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Readers’ Service

Prostitute
by
Rev David R Hall 


Number: 52

Originally written for the Local Preachers’ Office, London

ORDER OF SERVICE

CALL TO WORSHIP: 


‘The ransomed of the Lord will return. 

They will enter Zion with singing; 

everlasting joy will crown their heads. 

Gladness and joy will overtake them, 

and sorrow and sighing will flee away’.    Isaiah 51:11 

HYMN: 57 HP ‘Sing a new song to the Lord’ OR 
    61 HP ‘Sing to the Lord with joyful voice’ OR
    21 StF ‘Born in Song’

PRAYER: 


Let us express our praise to God in a Psalm and so join with God’s people of 
old and throughout the world. 


Psalm 111 [preferably use 873 (HP) / 826 (StF) with the leader reading the  
lighter type and the congregation reading the darker type] 


Let us now pause and offer silent praise for all he means to us.
 

We will now use hymn 572 HP / 92 StF to express our appreciation for the 
wonderful and varied world in which we live. [Leader to read the first four 
lines in each verse and the congregation to say the last two lines.] 


Let us now pause and offer silent thanks for all God has done for us. 

THE LORD’S PRAYER 

HYMN: 573 H&P / 97 StF ‘When all thy mercies, O my God’. 

NOTICES AND COLLECTION 

PRAYER OF DEDICATION: 

‘Generous God, we dedicate these love gifts to you, and ask for wisdom that we may wisely use these and all your gifts, through Christ our Lord’. 
READING: LUKE 7:36-50

PRAYER: 
[Introduce the response for the first prayer: Jesus (leader) … forgive us (all)] 
‘Living Lord Jesus, we hear of Simon, that devout worshipper … yet we find it difficult to see ourselves in him. 
There is prejudice deep within us that makes us criticise and reject others. 
Jesus … forgive us. 

We also like to keep matters of faith in their proper place and are suspicious of enthusiasts and those who express themselves differently. 
Jesus … forgive us. 

There are times when our hospitality is lacking in sincerity and generosity. 
Jesus… forgive us. 

We hear your Word … yet fail to hear you speaking to our hearts and lives. We close our hearts to repentance and change. 
Jesus … forgive us. 

We now come to acknowledge that we have much to be forgiven. 
But we are confident that your mercy reaches out to us to forgive, restore and renew. Thank you. 

Living Lord Jesus, we remember your Church, here and throughout the world, asking that we may never lose the mercy, understanding and compassion you showed. 

We remember those who are so poor and desperate that they have nothing to offer others except themselves and their tears, asking that they might find acceptance and hope. 

We remember those who are self-satisfied and sit in judgement over others asking that your mercy would soften their hearts and open their eyes. 

We remember the needy of this congregation asking for healing, strength and peace. 

We remember those who have been abused in word or deed, in the recent past or in the far distant past, asking that you would help them find healing and peace of heart and mind. 
Living Lord Jesus, 
may your love grow within each of us day by day, 
reassure us of your forgiveness and help, 
heal our wounds, and bathe us with peace, 
deepen our faith and fill us afresh with your enabling Spirit, 
for your name’s sake. Amen.’ 

HYMN: 540 HP / 450 StF ‘Open Lord, my inward ear’. 

SERMON (see attached sheets) 

SILENCE 
[This may be complete silence or interspersed with a phrase to guide thoughts i.e. the sermon headings or may have some quiet background music to aid reflection.] 
HYMN: 804 HP / 415 StF ‘The Church of Christ, in every age’. 

BLESSING: 
‘May the peace of God which passes all understanding, stand on guard at the door of your hearts and minds, keeping you from all evil.

 
May the blessing of God Almighty, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, be among you and remain with you always. Amen.’ 

SERMON
PROSTITUTE 
Luke 7: 36-50

Let’s first set the scene for this incident. Luke has recently referred to Jesus as the friend of sinners. Now he gives this story of Jesus meeting just such a sinner. It’s only as the story progresses that we begin to wonder who is the ‘sinner’.  Simon was a Pharisee, one of the most devout religious people of his day - regular at worship, earnest in prayer, generous in giving to God and very careful not to break any of God’s laws. We often give the impression that we long for a Church full of such people! 

Simon invited Jesus to an evening meal and Jesus accepted. In view of his lack of respect, his failure as a host and his quickness to criticise, you might well wonder why he invited Jesus. Was it curiosity? Was it seeking an opportunity to test him with difficult questions? Or was it out of a patronising contempt for this new young teacher? 

The other guests were no doubt Simon’s friends and fellow-Pharisees. There is no mention of Jesus’ disciples, and since it was considered ‘bad taste’ to invite more than nine guests, it seems unlikely they were at the meal. However it was quite common for uninvited guests to wander in and sit on the floor around the walls in order to listen in on the conversation, especially if a visiting teacher or distinguished guest was present. Some of the disciples may have done this. When the guests had taken off their sandals, they lay on couches with their heads towards the central table and supported themselves by leaning on one arm. 

I would like us to think about five words that Jesus said: 

‘DO YOU SEE THIS WOMAN?’ 
Simon must have almost exploded. Who had he been watching all the meal? Who’d had the impudence to defile his house by her presence? Who’d had the gall to attach herself to his special guest and make a nuisance of herself? Who had all his guests been watching? Who had been making him boil with anger, indignation and embarrassment throughout the meal? And Jesus asks him ‘Do you see this woman?!!!’ He must surely have said this tongue-in-cheek and with a twinkle in his eye, yet it was also very profound because Simon didn’t really see her at all! 

Do you see the courage of this woman that brought her into a lion’s den? The religious people believed that any contact with ‘sinners’ defiled them, so they avoided all personal contact and conversation. To be seen talking with this well-known prostitute may have meant the dishonour of having to stand before the Sanhedrin (the highest and most respected Jewish court in the land) charged with lewd behaviour! The Pharisees saw themselves as so holy that they thanked God each day that they were not sinners, tax collectors or women. Such pride and prejudice is difficult to imagine, but some have found that these exist within the Methodist Church too. Sometimes the hurt has been due to unrealistic expectations of Christians; sometimes Christians have not been able or willing to change their values. This has been one of the factors in the Church of South India that has led some low caste Christians to revert to Hinduism. 

Approaching Jesus was not an impetuous decision for this woman had come prepared to anoint him. Can you imagine the sudden intake of breath as she entered; the icy atmosphere and hostile glares she encountered? Can you imagine something of her passionate longing to be near Jesus? The courage she showed is still sometimes needed if we are to draw near to him and let others see how important he is to us! It may be useful to consider whether you relate more closely to her courage or to Simon’s disapproval! 

Do you see this woman standing at the feet of Jesus? Standing in silence, for women were not allowed to address men in such a situation. At his feet for she was not allowed to approach him more intimately. Uncertain and embarrassed for she knew the prejudice and hostility all around her. But what troubled her most was how Jesus would react. Was he embarrassed by her presence and inappropriate behaviour? Can love be inappropriate? We have such a strong desire to conform that we find such situations uncomfortable. We also find it difficult to accept people as they are and to accept their offerings! It was good that she put them on the spot. Let us thank God for all those who challenge our prejudice. The way Jesus responded might suggest that he was lying at ease, accepting her presence, and waiting to see what she wanted. 

Do you see this woman kneel at his feet and suddenly burst into tears? She had come to anoint him with perfume but being so close to him overwhelmed her and she burst into tears. Those who’ve been bereaved or had a stroke know how easy it is to be overwhelmed and for the tears to flow. Most of our crying wouldn’t even see one tear land on his feet. But this woman was heart-broken, sobbing helplessly, overwhelmed by the enormity of her sins. Yet also overwhelmed by the knowledge that she, even she, had been forgiven! Wouldn’t we love to know what had gone on before? Had she met Jesus and spoken to him? Had she simply heard him speaking and believed what he said? 

It is a fact of Christian living that the closer we come to Jesus the more aware we become of our own unworthiness and sinfulness. The more the Spirit works within us, the more sensitive the conscience becomes. Grief for the hurt she had caused poured out in silent confession to Jesus … the hurt to her own body … the hurt to her moral character for disobeying God’s laws. The hurt of the women whose husbands she had slept with, and the guilt that she’d enjoyed such a life. Can you feel the heartbreak as she sees herself and, knowing Jesus sees it all, cries out for mercy? 

Do you see this woman’s love as she starts to dry his feet? As the tears give way to an emptiness and stillness, she suddenly realises that she’s soaked his feet. She did a shameful and immodest thing ……. she let down her hair! Jewish women bound up their hair when they were married and it was considered indecent to let any man see her with it down afterwards. But this woman no longer cared what other people thought, her only concern was to dry his feet. Can you imagine the loving touch as she does so? Perhaps she was upset that Jesus had been neglected and uncared for. As Jesus later pointed out, Simon had failed to show his respect in the common courtesies of a greeting kiss and seeing that a slave washed the guest’s feet. 

She really went to the extreme! Washing feet … possibly! Massaging feet … just about! But kissing them … no way!! It was precisely this total devotion that made them uncomfortable. It sometimes makes us feel the same. 

Do you see the generosity of this woman as she breaks open the bottle of perfume that all women hung around their necks? Simon had a cheap and easy religion compared to the love of this woman. He did not even bother to provide the cheap olive oil which was used to anoint the guest’s head but she used expensive perfume. In the little parable we would have expected Jesus to ask which of the men was most grateful, rather than who would love most. But there is no verb meaning ‘to thank’ in Hebrew or Aramaic; the languages of that culture. Instead, they used the word ‘to love’ in order to express their gratitude. So Jesus makes clear the contrast between the woman’s love and Simon’s lack of it, in spite of being so religious. 

Is yours a cheap and easy religion that makes no demands and requires no commitments? There are many who stay away from Church because they ‘find God in nature’. This is just such a cheap and easy religion. Others attend Church but don’t want to get involved. There are many ways in which people avoid the costly demands of faith. 

Do you see the trust and joy of this woman as she listens to Jesus tell others that her many sins have been forgiven, and then turns to her and says: ‘Your sins are forgiven’. The religion of the Pharisee had no answer to the problem of sin; they could only condemn and disapprove. Only Jesus could forgive sin, even the many sins of this woman. Jesus doesn’t gloss over her sins as if they didn’t matter, but declares them forgiven … much to the surprise of the other guests!

 
It could be argued that Simon’s sins were greater and more destructive than hers, for the greatest of sins is to be conscious of no sin. Then little forgiveness is sought or received, so little gratitude and love is shown. 

Do you see the peace and assurance of this woman as she stands up to leave? Simon couldn’t see this woman as she then was, for looking at what she had been. Jesus ministered to each in different ways. She left greatly blessed, a new woman! When Jesus said: ‘Do you see this woman? Do you really see this woman?’ he gave Simon the chance to face his own lack of love and respect. He gave Simon the chance to see his own prejudice and blindness to his own sins. He also gave Simon the chance to see what it meant to believe in Jesus, what it meant to receive forgiveness, peace and joy from Jesus. She had become for Simon the signpost of salvation!  What a challenge to think that we may be the signpost of salvation for someone else! 

Perhaps Jesus is still saying to us ‘Do you see this woman? Do you see this poor Kenyan woman? Do you see this disabled woman? Do you see this child? Do you see, really see, this man? Do you see this young person?’ For only when we really see them as they are and as they might be, will we learn from the Lord and share in their blessings! 
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