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“And, behold, a woman in the city, which was a sinner, when she knew
that Jesus sat at meat in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster box
of ointment, and stood at his feet, behind him weeping, and began to
wash his feet with tears, and did wipe them with the hairs of her head, and
kissed his feet and anointed them with the ointment.”—Luke vii. 37-38.

THI8 is a marvellously vivid gospel incident. Every detail is plainly
and forcefully set forth, so that we can picture the scene, making
it live before us, without much mental effort. And yet, in some
respects, there is a great reticence, a divine delicacy, gloriously
characteristic of so tender a book as the New Testament. The
evangelist—" the beloved physician,” Luke—does not lay bare the
minute particulars of this woman’s life’s sins, but delights to dwell
rather upon the story of her penitence and its fair fruits, and so
makes her to shine resplendently as a wonder of redeeming grace.
The symptoms of her soul’s horrible malady he reveals in a single
phrase, and that of general description, but upon the details of
her gracious cure he delights to dwell.

We will consider the life of this famous penitent, as the Holy
Spirit shall help wus, under three heads, and notice, first,
her former character ; then, her deed of lone which showed her new
character ; and, thirdly, our Lord’s treatment of her. Let us very
briefly look at:—

I. THE WOMAN’S CHARACTER, to begin with, in order that we
may see the horrible pit out of which she was taken.

We do not know much about her. Romish expositors generally
insist upon it that she was Mary Magdalene, but this appears to
other writers to have been quite impossible. Certainly it does not
seem probable that a woman possessed with seven devils should
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follow the trade of “a sinner.” Demoniacal possession was akin
to madness, and it was frequently accompanied by epilepsy, and
one would think that Magdalene was more fit to be a patient at
an infirmary than an inmate of a reformatory. Some have even
been so mistaken as to suppose this woman to have been Mary of
Bethany, but this will never do. One cannot associate with the
lovely household of Martha and Mary the horrible course of pollu-
tion implied in the vice which earned for this woman the special
name of a “sinner.” Besides, although both women anointed our
Lord, yet the place, the time, the manner were all different. I
need not stay to show you the difference, for that is not the point
in hand.

This woman was distinguished by the title of “a sinner,” and her
touch was regarded by Simon the Pharisee as defiling. We are
all sinners, but she was a sinner by profession, sin was her occupa-
tion, and probably her livelihood. The name in her case had an
emphatic sense which involved shame, and dishonour, of the worst
kind. The city streets wherein she dwelt could have told you
how weli she deserved her name. Poor fallen daughter of Eve,
she had forsaken the guide of her youth, and forgotten the cove-
nant of her God. She was one of those against whom Solomon
warns young men, saying, “ Her house inclineth unto death, and
her paths unto the dead.” Vet as Rahab was saved by faith, even
so was she, for grace covereth even a harlot’s sins.

She was a well-known sinner: illfame had branded her, so that
Simon the Pharisee recognised her as one of the town’s unhallowed
sisterhood.  Her way of life was common town talk; persons of
decent character would not associate with her, she was cut off
from respectable society, and, like a leper, put outside the camp
of social life. She was a sinner marked and labelled : there was
no mistaking her, infamy had set its seal upon her.

She was one who had evidently gone a great way in sin, because
our Saviour, who was far from being prejudiced against her, as
Simcn was, and never uttered a word that would exaggerate the
evil in anyone, yet spake of “her sins which are many.” She loved
much, for much had been forgiven ; she was the five hundred pence
debtor as compared with Simon, who owed but fifty. It is not
difficult to imagine her unhappy story, because that story is so
commonly repeated around us. We know not how she was at first
led into evil ways. Perhaps her trustful heart was deceived by
flattering words and promises; perhaps the treachery of one too
dearly loved led her into sin, and afterwards deserted her to loneli-
ness and shame. Perhaps her mother’s heart was broken, and her
father’s head was bowed down with sorrow; but she became bold
enough to pursue the sin into which she had at first been betrayed,
and became the decoyer of others. That long hair of hers, I fear,
is rightly called by Bishop Hall “the net which she was wont to
spread to catch her amorous companions.” She was a sinner of
the city in which she dwelt, and though her name is not mentioned,
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it was far too well known in her own day. She had lived an evil
life we know not how long, but, certainly, she had greatly sinned,
for her own flowing tears, as well as the Saviour’s estimate of her
life, prove that she had been no ordinary offender. Let equal
sinners be encouraged to go to Jesus as she did.

But all her s v as krowi to J sus. 1 mention this, not at all
as a fact you do not know, but as one which any trembling sinner
may do well to remember.  1f you have fallen into the same vice
in a greater or less degree, whether others know it or not, Jesus
knows all about it. Our Lord allowed her to wash his feet with
her tears, but he knew well what those eyes had looked upon.
When he allowed those lips to kiss his feet, he knew right well what
language those lips had used in years gone by; and when he
suffered her to show her love to him he knew how foul her heart
had aforetime been with every unhallowed desire.  Her evil
imaginations and unchaste desires, her wanton words and shameless
acts were all before the Saviour’s mind far more vividly than they
were bofore her own, for she had forgotten much; but he knew
all. 'With all her tender sense of sin, she herself did not appre-
hend all the heinousness of her guilt as the perfect mind of Jesus
did: and yet though she was a sinner, a well-known sinner, and
known best of all to the Saviour to be such, yet, glory be to divine
grace, she was not, cast out when she came to Jesus, but she obtained
mercy, and is now shining in heaven as a bright and special star
to the glory of the love of Christ.

When this woman stood in the house of Simon she was a believing
sinner.  We do not know how she became a convert, but, according
to the harmony of the gospels, this particular incident fits in just
after Matt.xi.; that is to-say, if Luke has written his story with
the intent of chronological correctness—and if the harmonies are
right, this passage comes in after the following blessed word, “ Come
unto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give
you rest: take my yoke upon you and learn of me, for I am meek
and lowly of heart, and ye shall find rest unto your souls, for my
yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” Did this woman hear this
gracious invitation? Did she feel that she was labouring and heavy
laden? Did she look into the face of the great Teacher and feel
that he spake the truth, and did she come to him and find rest?
Doubtless her faith came by hearing: did she hear in some crowd
in the street the sweet wooing voice of the Sinner’s Friend? Wasg
this the means of making “the woman that was a sinner” into
the woman that anointed Jesus’ feet? We are not informed as
to the particular means, nor is it of any consequence. She was
converted, and that is enough ; how it came about is a small matter,
Perhaps even she herself could not have told us the precise words
which impressed her mind, for many are most assuredly brought
to Jesus, but the work has been so gentle, gradual, and gracious
that they feel themselves renewed ; but hardly know how it came
about. On the other hand, from the marked change in her charac-
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ter, it is highly probable that she did know the day, and the hour,
and the precise means: and if so, dear were the words which called
her from the ways of folly, sin, and shame. I do not suppose
that our Saviour had, at that time, delivered the memorable parable
of the prodigal son, but it may have been some similar discourse
which won her attention, when she made one of a crowd of publicans
and sinners who drew near to hear the Lord Jesus. Pressing foe-
ward among the men to catch those silver tones, so full of music,
she wondered at the man whose face was so strangely beautiful,
and yet so marvellously sad, whose eyes were so bright with tears,
and whose face so beamed with love and earnestness. The ve
look of that mirror of love may have affected her, a glance at that
holy countenance may have awed her, and his tones of deep pity
and tender warning—all these held her fast, and drew her to abhor
her sin and accept the joyful message which the great Teacher had
come to proclaim.  She believed in Jesus, she was saved, and
therefore she loved her Saviour.

When she came to the Pharisee’s house she was a forgiven sinner.
She carried an alabaster box in her hand with which to anoint
him, because she felt that he had been a priest to her, and had
cleansed her. She brought her choicest treasure to give to him
because he had bestowed on her the choicest of all gifts, namely,
the forgiveness of sin. She washed his feet because he had washed
her soul, she wept because she believed, and loved because she
trusted. She was, when she entered the room, in a condition of
rest as to her forgiveness, for men are seldom deeply grateful for
mercies which they are not sure of having obtained. Though after
that deed she rose a step higher, and became fully assured of her
acceptance, even at her first coming she was conscious of forgiven
sin, and for that reason she paid her vows unto the forgiving Lord,
whom her soul loved.

Our text begins with a “behold ”; and it may well be so, for a
forgiven sinner is a wonder to heaven, and earth, and hell. A
forgiven sinner! Though God has made this round world exceeding
fair, yet no work of creation reflects so much of his highest glory
as the manifestation of his grace in a pardoned sinner. If you
range all the stars around, and if it be so that every star is filled
with a race of intelligent beings, yet, methinks, among unfallen
existences there can be no such marvel as a forgiven sinner. At any
rate, he is a wonder to himself, and he will never cease admiring
the grace which pardoned and accepted him. What a miracle to
herself must this woman have been. For a case like hers she had
seen no precedent, and this must have made it the more surprising
to her: when your case also appears to stand out by itself alone as
a towering peak of grace, refrain not from wondering and causing
others to wonder. “All glory to God,” may some say, “I whose
name could not be mentioned without making the cheek of modesty
to crimson, 7 am washed in the blood of the Lamb! I who was &
blasphemer, who sat on the drunkard’s bench, who gloried in being
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an infidel, and denied the Godhead of Christ, I, even I, am saved
from wrath through him. I who played a dishonest part, who
respected not the laws of man any more than those of God, I who
went to an excess of riot, even I am made whiter than snow
through faith in Christ Jesus.

‘“““Tell it unto sinners, tell,
I am, I am saved from hell.” *’

Let all know it upon earth, and let heaven know it, and let the
loud harps ring in yon celestial halls, because of matchless grace.

Behold, then, this woman’s character, and remember, however
fallen you may have been, the grace of God can yet save you.
Now, secondly, let us consider, at some length:—

II. THE DEED OF LOVE WHICH INDICATED HER CONVERSION.

Her conduct as a convert was wide as the poles asunder from
that of her unregenerate state: she became as evidently a penitent
as she had been a sinner. Oune of the expositors upon this passage
says that he cannot so much expound it as weep over it; and I
think every Christian must feel very much in that humour. O
that our eyes were as ready with tears of repentance as were hers!
O that our hearts were as full of love as hers, and our hands as
ready to serve the forgiving Lord. If she has exceeded some of
us in the publicity of her sin, yet has she not exceeded all of us
in the fervency of her affection?

Let us notice what she did, and the first of twelve matters to
which I shall call your attention is the carncst interest which
she took in the Lord Jesus. “Behold, a woman in the city, which
was a sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at meat.” She had
a quick ear for anything about Jesus. When she heard the news
it did not pass in at one ear and out at the other, but she was
interested in the information. and straightway went to the
Pharisee’s house to find him. There were hundreds in that city
who did not care a farthing where Jesus was. If they heard the
general gossip about him, 1t did not concern them in the least,
he was nothing to them; but when ske knew it, she was in motion
at once to come even to his feet. Jesus never again will be an
object of indifference to a forgiven sinner. If the Lord has par-
doned you, you will henceforth feel the deepest interest in your
Saviour, and in all things which concern his kingdom and work
among men. Now, if you have to remove to any place, you will
want to know first, “Where can I hear the gospel! Are there
any lovers of Jesus there?” If you are informed about a town
or country, the information will not be complete till you have
enquired, “How is the cause of God prospering there?” As you
look upon your fellow-men, the thought will strike you, “How
do they stand towards Christ?” When you attend a place of
worship, it will not matter much to you whether the edifice is
architecturally beautiful, or the preacher a learned man, and a
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great orator, you want to know whether you can hear of Jesus in
that place, and be likely to meet with him in that assembly. Your
cry will be, “Tell me, O thou whom my soul loveth, where thou
feedest?” If you perceive a sweet savour of Christ in the place,
you feel that you have had a good Sabbath-day; but if Jesus
Christ be wanting, you consider everything to be wanting, and you
groan over a lost Sabbath. A soul that has tasted Christ’s love
cannot be put off with anything short of him, it hungers and thirsts
after him, and any good word about him is sweet unto the taste.
Is it so with you?

Notice, next, the readiness of her mind to think of something to be
donc for fesus. “When she knew that Jesus sat at meat in the
Pharisee’s house she brought an alabaster box of ointment —she
was quick and ready in her thoughts of service. She would not
appear before the Lord empty, but the resolve to bring an offering,
and the selection of that offering, were quickly made. She would
get that alabaster box of aromatic balsam, the daintiest and cost-
liest perfume that she had, and she would anoint his feet to do
him honour. Many minds are inventive for the things of the
world, but they seem to have no quickness of thought in reference
to the service of Christ: they proceed with dull routine, but never
flash out with spontaneous deeds of love. This woman showed
an original genius in her love, she was no copier of a former
example, her plan of service had the dew of freshness upon it.
Mary of Bethany did something like it, but that was afterwards:
this was the woman’s own original idea. Her thoughtful soul struck
out this new path for itself. We need more contriving, inventing,
and planning for Christ. See how we act towards those we love:
we consider what will please them, and plot and plan some
pleasant surprise for them. We put our heads together and ask,
“What shall it be? Let us think of something new and off the
common.” That thoughtfulness is half the beauty of the act.

Notice, thirdly, ker prompiness of action. She did not merely
think that she had an alabaster box to give, but she took it at once,
and hastened to pour out its contents. Dear, friend, you have
been saved by grace, and you have an alabaster box upstairs which
you have long meant to bring down, but it is there still. Half-a-
dozen times or more, when you have had your heart warmed by
the love of Christ, you have felt that now was the time to bring
out the box, but it remains sealed up still. You were so pleased
with yourself for having such earnest feelings and generous resolu-
tions that you stopped to admire yourself, and forgot to carry out
your resolutions. You have done nothing, though you have intended
a great deal. Do you not sometimes feel as self-contented as if
you had done something wonderful when, after all, you have only
mapped out what you think you may possibly do at some future
time? Indeed, it 1s a mighty easy thing to make yourself believe
that you have really done what you have only dreamed about.
This is wretched child’s play, and the woman before us would have






