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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? (Luke 7:41-42) 

 

The answer is obvious, so obvious that even Simon the Pharisee can get this one right: "I suppose the 

one whom he forgave more." But though he gives the right answer, Simon still is far from in 

agreement with Jesus, and appears to miss the point completely. Maybe, for our benefit, we can 

modify the parable just a little bit: 

 

There was a certain creditor who had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other 

fifty. Actually, both owed five hundred denarii, but one assumed that he had made up for most of it 

with his sense of humor and sparkling personality, though he'd never run this by the creditor. When 

they had nothing with which to repay, the creditor freely forgave them both. Tell me, which of them 

will love him more? 

 

The answer again is obvious, though a bit more refined: Who will love him more? The one who 

realizes just how great a debt was forgiven. The other, figuring that he's made up for most of it, will 

discount the forgiveness and easily take it for granted. 

 

Which brings us to the Gospel lesson for the day. 

 

I. There Was a Certain Savior 

 

There was a certain Savior who was certainly the Savior: There is no doubt that day in our Gospel 

lesson as to exactly who He is. Already, He has healed the centurion's sick servant without ever 

going near him; then he raises a dead man back to life. After that, He performs all sorts of other 

miracles, comforts the disciples of John the Baptist, and preaches an edifying sermon to the crowd. 

He is certainly the Savior, and even gets the attention of Simon the Pharisee, who invites Him to be 

guest of honor at the meal. 

 

There, the certain Savior encounters two sinners: More, actually, but we'll focus on the two. 

 

There is, on the one hand, Simon the Pharisee. He's not quite perfect, of course-he realizes that he's 

sinful and all. But on the other hand, the Pharisee also believes that he makes up for his sin by the 

good and pious life that he leads. He is careful to be an upright citizen who keeps all the rules, a role 

model and icon of society; in fact, he rejoices that he's not near as sinful as those "other people" all 

around him. 
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In other words, with the rest of the Pharisees, Simon figures that he's made up for his debt of sin. By 

his efforts and good works, he has balanced out most of his failings. Therefore, it's good to have 

Jesus here at dinner, reclining as the guest of honor. Eat with Him, hear what He has to say, pass 

around some cigars for some conversation among equals. Let Him fend for Himself when it comes 

to footwashing. Thank Him for coming, get back to life. 

 

On the other hand, there's the sinful woman. She's a public sinner-it known by both God and man 

that she has broken His commandments, and now she is publicly shunned by all. She lives a life of 

shame; but perhaps that shame is actually a blessing. After all, she is daily and remorselessly 

reminded that she is sinful, that her debt before God is huge and unpayable. With dishonor like that, 

there's no chance that she's going to believe she's okay before God. 

 

Her actions speak her acknowledgment of this. Far from treating Jesus as an equal, she washes His 

feet with her tears and dries them with her hair. Rather than presume to be a friend, she kisses His 

feet in worship. Rather than offer no special reverence, she anoints His feet with fragrant oil. 

Obviously, she has heard His Word, and she knows of His miracles and salvation. Aware of her 

debt, she understands the payment He is going to make as He journeys to the cross to die for the sins 

of the world. 

 

So there you have it. Simon, believing he has made up for his debt, has little use for a Savior. The 

woman, understanding the depths of the debt, falls at His feet in worship. 

 

To Simon, Jesus has words of admonition. He is in the presence of the Son of God, on the way to the 

cross to die for His sins. Yet, believing that he's made up for his own debt of sin, he sees no need for 

forgiveness and has little love for the Savior. 

 

To the woman, the Savior speaks the sweetest words: "Your sins are forgiven." Her debt is paid. 

Jesus Himself credits her with His righteousness and holiness, even as He takes her sin upon Himself 

to haul it to the cross. The sinful woman is sinful no more, because Jesus announces that He pays her 

debt in full. 

 

"Your sins are forgiven," He declares, and the woman is given life and salvation-what joy! No joy 

for Simon and the other Pharisees, though: "Who is this who even forgives sins?", they say to each 

other. Because they do not realize the debt, forgiveness doesn't matter. "Sheesh. We want a Savior, 

and all this guy is good for is the forgiveness of sins." 

 

II. Discount Debt vs. Depths of Deliverance 

 

Dear people of God, this text takes us back to some basics that we cannot afford to forget, for this 

reading reminds us why it is necessary to preach both Law and Gospel. 

 

The Law is this: All have an insurmountable debt of sin, whether they realize it or not. Blinded by 

sin, man does not by nature realize the debt he has. Therefore, God gives us His Law. 

 

God gives His Law, first and foremost, to show us how extensive our sin really is. This is not a 

pleasant exercise, but it is necessary, for if we do not realize our sin, we will not take forgiveness 

seriously. A doctor does not discount disease, saying, "You have a dire illness, but it's just your 

health and there's medicine if you want it." No, he makes clear the dangers of the illness so that the 
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patient understands the need for the treatment. Likewise, God declares His holy Law in all severity 

lest we discount the debt and fail to see our need for forgiveness. 

 

This, then, is the purpose of God's Law: to show to us the debt and the depth of our sin. 

 

If, by the work of the Holy Spirit through the Law of God, we realize the debt of sin that we have, 

then there is nothing that we earnestly desire more than the forgiveness of sins. When we truly 

understand the depth and unpayable-ness of the debt we owe, it is then that we want nothing more 

than to have that debt forgiven. This recognition of sin and desire for forgiveness continues 

throughout the life of the Christian: Luther once noted that the mature Christian doesn't necessarily 

see himself as one who has grown closer to God; rather, the mature Christian sees how far away 

from God he is (apart from Christ), and therefore desires forgiveness all the more. 

 

When we realize our debt of sin, the sweetest words we can hear are "Your sins are forgiven." It is 

then that the Invocation comes alive to us for it reminds us of our Baptism: There, the Lord cleansed 

us by water and the Word, removing the filth that we could never scrape away. It is when we see our 

debt that we rejoice to hear and sing and speak God's Word of grace in His liturgy, for again and 

again He proclaims that His Son has paid the price in full. It is when we see our debt that we eagerly 

anticipate the Lord's Supper, because there the Lord, who has paid our debt of sin, is present, 

crediting us with His righteousness that we might be forgiven. 

 

By nature, however, man discounts the debt. The sinner naturally believes that sin isn't all that bad, 

and that he has made up for his sin by the good works that he does. Along with that, the world is 

quick to assure us that God really doesn't hold sin against us-He really isn't concerned about that 

debt at all, so why worry? 

 

This may one of the greatest tricks of the devil: If we discount the debt, we fail to appreciate the 

enormity of Christ's sacrifice on the cross and see little need for forgiveness. If we see little need for 

forgiveness, then what use is all that talk about grace and the means of grace-about the Sacraments 

and the forgiveness of sins? It is then that pressure is applied to the Church: "We've heard about sin 

and grace, we know about the Gospel. But let's move on and hear about something else." 

 

Luther, by the way, calls this a most dangerous sin because is masquerades as righteousness. When 

we sin and know that the sin is shameful, like the woman in the text we are quick to run to Lord and 

make confession. But when we believe that we are righteous because of who we are, discount the 

debt and dismiss the sin-then we see no need for forgiveness. And then we are lost. 

 

So, what are we to do when people don't want to hear God's Law and God's Gospel? 

 

There is only one solution: Preach God's Law and God's Gospel all the more. 

 

This is not a smart-aleck attempt to annoy them, like a child who constantly pokes another to get on 

his nerves; nor is the purpose merely to reassure ourselves as we march onward and upward. No, we 

preach God's Law and Gospel to these people because it is most necessary for their salvation. We 

proclaim the Law of God to them so that they might, by the work of the Holy Spirit, understand the 

great debt of sin that they have before God. It is the Law that moves us not to discount the debt or 

spurn the sacrifice for our sin. Then we proclaim to them the Gospel of God, for there is forgiveness 

and life and salvation. 
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So, hear and take comfort this day, dear friends: 

 

It is true: You and I are debtors, and it is a debt we cannot repay. From the time of Adam and Eve, 

we have been sold into sin and cannot redeem ourselves. The devil is happy enough to extend to us a 

hefty line of credit, though he fails to mention that he doesn't own the bank. Judgment Day is 

coming, when the Lord will call upon us to settle accounts. The payment-the wages of sin is death. 

Apart from Christ, we are in grave trouble indeed. 

 

But Christ the Savior has come to redeem us-to buy us back and set us free from sin and death. The 

wages of sin is death, so Christ pays the debt to His Father by dying on the cross in our place; and 

having debited our sins from us, He credits us with His righteousness. 

 

This He does even today! Tempted by the devil, the world and our sinful flesh, we keep heading 

back into sin and debt, slavery and death. Therefore the Lord comes here to wash us clean in our 

Baptism, to feed us His body and blood for forgiveness, to declare to us, "Your sins are forgiven. 

Your God-given faith has saved you. Go in peace." Thus we gather at His bidding for this Divine 

Service-for here the Lord is present with His depths of deliverance. 

 

Therefore, there is no fear. On the Last Day, when it is time to settle accounts, you will hear the 

Father declare, "For the sake of Jesus, your sins are forgiven. Your debt is paid in full. Enter into 

heaven." 

 

Your debt is paid in full, and this is the Good News that the Lord gives us to proclaim, over and 

over, until He comes in glory-for this Gospel is the power of salvation to all who believe. Should this 

beautiful forgiveness not seem all that palatable or desirable this day, do not look elsewhere for 

different fare. No, meditate awhile upon God's Law, that you might understand the debt of sin. Then 

meditate further upon His Gospel, for the acknowledgement of the debt leads to thankfulness for the 

deliverance. 

 

You are delivered, and your debt is paid in full; for you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name 

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


