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June 16, 2013 

Debts – Luke 7:36-8:3      Larry DeLong 

 No one really likes to talk about debt.  Many of you will remember 

the Lord’s Prayer in the King James Version: “forgive us our debts, as 

we forgive our debtors.”  Lots of people didn’t care much for that 

language; too money-oriented-sounding. 

 But in fact, that’s what the Greek says, “debts” and “debtors” – 

because that’s how the people Jesus was teaching understood sin: as a 

debt.  If you wronged someone, you took something away from them, 

and so you were in their debt, you owed them restitution, whether 

financial or whatever, in return.   

 Not just with other people, but with God, too: you do something 

against God’s intention, you sin, you disobey God - you owe God.  

That’s why terms like “redemption” come up when we talk about how 

Christ reconciled us to God: that’s why Paul tells the Corinthians that, 

through Christ’s death, they are no longer their own, because they were 

“bought with a price.” (1 Cor. 6:20)  The sacrifices in the Temple were 

all about paying God back for human failings. 



 

2 

 This woman who tracks Jesus down, throws herself at his feet, and, 

in essence, worships him, knows (God has stirred her to know) that 

Jesus is the one to whom she has to make good her sins, her debt.  She 

comes uninvited into this dinner party and, really, she worships Jesus.  

Which of course offends the host, who’s not only appalled that she came 

in and messed up his evening with this tacky display of emotion and 

worship, but even more disturbed that Jesus would tolerate it.  But those 

who sense their insignificance before the creator of the universe are 

much more grateful for and responsive to what they receive from him 

than those who think they’re already just fine, thank you.  Humility, 

again. 

 For Simon, Jesus’ host, a Pharisee – by definition an upstanding, 

righteous, go-to-church kind of guy - faith and worship, though sincere, 

were just obligations he practiced to keep up his social standing among 

his peers – other Pharisees like himself, who (so we’re told) knew how 

much better they were than the average person.  He, certainly, would not 

feel himself in debt to God, since he would be sure to have bought all the 

right sacrifices to keep his personal account current – may even have 

kept a tickler file to make sure he’d had them all done properly.  (Now 

we’d use a reminder app on our smartphones: “Two bulls on 

Thursday…”) 
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 Simon did not realize yet that he could never be out of debt with 

God without the forgiveness Jesus so easily bestowed on this…sinner 

woman. 

 Parents’ Days – Mothers’ Day, Fathers’ Day – are really nice ways 

to celebrate the selflessness and hard, hard work that so many put into 

the impossible responsibility of trying to, as the Proverb says, “raise up a 

child in the way it should go.”  But even at the highest level of the most 

dedicated and engaged parent, those efforts will fall short of the example 

that God sets for us.  And for that reason, even the best parent, the finest 

mother, the most attentive father, is in debt – to God, and to their 

children. 

 “Doing the best you can” is just that: the best any person can do.  

Far too many don’t even try; and life itself makes it hard, to change the 

Army’s old slogan slightly, “be more than you can be.”  Part of faith, 

part of worship, part of wisdom is understanding, acknowledging, and 

responding to the truth that you can only do the best you can do.  

Sometimes life, circumstances, and even family get in the way. 

 My late father-in-law was a fifth-generation physician.  Not only 

did those medical roots go deep, so did the family culture; there is a pile 

of photographs of serious ancestors standing stiffly in Confederate 

uniforms.  Since my family’s ancient Yankee stock, it’s entirely possible 
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that Valerie and my ancestors stood on opposite sides of at least one 

battle of what we called in North Carolina, “the late unpleasantness.” 

 But those deep family ties didn’t always make things easier.  He 

graduated second in his class from Yale Medical School, married into a  

family who traced their lineage to the earliest English settlers in North 

America, and was a rising star in pulmonology – then his father, the only 

physician in a small town in Oklahoma, became ill, and sent a message 

to his son to come home and take over his practice, which my father-in-

law dutifully obeyed, and did credit to his profession and well by his 

patients.  Yet, what might have happened if he’d stayed on his original 

course?  

 Was that the best thing father could have done by son – or son by 

his father? It’s speculation, of course, but what might have happened if 

grandad hadn’t called in the family chips and pulled him from his 

budding career as a specialist? Or what might not have happened? How 

much do we owe our parents – and what may they owe us? “Honor your 

father and mother;” but that does go both ways. 

 Truth is, no more than anyone can be a perfect parent, without at 

least some small regret or misstep, none of us escapes indebtedness to 

God. 

 This is a tough story, but it illustrates exactly what I’m talking 

about.  A member of one of my churches some time back was one of the 
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most Christian people you could meet.  Truly.  Not only was he gentle, 

devout, generous, and just plain good, you felt better just spending time 

in his presence.  He was an example; he was a walking Gospel. 

 He was always at Sunday worship; he took incredible joy out of 

being in the congregation – but I noticed, after some months there, that 

he seemed to pay special attention to the prayer of confession. 

 Now, of all the parts of Presbyterian worship, none raises as many 

questions for the average churchgoer as the prayer of confession.  Sure, 

people may complain about the hymns and be irritated by the sermon, 

but the prayer of confession bothers people.  Why do we do this? Some 

say that it’s general and doesn’t apply to them; another that they’re good 

people and have nothing to confess, so it’s superfluous; just makes 

people feel bad.   

 So, back to my parishioner.  A bit more about him: he was retired, 

had taken early retirement, in fact, from a lucrative career.  Not to sit 

back and enjoy life, but because of his wife. 

 One day, years before I met him, and after she’d been complaining 

of some generally annoying symptoms – headaches, things like that – 

she got lost.  In her kitchen.  Bob (not his real name), came home for 

lunch and found her standing in the middle of the room, terrified.  He 

calmed her down, but then she fell.  Within a few days, she was 
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completely unresponsive, went into a care facility, got all her food 

through a tube, and never spoke again. 

 That’s when Bob retired.  And, as far as I could discover, he spent 

at least several hours every single day with her at the care center.  He 

read the paper to her; he read letters from their children to her, even 

though there was literally NO response.  He was the one who noticed 

when inattentive aides messed up her feeding tube and she developed 

infections or other complications (which happened infuriatingly often); 

he was the one who made sure she received the care she needed to 

prevent the things that happen when you’re unable to move, speak, or do 

much more than blink your eyes in response to questions: seem to, that 

is – it could just have been wishful thinking. 

 Bob did everything anyone could do for her – and more.  Many, 

many people encouraged him to take care of himself, too, but he could 

not do it.  Anyone who knew what he went through over the years – he 

didn’t take vacations, didn’t go anywhere except her nursing home – 

could not help but be humbled by his devotion to her – which was 

rooted, firmly, in his own devotion to God. 

 On one of my visits to the two of them, I asked him about his 

careful attention to the prayer of confession.  He got up, and gestured for 

me to come with him outside her room.  And he said this: 
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 “I have to confess that I simply can’t care enough for my wife.  

I’m just not able to do any more.” 

 How do you respond to that? I lamely said that no one could do 

more than he did.  He replied: “That’s the point.  Even if I did the very 

best a human being could do, it would not be enough.  I have to confess 

that I am just a human being, and that I simply can’t be without the 

grace of Jesus Christ.  That grace, the forgiveness that God gives, pulls 

me to worship every Sunday, no matter what.  I cannot live without it; 

it’s a debt I cannot pay back; but neither my wife nor I could go on 

without worship, and especially confession, because I am just a poor 

sinner like everyone else.” 

 All you Dads, all you Moms, all you followers of Christ, all you 

human beings lovingly created in the image of a loving God we often 

call Father – can we do half as much as Bob did? Probably not. 

 In Christ, in worship, in forgiveness, we are given the chance to 

try.  And we can start by laying our sin at the feet of Christ in worship, 

like that nameless woman in Luke, and remember that we will always be 

in debt. 

  


