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Texts: 1 Kings 21:1-21a • Psalm 5:1-8 • Galatians 2:15-21 • Luke 7:36-8:3

1 Kings 21:1-21a
Later the following events took place: Naboth the Jezreelite had a vineyard in Jezreel, 

beside the palace of King Ahab of Samaria. And Ahab said to Naboth, “Give me your vineyard, 
so that I may have it for a vegetable garden, because it is near my house; I will give you a better 
vineyard for it; or, if it seems good to you, I will give you its value in money.” 

But Naboth said to Ahab, “The Lord forbid that I should give you my ancestral inheritance.” 
Ahab went home resentful and sullen because of what Naboth the Jezreelite had said to 

him; for he had said, “I will not give you my ancestral inheritance.” 
He lay down on his bed, turned away his face, and would not eat.
His wife Jezebel came to him and said, “Why are you so depressed that you will not eat?” 
He said to her, “Because I spoke to Naboth the Jezreelite and said to him, ‘Give me your 

vineyard for money; or else, if you prefer, I will give you another vineyard for it’; but he an-
swered, ‘I will not give you my vineyard.’” 

His wife Jezebel said to him, “Do you now govern Israel? Get up, eat some food, and be 
cheerful; I will give you the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite.” 

So she wrote letters in Ahab’s name and sealed them with his seal; she sent the letters to 
the elders and the nobles who lived with Naboth in his city. She wrote in the letters, “Proclaim a 
fast, and seat Naboth at the head of the assembly; seat two scoundrels opposite him, and have 
them bring a charge against him, saying, ‘You have cursed God and the king.’ Then take him out, 
and stone him to death.” 

The men of his city, the elders and the nobles who lived in his city, did as Jezebel had 
sent word to them. Just as it was written in the letters that she had sent to them, they pro-
claimed a fast and seated Naboth at the head of the assembly. The two scoundrels came in and 
sat opposite him; and the scoundrels brought a charge against Naboth, in the presence of the 
people, saying, “Naboth cursed God and the king.” 

So they took him outside the city, and stoned him to death. 
Then they sent to Jezebel, saying, “Naboth has been stoned; he is dead.” 
As soon as Jezebel heard that Naboth had been stoned and was dead, Jezebel said to 

Ahab, “Go, take possession of the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, which he refused to give 
you for money; for Naboth is not alive, but dead.” 

As soon as Ahab heard that Naboth was dead, Ahab set out to go down to the vineyard 
of Naboth the Jezreelite, to take possession of it.

Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah the Tishbite, saying: Go down to meet King 
Ahab of Israel, who rules in Samaria; he is now in the vineyard of Naboth, where he has gone to 
take possession. You shall say to him, “Thus says the Lord: Have you killed, and also taken pos-
session?” 

You shall say to him, “Thus says the Lord: In the place where dogs licked up the blood of 
Naboth, dogs will also lick up your blood.” 

Ahab said to Elijah, “Have you found me, O my enemy?” 
He answered, “I have found you. Because you have sold yourself to do what is evil in the 

sight of the Lord, I will bring disaster on you....”
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Psalm 5:1-8
Give ear to my words, O Lord; give heed to my sighing.
Listen to the sound of my cry, my King and my God, for to you I pray.
O Lord, in the morning you hear my voice; in the morning I plead my case to you, and 

watch.
For you are not a God who delights in wickedness; evil will not sojourn with you.
The boastful will not stand before your eyes; you hate all evildoers.
You destroy those who speak lies; the Lord abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful.
But I, through the abundance of your steadfast love, will enter your house, I will bow 

down toward your holy temple in awe of you.
Lead me, O Lord, in your righteousness because of my enemies; make your way straight 

before me.

Galatians 2:15-21
We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is jus-

tified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe 
in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing the works of the 
law, because no one will be justified by the works of the law. But if, in our effort to be justified 
in Christ, we ourselves have been found to be sinners, is Christ then a servant of sin? Certainly 
not! But if I build up again the very things that I once tore down, then I demonstrate that I am a 
transgressor. For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been cruci-
fied with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now 
live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not 
nullify the grace of God; for if justification comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing.

Luke 7:36-8:3
One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house 

and took his place at the table. And a woman in the city, who was a sinner, having learned that 
he was eating in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment. She stood behind 
him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with her tears and to dry them with her 
hair. Then she continued kissing his feet and anointing them with the ointment. 

Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, “If this man were 
a prophet, he would have known who and what kind of woman this is who is touching him —
that she is a sinner.” 

Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” 
“Teacher,” he replied, “Speak.” 
“A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. 

When they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both of them. Now which of them will love 
him more?” 

Simon answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the greater debt.” 
And Jesus said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 
Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered 

your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and 
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dried them with her hair. You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped 
kissing my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with oint-
ment. Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has 
shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” 

Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 
But those who were at the table with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this 

who even forgives sins?” 
And he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”
Soon afterwards he went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing the 

good news of the kingdom of God. The twelve were with him, as well as some women who had 
been cured of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons 
had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, and Susanna, and many others, 
who provided for them out of their resources.

One of my fondest memories of my ordination is standing in the back of the worship 
space — listening to the prelude, preparing my heart for worship and my mind for a life-
time of ministry. We had been lined up in the hallway prior to worship and countless people 
had come to find me to share their love and encouragement. The thing that warmed my 
heart most was noticing that those same people had somehow found one another. From the 
back of the worship space, I could see that my family and my St. Paul’s family were sitting 
together. It brought tears to my eyes to see my sister and brother and nieces next to the sis-
ters and brothers I’ve shared two years of life and ministry with here. I thought to myself: 
now that’s what it’s all about — becoming one family through faith in Christ. 

I was reminded then of a poem I’d written during my first months here, when a meet-
ing facilitator played a song for a small group of us team leaders. The song was “Where I’m 
From,” and she invited us to write our own lyrics, to explore our lineage — the good and not-
so-great; the strengths and growing edges; the things in our family story that make us proud 
like the Pharisee or weep like the townswoman; the pieces of our inheritance we cling to like 
Naboth’s vineyard and the things that make us lie down — pulling the bedsheets of shame 
around our shoulder,  like Ahab with our faces turned from the world and God. 

Every family has joy and pain; strength and struggles. Every family — including 
Ahab’s, including Jesus’ blended family of sinners and tax collectors, disciples and devout 
followers, and Pharisees. Every family — including the church at Galatia and the church at 
Main and Bissonet/Binz. Every family… I recall in that poem writing that “I am from one-
room, wood frame country churches where feet make the drum beat; from prayer meetings 
and hymn sings; I am from Sunday school classes with sometimes only one student in them; 
I am from church and family — which is one place.”
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Becoming one family through faith in Christ… Church and family — which is one 
place…. In some ways, this is the image the apostle Paul was longing to see when he writes 
to the church at Galatia about the truth of the Gospel being embodied in the practices of a 
community that share a common life. A common life, for the common good. Works of the 
law, Paul said, and seeking justification through those works, had the potential to separate 
people as distinctions were made and maintained. Distinctions for them: Jew or Greek, male 
or female, slave or free. For us: young/old, gay/straight, housed/homeless, black/white. 
Focusing on those distinctions is like pulling loose threads that can fray the fabric of a com-
mon life. Paul’s teaching was contributing to the weaving of the fabric of the common life in 
the church. 

On first reading, the admonishment against works of the law in verse 16 could be 
simply interpreted as a reference to doing good deeds or obeying commandments. This no-
tion was the impetus of the entire Protestant Reformation. Martin Luther and John Wesley 
would agree that we don’t earn salvation through our own merit or goodness or accom-
plishments or faithfulness. Instead, salvation is a gift from God, received through faith alone. 
That is an entirely fair reading of the text. 

Well, it’s a fair reading when we read it as individuals. And yet, the life of faith is not 
an individual one. The story of God’s people has always been about people — not a person. 
The children of Israel, not just one child…. I shall be your God and you shall be my people… 
Therefore, we must always be reading our sacred text in search of the Common Good. What 
does this passage say to me, about me — to us, about us?

The “us-factor” is likely the reason that Naboth could not part with his family’s vine-
yard. The “me-factor” is likely what drove Jezebel to take matters into her own hands. The 
us-factor understood that vineyards were integral to the well-being of entire communities, 
perhaps in ways that the king’s private garden would not be. We should also know that in 
this time period, being a vine dresser was more honored that military service and losing or 
selling one’s family inheritance was considered shameful. 

What does this say to us about us? 
I have to wonder in what situations we have bartered, sold or simply yielded the 

rights to our inheritances of faith. Or, when have we as individuals asserted our personal 
rights and privileges — our dreamed-of gardens  — over the maintenance of another peo-
ples’ vineyard, humanity, or inheritance? Money cannot buy everything. It certainly couldn’t 
purchase the peace of mind or favor in the eyes of God that Ahab yearned for after being the 
beneficiary of Jezebel’s dirty work. When have we done nothing to stop an injustice, been 
silent when we should have spoken truth to power; and when have we sheepishly benefited 
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from such injustice? This, too, is where we’re from as a family of faith, as a people of God. 
This silence, this inaction, friends, should compel us to weep at Christ’s feet.   

So, while we could simply read Galatians 2 as admonishment against believing we 
save ourselves through good works and encouragement to have a Faith that Saves; as a 
people of God, we’re compelled to read for the common good — for the “us-factor.” We 
know Brother Wesley would say: there is no personal holiness without social holiness. Our 
brother, Christ, would say that the most important thing for us to do is to love God with all 
our heart and mind and soul and strength and to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

So, how does this text push us socially, push us to be good neighbors? 
Theologians suggest that the phrase “works of the law” in this context specifically 

addressed practices that stood as outward symbols of Jewish ethnic distinctiveness. Practic-
es, such as circumcision and dietary restrictions, and, in this community, withdrawing from 
the common table. It seems that the Jews were fine with the message of the gospel being 
preached among Gentiles; but, embodying and living that message among Gentiles was a 
more difficult matter. Feasting on the word and feasting at table together were entirely dif-
ferent things. They were from church and family, which were not all the same place. 

Martin Luther King Jr. and countless others have suggested that Sunday morning is 
the most segregated hour in America. This self-imposed segregation — along racial, ethnic, 
socio-economic and sometimes so-called moral boundaries is the thing against which Paul 
is arguing. It’s also the thing against which Jesus argues in the Gospel. 

The presence of the woman who anoints Jesus is problematic on many levels — be-
cause of the communal distinctions that are fraying the fabric of their common life. The 
encounter is problematic because it violates laws and moral codes. Historically, the type 
of meal they are enjoying in the Pharisee’s home would not have been like a private din-
ner party you or I would host. The home itself was constructed with interior and exte-
rior chambers. Jesus and the disciples would be reclining in an interior chamber, and the 
woman would be milling about one of the outer spaces with other folks in the community 
who weren’t invited to the table. These boundaries were strictly observed because it was 
thought that the presence of sinners like her would make the home and table and anyone 
they touched “unclean.” She was welcome to feast on the crumbs — the words of Christ that 
might have been shared as he entered or exited the home; welcome even to overhear snip-
pets of conversation that might waft as she kept her distance in community.

I’m so thankful that we don’t draw boundaries in that way. The people who are wel-
come in our sandwich line are also welcome in our sanctuary — thanks be to God. We envi-
sion ourselves as a cathedral for the city — embodying its diversity — so, we’re not nervous 
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when we share the pews with someone who appears on the surface to be “different” from 
us. Thanks be to God. 

Some days living out our denomination’s motto of “open hearts, open minds, open 
doors,” is more difficult than others – we’re challenged by all that it can mean to be Method-
ist – the diversity of thought and the daunting task of becoming perfect in love of God and 
love of neighbor. This was the struggle of the Pharisee. As a keeper of the law, a teacher of 
the law, he certainly would have felt perfect — or at least exceptional in love of God. But, it 
is in love of neighbor where he falls desperately short. Sometimes, the most loving thing we 
can do is be gracious enough to keep our mouths shut; to not state what is obvious to all: 
she’s a sinner, he’s different. In Ahab’s case, silence was injustice. In the case of the Phari-
see, silence would have been a gift!

So, the text begs us to ask ourselves when do we need to hush? 
When have our finger-pointing, labeling and judging of others disrupted Jesus’ din-

ner party and tainted our table fellowship? 
Where do we find ourselves in this text today? 
I’m interested in reading the text from the Pharisee’s point-of-view because very 

few of us like to see ourselves the “bad guy.” When we read passages like those we’ve heard 
today, we imagine ourselves as the repentant one, who loves her Lord so much that she 
risks ridicule and risks punishment for breaking social laws — letting your hair down and 
touching a man in public were both prohibited. We want to imagine that we have the kind 
of courageous faith that saves, faith that risks all for the sake of the God who loves us. Faith 
like Naboth, wherein, we’d rather die than forsake the family inheritance.

I want to read from the woman’s perspective and to imagine that I possess the kind 
of faith that saves — saves a year’s wage, which is the estimated cost of the oil in her ex-
pensive alabaster box. Faith that saves a year’s salary, and, then, doesn’t spend it on myself, 
but lavishes it on my Lord or my Lord’s people. I want to imagine that I wouldn’t count the 
cost — the cost of public embarrassment, the cost of being outcast or held at arm’s length; 
the cost of people raising an eyebrow and wondering how I came by that kind of money; 
the cost of “missing out” on what I could have secured for myself with a safer decision. Faith 
that saves is sometimes scandalous, sometimes break rules, and is sometime sacrificial. I 
want to imagine myself bold enough to do that.

But, the reality is, today, I’m compelled to read as the Pharisee in this passage — be-
cause more often than not, even well-meaning followers of Christ lose sight of our own sin-
fulness as we concentrate on the shortcomings of others. So, we’re reminded that faith that 
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saves sees oneself clearly as sinner — justified by faith — which compels us to weep at the 
feet of our Lord, instead of spending time pointing out the sins of others.

In this way, repentance and gratitude are the ways we patch the fraying fabric of 
our common life. In this way, we reject being dominated by the distinctions of which Paul 
speaks. Notice, I didn’t say “we don’t see distinctions.” It’s impossible, friends, not to see 
that one is male and another is female. It’s impossible not to see that one is black or another 
is Bolivian or another is bi-racial. 

The question is what do we do with the information we have? 
If we were hosting the dinner party like Simon the Pharisee, how would we arrange 

the table? Who would be seated by whom and what would we write on the place cards to 
describe people? Who would we call out when they stepped through the door? To whom 
would we offer the hospitality of our silent welcome? 

To be sure, we won’t always get it right. And so, we exclaim as did our opening hymn 
— “And Thank We Now Our God”! Thanks be to God, we serve a God who cancels our debts 
like the creditor in the story Jesus told. A single denarii was about one day’s wage. So, 50 
denarii and 500 denarii are about 2 months and 2 year’s wages, respectively. Most of us are 
well over age 2… So….we’ve racked up quite a debt, friends! Thanks be to God that the God 
who forgave Ahab and embodied forgiveness in Christ is still cleaning our credit reports, is 
still justifying, still saving. Our faith in this God — even when we’ve not been faithful — is 
faith that saves, Christ says. That is good news.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


