
5. The Parable of the Two Debtors
(Luke 7: 36-50)

In this lesson, we take a look at one last parable! We have been on a Journey Through the Parables
and now our journey ends with The Parable of the Two Debtors, which is about the mercy and
forgiveness of God. This is one of several parables where you need to understand a whole conversation
in order to see what Jesus is teaching with this simple story. You may notice that in this reading, a
woman will anoint Jesus with expensive, fragrant oil. There is another time when this happens: just
before Jesus is crucified, He will be anointed at Lazarus’ house. The fathers tell us that this is a separate
event, not in Bethany at the home of Lazarus, but somewhere else, with di�erent people.

On this occasion, Jesus is eating at someone’s house when a woman comes and washes His feet.
In Bible times, people were walking around the desert wearing sandals, and if you can imagine walking
on dusty dirt roads and through desert sands, you can easily see that their feet must have gotten very
dirty! Because of this, it was very normal that when you came to someone’s house, the first thing you
would want to do is wash your filthy feet! Usually, when a guest arrived, the host would either provide
them with something like a big bowl of water they could use to wash their feet, or perhaps they would
even have a servant wash their feet for them. In some cases, the host would even wash their feet for
them. It was a very normal way to welcome someone to your home. In this story, Luke tells us that the
woman who washes Jesus’s feet does not use a bowl of water or a towel; instead she will wash His feet
with her tears and her hair! That part is very unusual!

In the gospel of Luke, we read,

Then one of the Pharisees asked Him to eat with him. And He went to the Pharisee's
house, and sat down to eat. And behold, a woman in the city who was a sinner, when she knew
that Jesus sat at the table in the Pharisee's house, brought an alabaster flask of fragrant oil, and
stood at His feet behind Him weeping; and she began to wash His feet with her tears, and wiped
them with the hair of her head; and she kissed His feet and anointed them with the fragrant oil.

Now when the Pharisee who had invited Him saw this, he spoke to himself, saying, “This
Man, if He were a prophet, would know who and what manner of woman this is who is touching
Him, for she is a sinner.”

(Luke 7: 36-39)

Simon the Pharisee is interested in Jesus, so he invites Him to join him for a meal. He seems interested
in Jesus, but he must not believe that Jesus is the Son of God, because Simon wonders whether a
prophet would allow a sinful woman to touch Him, as Jesus does. Archbishop Dmitri of blessed memory
points out in his sermon on this parable, that
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Simon’s reaction leads us to question his motive for inviting the Lord to dinner. Did he have
some admiration for Him? Did he plan to put him to the test? Did he hope to gather evidence
that would convict Him of blasphemy?”

(The Parables, 131)

It seems like Simon is watching Jesus and trying to figure Him out, or maybe even trying to catch Him
doing something wrong.

This sinful lady cries so much that she washes His feet with her tears. That is a LOT of tears!
When we cry, how much liquid comes out of our eyes? Not that much, right? So that means that this
woman is crying and crying and crying! She cries so many tears that she can wash Jesus’ feet with the
wetness of her tears, and then she uses her hair, instead of a towel, to wipe his feet. She is a sinful
woman, but she is crying so much as she comes to Jesus because she repents of her sins, kneeling at
Jesus’ feet. This shows real repentance and humility. What’s more, she uses her own hair to wipe His
feet! She does not worry about keeping her hair clean or pretty; she is not trying to look pretty or
important, but is completely focused on serving and honoring Jesus. Archbishop Dimtri says, “So great
was her humility and recognition of her unworthiness that she wept. So great was her love for Him that
she kissed and anointed His feet.” (The Parables, 131) She is an example for all of us: we should be
humble and repentant, and we should be trying to show our love for God and to come closer to Him!

So here she is, touching Him a lot,  and Jesus doesn’t seem to mind being touched by this sinful
woman. Simon the Pharisee is scandalized! It seems to him that a prophet would never allow this to
happen. The law of the Jews, which was the Law of God, told them to keep the pure things away from
impure things. They often judged people to be impure or bad, and they tried to stay far away from them,
even if that meant being mean or cruel to them. Simon and the Pharisees all think that holiness means
staying away from sinful people. We see this many times in the gospel: Jesus likes to sit down to eat with
sinners and tax collectors, and the Pharisees are always scandalized and upset. They don’t think He
follows the Law very well, but they aren’t understanding that Jesus Christ is God, and He is in charge of
the Law! He is the one who gives us the Law, so we can trust that He understands it and teaches it very
well.

Simon doesn’t say it out loud, but he is thinking about how Jesus isn’t behaving like a prophet --
but Jesus knows his thoughts. Rather than speaking directly to Simon Jesus answers his alarm and
confusion with a short parable:

And Jesus answered and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” So he said,
“Teacher, say it.”

“There was a certain creditor who had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and
the other fifty. And when they had nothing with which to repay, he freely forgave them both.
Tell Me, therefore, which of them will love him more?”

Simon answered and said, “I suppose the one whom he forgave more.” And He said to
him, “You have rightly judged.”

(Luke 7: 40-43)
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This parable is very short, and gets right to the point: one debtor owes a lot, the other owes a little, and
God forgives both of them. While the person who owed a little bit was surely grateful for being forgiven
that debt, it probably wasn’t such a big deal to them. But we can imagine that when people owe a lot of
money and they don’t know how they are ever going to be able to pay it back, that makes them worry;
they su�er from worrying about it so much. If that person’s debt is so easily and freely forgiven all of a
sudden, they would be so relieved! They would feel very grateful, and they would always remember how
God forgave them and how much He loves them.

But as we remember, Jesus is telling this parable to Simon the Pharisee, to explain what is
happening with this sinful woman who is washing his feet with her tears and her hair and pouring
expensive oil on Him. The story continues:

Then He turned to the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your
house; you gave Me no water for My feet, but she has washed My feet with her tears and wiped
them with the hair of her head. You gave Me no kiss, but this woman has not ceased to kiss My
feet since the time I came in. You did not anoint My head with oil, but this woman has anointed
My feet with fragrant oil. Therefore I say to you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she
loved much. But to whom little is forgiven, the same loves little.”

Then He said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” And those who sat at the table with Him began to
say to themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?”

Then He said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you. Go in peace.”
(Luke 7: 44-50)

Simon invited Jesus to his home, but he didn’t treat Him like an honored guest. He didn’t welcome Him
with a way to wash His feet or with a kiss, which would be very normal and respectful. Simon is
thinking that he himself is a good person and that this sinful woman is bad -- but Jesus shows that the
woman does many more good things than Simon does!

If we think about the parable, we might say that Simon is a person who has been forgiven a little.
He has basically lived a good life. On the other hand, the sinful woman is the person who was forgiven a
huge debt! She sinned a lot! Like a person worrying about her big debt, she understood that she had
been doing bad things, and felt like she was not worthy to be forgiven. But God forgave her anyway!
Because of that, she has the greatest love for God, and she is showing that here, by coming to serve
Jesus. She loves Him so much that she humbles herself in this way, honoring Him with her humble
service.

Jesus says to the sinful woman, “Your sins are forgiven” and the Pharisees begin to talk among
themselves: “Who is this who even forgives sins?” Under the Law, only God can forgive sins; ordinary
people cannot forgive sins. But of course, Jesus is not an ordinary person! When people see Him
forgiving sins, they can either think that He must be God (because God forgives sin) or that He must be
an ordinary man who is behaving badly.
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St.Cyril of Alexandria, who was the Patriarch of the great city of Alexandria in the 5th century,
wrote about this. He said that those who were eating with the Pharisee were astonished when they
noticed Jesus' godlike power, and that He was saying things that humans don't have the right to say. St.
Cyril says that he will happily tell them Who Jesus is: "He Who is in the bosom of the Father, and was
begotten of Him by nature: by Whom everything was brought into being:" Who rules over all and is
worshipped by everything in heaven and on earth.

That’s the correct answer! Who is this man who forgives sins? Why, He’s the Son of God who came to
save us from sin, of course! But the Pharisees don’t see it that way.

Sometimes we find that the Kingdom of God works a lot di�erently than our earthly world and
wisdom. Normally, you would think that if you saw a very sinful woman and a nice upstanding Pharisee
like Simon, probably Simon was the better role model. But it turns out that he’s not! Jesus wants us to be
like the sinful woman -- or rather, He wants us to humble ourselves and repent like she did, so that we
can be forgiven too!

In this parable, once again we see our Lord use a story to answer a question. This time it was a
question that was not even asked: it was just thought. But because He is God, Jesus knew what Simon
was thinking, and could answer in a way that would help him to understand and to learn: through a
parable. As we have noticed before, the parable makes “the right thing to do” seem obvious: of COURSE
the person with the greater debt will be more thankful that the creditor forgave them. (And, in real life,
of COURSE the person whom God forgives the most is - or should be - the most thankful to Him.)

It may seem easy to see the answer, the right thing to do, when someone else is messing up. We are less
likely to see our own sins. Maybe we excuse our sins because they’re “not really that bad.” But the truth
is, they are, and we need to see them and repent so that we can be forgiven.

Whether we realize it or admit it, or not, we are great sinners. God, in His mercy, forgives us and invites
us to live in His kingdom with Him forever. When we repent, it is like we are washing His feet with our
repentant tears. Like the woman, we can pour out beautiful fragrance on His feet - perhaps by helping
even the lowliest members of His body - and in that way, show our love for Him.

Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear. Let’s hear and understand!

QUESTIONS:

Why was Simon the Pharisee, annoyed and a little shocked at what was happening at his dinner table?

- He was watching Jesus let a sinful woman touch his feet! Jesus just sat there and let her wash his feet
with her tears, dry them o� with her hair, and then anoint them with fragrant oil, as if it were a
normal thing and as if she wasn’t such a terrible sinner. Simon was sure that if Jesus really was a holy
prophet, He’d know be�er than to let her get close to Him and even touch Him!

Journey Through The Parables by Tending the Garden of Our Hearts can be found on Ancient Faith Radio and at tending-the-garden.com



Jesus knew what Simon was thinking. But He didn’t call Simon out, did He? Instead, what did He do?

- He told Simon the parable of the creditor and the two debtors, asking Simon which of the two would
love the forgiving creditor more.

So, if He knew that the woman was full of sin, why was Jesus okay with her touching Him, crying all
over His feet, drying them o� with her hair, and pouring fragrant oil on them? Why didn’t He make her
stop?

- Jesus could see the woman’s heart, and He knew that this was her way of repenting and honoring God
for His forgiveness of her many sins. Because He knew these things, He was happy to let her wash His
feet with her tears, clean them o� with her hair, and then pour fragrant oil on them. He even told her
“Your sins are forgiven you!”

FOR DISCUSSION:

Hearing the story of Simon and the woman, along with this parable, makes us think about our sins and
what it is like when they are forgiven.

Take a minute to think about Simon the Pharisee. Simon was judging the woman, and even Jesus,
wasn’t he? Talk together about what Simon did, and about what he did NOT do (but should have done).
Now think to yourself: have you ever been like Simon? Are there times when, instead of making Christ
welcome in the home of your heart, you’ve been busily judging others for what they’re doing that is
wrong?

Now think about the woman. What is she doing? Why is she doing it? Talk about that. Now think to
yourself: have you ever been the woman? Have you realized the wrong that you have done, asked God’s
forgiveness in confession, and heard the priest say “Your sins are forgiven. Go in peace.” How does it feel
to experience that forgiveness? Does it make you want to cry with joy and go do something beautiful
because you are so grateful? That’s what the woman did!

In the parable, and even in this story from Jesus’ life, it’s easy for us to see who we should be the most
like: the debtor who owed more, and the woman crying all over Jesus’ feet. Talk together about ideas of
ways to be like them. How can we see our own sins, repent, and joyfully serve God as a response?
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