system. Lieber is also the place where the state of South 

Carolina sends a man on death row to await his execution.  

Just before he was to be executed, one man who had gone 

through Kairos asked if he could address the family of an elderly 

woman he had murdered, and it had been a particularly gruesome 

murder. The man told the family that he had become a Christian, 

had given his life to Christ, and he wanted them to forgive him for 

what he did.  
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But they wouldn‟t – couldn‟t – forgive him. Would you? 

Would you be able to forgive someone in those circumstances? 

Some of the Corrections Officers at Kershaw offer cynical advice: 

“Reverend,” one of them said to me, just recently, “Most of these 

people you‟re working with get religion because they got nothin‟ 

better to do with their time.” 

I hope not. In fact, I know better. 

Yancey is right. The word grace is a sweet, beautiful, 

graceful word. But when it‟s laid on someone that you and I 

consider ourselves superior to, when it‟s applied to some sinner 

who‟s different from us, well . . . how beautiful does the word 

sound now? 

We find seventy-eleven ways to parse the word, and make it 

fit into our neat, little categories of who is good and who is bad, 

who is in and who is out, righteous and the unrighteous, just and 

unjust. Not too much extravagant grace in here, thank you very 

much. We can‟t have people getting out of control, falling all over 
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themselves with gratitude. Just everything done decently and in 

order, according to the bulletin, if you please. 

Yet the story reminds us: On those Sundays when we break 

the bread and drink from the cup, it‟s easy to think of ourselves 

like Simon. We actually think that we‟re the hosts, and that we‟ve 

invited Jesus to be the guest at our table. But that‟s got things all 

turned around, right?  

I mean, that‟s why we call it The Lord‟s Supper, because we 

sit as guests at the Lord‟s Table. He is the guest who becomes the 

host. And we‟re here, not as the complacently righteous who 

occasionally need to invite a prophet like Jesus to sit and dine with 

us. No, we‟re here because we are desperate sinners in need of 

God‟s grace. We‟ve been gathered and invited by a prophet whose 

idea of grace is considerably more expansive than our own.  

And when we gather, that‟s when Jesus tells us a story that 

defines what real grace is all about. You and I love to sing about 

amazing grace, and well we should – for it is amazing! But when 
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it‟s God‟s grace given to someone else, someone we can‟t stand, 

well, sometimes grace is just plain annoying. 

  

 


