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LESSON 7 
Luke 7:1-50 

Opening Discussion 
x Does God require our faith for him to act? 

Introduction 
Today’s text comes on the heels of Jesus’ sermon on the “flat place” (Luke 6:17). Jesus has just 
finished teaching his disciples and the rest of the crowd what it looks like to follow him. 

Now we get a change, both in style in geography. The text moves back into narrative mode, 
recording events in Jesus’ ministry after taking a pause to focus on his words and teachings. The 
scene shifts, and now we find ourselves along for the journey with Jesus in Capernaum. 

The Biblical Text 
Luke 7:1-10 (Healing the Centurion’s Servant) 

x This story and the next are two stories of Jesus miraculously healing someone. 
o As Luke often does, he pairs a story about a man with a story about a woman. 

x A centurion (official in the Roman army) hears that Jesus is in town and sends 
messengers to him. 

o The centurion is likely a God-fearer – a Gentile who followed many Jewish 
customs and worshiped the God of Israel, but who did not get circumcised. 

x The messengers plead with Jesus to heal a valuable servant of the centurion, because of 
the following: 

o The centurion loves the Israelite people (i.e., he had probably been kind to the 
Jews under his rule). 

o The centurion has helped build the synagogue (i.e., he had given generously to 
fund this building project). 

x Without meeting the centurion, Jesus heads to the man’s house. 
x The centurion, even in his high position, feels unworthy to have Jesus visit his house. 
x But the centurion has great faith! 

o If Jesus just says the word, the servant could be healed. 
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o The centurion knows the power of authority. He himself is in such a position, and 
he knows that with his high authority, he can command people under him, and 
they obey. 

o How much more, then, can Jesus command and be obeyed? 
x Now it’s Jesus’ turn to be amazed! This is a common reaction to Jesus so far, but now it’s 

a reaction of Jesus! 
x Jesus commends the faith of the Roman (Gentile) centurion over and above that of the 

Israelites. 
x In all this, Jesus and the centurion never meet. 
x In the end, what we see is the authority of Jesus and the faith of the centurion. 

x Do we often pray, “God, I might like you to do this…but you might not want do…or 
maybe you can’t right now…or maybe…?”6 What does the centurion’s certain faith 
add to this discussion? 

Luke 7:11-17 (Raising the Widow’s Son) 

x Jesus now moves to a town called Nain. 
x On his way in, he encounters a funeral 

procession. 
o The deceased is the son of a woman 

who has already lost her husband. This is 
her second huge tragedy. 

o As was the custom, a large crowd from the town is participating in the mournful 
procession. 

x Jesus’ “heart goes out to her” (7:13) and he is moved to act. 
o Perhaps he is imagining his own mother in a couple of years going through the 

same thing. 
o He takes the initiative; unlike the centurion, she never asks Jesus for anything. 
o He tells her not to cry. 
o He touches the bier (the plank carrying the dead body). 

� This would render him ceremonially unclean. 
� But as we’ve discovered, “cleanness” flows out of Jesus; uncleanness 

does not flow back into him. 
o He tells the corpse to get up! 

x The deceased man gets up and talks. 
x Jesus “gave him back to his mother” (7:15; see the parallel wording in 1 Kgs. 17:23). 
x This act prompts the crowd to call Jesus a “great prophet” and to proclaim that “God 

has come to help his people” (7:16). 
x As expected, news travels. 

                                                      

6 Adapted from N.T. Wright, Luke for Everyone (Louisville: WJK Press, 2004), 81. 

There are several parallels (probably 
intentional) between this story and 
the story of Elijah and the widow at 
Zarephath (1 Kgs. 17:7-24). 
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x What does this story do to the notion that miracles (and more generally, God’s 
action) are tied to our faith? (Note that Jesus acts before the widow ever speaks or 
asks him to do anything.) 

x Based on this story and the story before, who does Jesus think he is? 

Luke 7:18-35 (John the Baptist and Jesus’ Identity) 

x In Luke’s gospel, John the Baptist and Jesus never show up together until now. 
o The baptism story (3:21-23) doesn’t mention John the Baptist. In fact, John gets 

sent to prison the verse before (3:20). This isn’t chronological, but at least from a 
literary perspective, John is off the scene before Jesus even begins his ministry. 

x It’s understandable, then, that John would have some questions about Jesus and his 
identity. 

x Again, messengers are sent to Jesus (before from the centurion, now from John). 
o They are asking about the identity of Jesus. 
o Is Jesus the promised Messiah? 

x Jesus doesn’t answer directly. Instead, he responds with a catalogue of signs and works: 
o The blind have received sight 
o The lame are walking 
o The leprous are cleansed 
o The deaf can hear 
o The gospel is preached to the poor 

x By saying “blessed is the one who doesn’t fall away on account of me,” Jesus is probably 
urging John to stay firm, even though Jesus is not fitting the common definition (and 
maybe even John’s definition) of what the Messiah should be. 

x Jesus is now going to talk to the crowd about John’s identity and his own identity. 
o John is not a reed blown by the wind. 
o He isn’t dressed in fine clothes. 
o He is, however, a prophet. 
o Jesus affirms John’s identity by quoting Malachi 3:1. 

x Jesus says John the Baptist is the greatest to live before the ministry of Jesus; however, 
those who are alive during and after the ministry of Jesus are greater than John. 

o “The least of those who belong to the new movement initiated by Jesus is 
greater than the greatest man who was ever born up to that time.”7 

x The crowd (even the tax collectors!) acknowledge Jesus’ words, because they have 
obeyed John and have undergone his baptism. 

x The Pharisees reject Jesus’ words, because they rejected John. 
x Jesus accuses those who rejected John of wanting to have it both ways (much like little 

kids do). 
o They say “play the pipe” but they don’t dance. 
o They then say, “sing a dirge” but they don’t cry. 
o They don’t know what they want. 

                                                      

7 Wright, 88. 
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� John was one extreme, living in the woods, eating locusts, and leading an 
austere, bare-bones life. They accused him of having a demon. 

� Jesus is the other extreme, eating, drinking, and having a good time. They 
accused him of being a glutton and drunkard. 

o They shouldn’t be criticizing both methods, but they can’t decide what they think 
is right. 

x What are some current criticisms of Jesus and Christians today? 
x If someone asked you, “Is Jesus really the Messiah,” how would you answer? 

Luke 7:36-50 (The Pharisee and the Sinful Woman) 

x We read similar stories in other gospels (Matt. 26:6-13, Mark 14:3-9, and John 12:1-8) 
but this is probably not the same story. There are too many different details, and the 
point of the story is different here. 

x Jesus is invited to eat with a Pharisee. We might think the Pharisee is out to trick Jesus 
somehow, but there is no evidence for that. More likely, this Pharisee is a bit open-
minded to Jesus’ message and wants to hear more. 

x A “sinful woman” comes in to join them. 
o It would not be uncommon for someone to just walk inside in this culture. They 

didn’t have locking doors or an expectation of complete privacy like we do. 
o “Sinful woman” doesn’t necessarily mean prostitute. Many have assumed this, 

and it may be the case, but the text doesn’t tell us. 
x Jesus and the Pharisee are eating in the 

common form, reclined at the table, 
laying sideways, resting on a pillow. 

x This makes it easy for the woman to get 
to Jesus’ feet. She is weeping (maybe at 
just being in Jesus’ presence) and so she 
lets her hair down, wipes Jesus’ feet with 
her hair, and then pours perfume on 
Jesus’ feet. 

x This was an extravagant action! 
x The Pharisee is, not surprisingly, upset at 

this action. 
x The Pharisee thinks Jesus must not be a 

prophet, because if he were, he would 
know that this woman is a sinner (gasp!) 
and a real prophet would not let a sinner 
do this. 

x Jesus, however, shows that he is a true prophet by knowing what Simon the Pharisee is 
thinking. 

x Jesus tells Simon the Pharisee a story: 
o Two people owe money, but one owes quite a bit more. 
o The lender forgives both debts.  

Sharon Ringe helps us understand the 
meal setting: “The low tables would have 
been arranged in a horseshoe shape, with 
the fourth side of the oblong or square 
open to allow servants access to the tables. 
The guests would be reclining on cushions, 
propped on their left elbows, using their 
right hands to reach the food that was on 
the table. Their feet would be curled 
behind them, pointing away from the 
tables. The guests would be barefoot, 
having removed their sandals upon 
entering the room, and presumably having 
been provided with a basin and towel with 
which to wash their feet.” 
Luke, Westminster Bible Companion (Louisville: WJK 
Press, 1995), 109. 
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o The one who has been forgiven the greater amount would obviously feel more 
relieved and grateful. 

x The sinful woman knew she had a great debt to be forgiven, implying the Pharisees’ self-
righteousness led them to think their debt was small. Therefore, the woman will feel 
more grateful and will show that gratitude. 

x Jesus contrasts Simon and this woman (7:44-47): 
o Simon didn’t wash (or have anyone wash) Jesus’ feet, but the woman did. 
o Simon did not give a customary greeting (a kiss), but the woman was kissing 

Jesus’ feet constantly. 
o Simon did not anoint Jesus with oil, but the woman anointed him with perfume. 

x In the end, the woman did all this because she had been forgiven much, and she knew 
that fact! 

x Here’s another instance of the theme of reversal: the pious religious man got it wrong, 
while the sinful woman got it right! 

x Discuss this quote: “for Jesus to eat with tax collectors and sinners and refuse table 
fellowship with Pharisees would have made him as guilty of reverse prejudice as 
some of us who discover in our zeal to right wrongs we develop prejudices against 
the prejudiced.”8 

x How did Simon understand righteousness? How did this woman understand 
righteousness? How do these understandings differ? 

x How did this woman demonstrate “faith,” as Jesus calls it? 

Application 
x Think back to the story of the widow’s son. What is a moment of dread that’s coming 

up for you on which you need Jesus to accompany you?9 
x How do we show gratitude to Jesus like the sinful woman did? 
x Does our culture of self-reliance make it hard to acknowledge our debt to Jesus? 

Maybe the question in the end is this: “Will we sit beside Jesus and acknowledge only a small 
debt, or will we fall down at his feet and, in tears, beg for the forgiveness we do not deserve?”10 

Next Week’s Text 
Luke 8:1-21 

  

                                                      

8 Fred B. Craddock, Luke, Interpretation (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1990), 104. 

9 Adapted from Wright, 84. 

10 Michael Card, Luke: The Gospel of Amazement (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 105. 


