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Discussion Guide
The Gift of Receiving

•
•

Connecting:
45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

•

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Do you find that it is easier to show love than to
receive love? Why might this be the case?

Diving Into the Text:

•

•
•
•
•

60 minutes

•

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

Using the notes, discuss the cultural background of
honor and shame in the world in which Jesus lived?
Read Luke 7.36-47 out loud. Pause. Read the text
once more, this time seeking to put yourself in Jesus’
shoes. Read the text once more, seeking to experience
the scene as Jesus.
As you experience this scene as Jesus, what feelings
and emotions, if any, are evoked in you? Where might
these come from?
Read John 13.1-8 out loud. Pause. Read the text
once more, this time seeking to put yourself in Peter’s
shoes. Read the text once more, seeking to experience
the scene as Peter.
As you experience this scene, what feelings and
emotions, if any, are evoked in you?
Considering the different scenes, in what ways
do Peter and Jesus receive love? What are the
similarities and the differences between them?
As you consider the different ways Peter and Jesus
received love, with whom do you resonate more?
Could you elaborate?
Read John 13.34-35 aloud. Pause. Read the text
once more.
In what ways, does Christ-centered community
require both the giving and receiving of love?
To which category do people tend to bend, giving or
receiving? Why might this be? What effect does this
have on the community of faith? The person of faith?

•

What might it take to freely give and receive love?
What steps, if any, might you be willing to take to
move to this state? What role, if any, might this
community play in helping you take those steps?

Context and Background

not respond or if he failed to defend his honor effectively, then
his honor was shifted to the status of the one who challenged
him. The process of challenge and riposte is foundational to

the arguments between Jesus and the religious elite. In their
arguments, they were seeking to rob Jesus of his honor so that
the religious elite could retain their status among the people

Honor and shame in the ancient world

(Matthew 21.23-27; John 12.18-19).

Honor was a core value in the ancient world. It was sought
after while its negative corollary, shame, was fastidiously
avoided. This is very different from the Western culture in
which we live. In our culture, performance is valued while
making a mistake or failure is avoided. One might say that

The Text

while the ancient world focused on shame avoidance our

modern western culture focuses on guilt (doing something
wrong) avoidance.

The importance of honor is seen throughout the writings
of the ancient world, including the writings of Jewish
thinkers and the authors of the New Testament. In fact,
many points made by the authors of the New Testament
come into fuller light when one reads Scripture through
the lens of an honor-shame society. Philo, the Alexandrian
Jewish philosopher wrote that “fame and honor are the
most precious possession” (Abraham 264), while Paul
spoke of the importance of heaping honor upon one another

(Romans 12.10). At its root, honor was about one’s public
reputation. A person’s honor consisted of his status and the
recognition of that status by others; that is, honor could
only come when it was recognized as such by others. Honor
was tied to things like power, wealth, loyalty of others and
excellence, and functioned much like currency. It could be
used to gain many of these items. Further, honor determined
the course of one’s life. It was one’s honor which determined
one’s community, role, and spouse.
The ancient world understood honor to be a limited good,
a precious commodity for which there was only a certain
amount and that amount was already fully distributed
among people. That meant that in order for a person to gain

greater honor, someone else had to lose honor (experience
shame). Honor could be gained through the acquisition of

honor or the ascribing of honor by others. Ascribed honor
was found in things like the family into which a person
was born or the position which one held.

Honor

could

be acquired through one’s valiant actions or through a

process referred to as challenge and riposte. In a challenge
and riposte scenario, one person challenged the honor of

another. When this happened, cultural rules demanded that
the offended/challenged person defend himself. If he did

Luke 7.36-47: Receiving love
In Luke 7, we find Jesus in the midst of his ministry in
Galilee, a ministry which will continue until Jesus begins
his final journey to Jerusalem (Luke 9.51). Luke records
that sometime during this ministry, Jesus was invited to the
home of a Pharisee for dinner. Typically, an invitation to
dinner indicated that one was being welcomed into intimate
community.

However, throughout Jesus’ ministry, the
Pharisees often were duplicitous with their dinner invitations,
using them to evaluate and judge Jesus rather to receive him as
a friend or companion. This duplicity often created a tension
which provided opportunities for Jesus to address areas of the
hearts of his hosts. Such is the case in the present setting.
Further, many dinners hosted by public figures also functioned
as social gatherings; that is, outsiders were invited to “attend”
so long as they did not approach the table as an invited guest.
They were permitted to sit along the wall and listen to the
conversation being held at the table. These dinners were the
ancient way of introducing someone like Jesus to the entire
community. Many of the dinners Jesus attended, hosted by the
Pharisees, should be classified as this sort of social dinner.
This classification explains why a wide range of people are
found to be present in the home of a religious elite, people who
would not normally be welcome.
At this dinner, a certain woman of ill repute has heard that
Jesus is in town and has entered the dining room as Jesus and
the Pharisee converse. The nature of her sin is not stated.
Some have argued that she was a prostitute which is very likely
given the costly perfume which she bears. This perfume and its
bottle were probably the gift of a wealthy client. However,
the classification of prostitution is not certain. This woman
could be religiously unclean, a woman who owed money, or
simply the wife of a sinful man in the community. It did not
take much to be classified as “sinful” by the Pharisees. Most
common people were classified as such because they did not
nor could not keep the entirety of the Jewish law which drew
the label of “sinful.”

At some point during the dinner, the woman is overcome
with emotion and approaches the table, standing behind
Jesus. As she approaches, she begins to cry profusely, her
tears falling upon Jesus’ feet. As her tears fall, she undoes
her hair (a scandalous public behavior for a woman) and
wipes Jesus’ feet and kisses them (another scandalous
behavior, that of a woman publicly touching a man). Having
wiped Jesus’ feet, the woman then anoints his feet with the
most precious of perfumes myrrh. The scene is unusual on
several points. First, Jesus never addresses the woman or
acknowledges her presence. He simply allows her to touch
and anoint him. Second, the woman performs actions, albeit
in a strange fashion, which a host normally had performed
for a guest. It was the host’s duty to have a guest’s feet
washed to cleanse the grime and excrement which coated the

Finally, Jesus sets the woman free to go in peace, bearing her
honorable label of forgiven.
In this scene, Jesus challenges the way labels are given and
demonstrates how God receives people, particularly those who
have been labeled as sinful. This is a direct challenge to the way
the Pharisees understood the world around them. However,
in this story, we also see the way Jesus was willing to receive
love. Jesus was in need of common service, the washing of his
feet and the anointing of his body with oil. When he found
himself in need, Jesus willingly allowed another to serve him
with actions rooted in love. He did not refuse them or guide
them, but received them willingly, even from one classified as
“sinful” by her culture. For these events to transpire, Jesus
had to be free from a sense of shame. Therefore, he did not
fear the touch of this woman as she served him in love.

feet of anyone who walked the streets and to anoint a guest
with scented oil to eliminate body odor. At this point in the

story, the woman’s actions are unusual because the reader
expects these actions to have already been performed.

The Pharisee sees the events unfolding and is alarmed.
He is alarmed because a “sinful” woman has approached
his “clean” table and begun to act in culturally-defined
shameful ways. However, he is more alarmed by Jesus’
response. He is unsure as to why Jesus does not acknowledge
that someone, much less a woman is touching him and that
Jesus does not seem to recognize that this woman is sinful.
He concludes that Jesus is not a prophet because if he was, he
would know these things. Further, in cultural terms, Jesus
has now been shamed by this woman, her sinfulness being
transmitted to Jesus through her touch. Jesus has behaved
poorly in cultural terms because he has not defended his
honor and refused this woman.

In a move of delicious irony, Jesus demonstrates his role
as a prophet because he “hears” the inner dialogue of this
Pharisee, something which indicates that he does know
it is a woman who is touching him and that she is labeled
as “sinful” by others. Jesus engages the Pharisee, whose
name is Simon, asking him to state which person would love

more, one who was forgiven much or little. Simon answers
correctly, that one who is forgiven much would love much.

Jesus then acknowledges that this woman is demonstrating
great love because she has been forgiven much. Here, Jesus
challenges the woman’s label as sinner by giving her a new
more honorable label of “forgiven.” Second, Jesus indicates
that the woman has only done what the Pharisee himself
has not done. This “sinful” woman has been a better host in
a home which is not her own that the founder of the feast.

John 13.1-17, 34-35: Refusing love
In John 13, Jesus shares a Passover-themed meal with his
disciples on the night of his arrest. Jesus will use this meal
with its Passover theme and his actions to interpret the events
which are about to unfold. It is important to note that John
indicates that everything which is about to transpire at this
meal up to the cross is rooted in love.

In the midst of this meal, Jesus gets up from the table, clothes
himself like a servant and begins to wash the feet of his

disciples. This is a highly unusual action because the time for

the washing of feet has passed. That the disciples are already
at the table and sharing a meal indicates that their feet have

already been washed. Therefore, Jesus’ actions take on symbolic
meaning which Jesus declares he will explain. As Jesus moves

from one disciple to the next, he comes to Peter. Peter is more

than reluctant to have Jesus wash his feet. Peter’s reluctance
has more to do with his understanding of honor and shame
than it does with Jesus touching his feet. In his understanding,
and that of everyone else, it was dishonorable (shameful)

for Jesus, the teacher, to take the role of servant among his

disciples. Culturally, the relationship was to run the other

way. Therefore, Peter’s refusal is his ardent attempt to defend
his master’s honor by keeping him from shameful behavior.

However, Jesus indicates that it is the act of receiving this
loving act of service which makes Peter part of what Jesus
is doing. This is an important statement because it highlights
the importance of service in Jesus’ community, something
Jesus will emphasize as he commands his disciples to imitate
his actions. However, it also implies the necessity of receiving
this loving service to be part of Jesus’ community.

We see this implication arise once again in verses 34-35.
Jesus turns aside to address the betrayal of Judah, but then
he returns once more to the exhortation to service with

act and word I feel its pain lessen and I begin to believe that
maybe, just maybe I am enough.

a command to love one another as he had loved them. The

Real life with You:

allow shame to keep them from serving one another. However,

Shame. It is part of all of our lives, driving us to live outside
the lines for life which God has drawn. Perhaps we can

context refers to the washing of feet. The disciples were to not
implied is that in this scenario, other disciples must reject
shame and allow themselves to receive this loving service.

Real life with Blake:
Shame. It is a part of every one of our lives, including mine.
Perhaps, I sense it nowhere greater than when someone tries
to serve me. This point has come home over the past number
of months as I have struggled to fill the role of a singleparent as Rachel has had two back surgeries in two months.
In perfect, Christ-like love, people have jumped in to help with
meals, the cleaning of our home, and the shuttling of our
children. I suppose I should be grateful and graciously receive
these loving acts of kindness. Mostly, I refuse them. I know,
it makes no sense. I know that in my mind, but when someone
says, “What can I do to help,” what comes out is “I don’t need
anything.” I don’t want to say it. It just comes out. I have tried
to fight this automatic response, but every time I do, I have a
terrible physical pain in my gut. My body simply won’t allow
me to admit and receive help.
I have done a great deal of thinking about what I have
witnessed in my words and in my body. I am convinced that
what I am experiencing is nothing other than shame, a shame
which will not allow me to receive what I need. Deep inside
is this sense that I shouldn’t need help. I should be strong. I
should be able to do it all. I should not fail. I don’t think I say
these things. They are just deep inside and they work their way
out. Somehow, I have the idea that if I receive help, even that
given freely in love, I am saying that I am not enough. That is
shame. So, what do I do about it?
I have been wrestling with this question. I have been seeking
to focus upon Jesus, allowing his example of receiving love
to give me permission to receive love. I have been pondering
how Christ-centered community requires the receipt of love,
by someone. . .even if that someone is me. These are helpful,
but what I have found most helpful is to tell people how I
feel. I admit my shame. I step into community and give them
permission to serve me, without my permission. However, in
admitting my shame, I have found that this loving service is
coupled with words which acknowledge and disarm my shame.
I can’t say that my shame has disappeared, but with each loving

see this most clearly in our refusal of the loving service of
others. Christ-centered community is based upon our love

for one another. That means that someone loves and someone
receives.

We are fine with the first part. No one wants to

be classified with the later. It brings up too any feelings
of shame. We feel we are supposed to be the giver, not the

receiver, that somehow in our receiving we are declaring our
lack of worth and value. Actually, nothing could be further

from the truth. When we receive the love of others willingly
and freely, we are saying that we are people of infinite worth.

We are worthy of care. We are worthy to admit our need. We
are worthy of being seen.
Now, saying this and acting upon it are two very different
things. Taking up the life that Jesus lived required both. So,
how do we act and receive people’s love? It takes practice and
much grace, but it begins with acknowledging the presence of
shame. When we speak how we feel to others, we disarm our
shame by bringing it out into the open. This allows people to
step around our shame, meet our need and turn back to our
shame and speak loving words of truth against it. This week,
you might consider the many ways you seek to be the giver and
not the receiver. Why might this be? What might it look like
to speak your shame to those who are seeking to love you?

Consider trying this with a safe person and watching what
happens. You might journal about your experience.
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