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2 READING LESSON 2: WHY READING IS SO DIFFICULT 

I hope today’s lesson will have a positive overall effect in your life when you come to realize 
that the hurdles you face are common to our culture and that you are not stupid.  
 
Without exception, the people I have talked to wish they had more time to read or wished 
they could read harder books—or both. The fact is that in our culture, reading has become 
something like eating vegetables to many people—something they know they ought to do 
and occasionally make themselves do, but not something they are naturally drawn toward, 
especially considering all the other options. 
 

There is some feeling nowadays that reading is not as necessary as it once was.1  
 

Over the past few years I’ve had an uncomfortable sense that someone, or something, 
has been tinkering with my brain, remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming the 
memory. My mind isn’t going—so far as I can tell—but it’s changing. I’m not thinking 
the way I used to think. I can feel it most strongly when I’m reading. Immersing myself 
in a book or a lengthy article used to be easy. My mind would get caught up in the 
narrative or the turns of the argument, and I’d spend hours strolling through long 
stretches of prose. That’s rarely the case anymore. Now my concentration often starts 
to drift after two or three pages. I get fidgety, lose the thread, begin looking for 
something else to do. I feel as if I’m always dragging my wayward brain back to the 
text. The deep reading that used to come naturally has become a struggle… And what 
the Net seems to be doing is chipping away my capacity for concentration and 
contemplation. My mind now expects to take in information the way the Net 
distributes it: in a swiftly moving stream of particles. Once I was a scuba diver in the 
sea of words. Now I zip along the surface like a guy on a Jet Ski.2  

 
As I was looking around for some information about reading, I came across a course that is 
designed to help adults learn how to read more effectively.3 I don’t know anything about this 
particular course or whether it’s worth the purchase price, but here’s their opening question: 
 

Do you know how frustrating it is to have completed twelve years of elementary and 
high school education, maybe 4-8 years of college/university training (and perhaps 
more) and STILL not feel like you can grasp ideas quickly enough to keep up, advance 
academically or professionally? 

 

                                                             
1 Adler, page 3. Note that this comment was written when there was no internet. His comment was based on 
TV and radio influences.  
2 Carr, Nicholas. “Is Google Making Us Stupid? What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains.” The Atlantic Magazine, 
July/August, 2008. http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/07/is-google-making-us-stupid/6868/ 
3 https://www.understandmore.com/i-adults.htm   
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It seems like we’re not the only ones who are struggling! They give a list of the problems that 
adults are experiencing as they read and which they aim to help with: 
 

• Reading and not remembering what was read 
• Falling asleep when reading 
• Getting confused after reading several pages 
• Finding it difficult to explain what was read 
• Not remember what people have told them 
• Answering the wrong questions on tests 
• Difficulty in maintaining relationships because they don't understand or communicate 

well 
• Inability to pass qualifying tests (for nursing school, medical school, CPA, etc.) 

because of the reading comprehension portion. They may do quite well on the math, 
science or financial portions. 

• Finding it difficult to make presentations at work 
• Can't keep up with the reading for their industry 
• Seeing themselves getting passed up for promotion because of poor memory or 

communication skills 
• Feeling out of step in conversations that move quickly 
• Finding it hard to participate in casual conversations because they can't read and 

remember newspaper and magazine articles easily 
• Struggling to get advanced degrees because of the reading load 
• Having difficulty in writing clear reports 
• Having difficulty making presentations of complex material 
• Feeling frequently frustrated that they can't 'break through' no matter how many 

things they've tried. 
 

You can see that these things go beyond just reading for leisure or for optional enrichment, 
but a lot of people are struggling with some really big issues related to reading that are 
hindering them in their personal relationships and professional lives. 
 
Their web page goes on to explain that adult learners have very different needs from 
children in school. Let’s look at some of those: 
 

• Adults frequently have deadlines they are trying to meet - to pass an entrance exam, 
pass company training, go back to school, etc. 

• Adults want to feedback from a tutor or professional to know how they are doing. 
• Adult learners are highly motivated and they also want structure and support to 

succeed. 
• Adults want to proceed at their own pace. 
• Adults want to see some measurable change as soon as possible, especially at work or 

in school. 
• Adults frequently want and need privacy, even from family. 
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• Adults want to be able to apply the strategies as soon as possible. 
• Adults want to experience the joy of reading and learning that they see in other 

people. 
 

So how did we get to this place where reading is such a struggle? We really need to go back 
to the late 1800’s, when newspapers became faster to print and began to include pictures. 
Since then, images have become more and more prevalent and have begun to shape our 
thinking much more profoundly and deeply than text does. That’s not surprising, considering 
that images are immediate, while literature unfolds gradually. Inputting images through TV 
and FB is passive, while books require an active mind.  
 
Tony Reinke, author of Lit! A Christian Guide to Reading Books, sees this as potentially a 
spiritual problem. Noting that God prohibited his people to make images of Himself, he says,  
 

A culture that must express its gods in visual images cannot know God accurately.4   
 
God revealed himself through words, not pictures. Reinke says this tension between words 
and images is a battle for our hearts because we’ve developed an attraction to video images 
over language and to aesthetic sensations over cerebral thinking. Both have value, but it 
really does take a lot of patience to find meaning in written words when we’re perfectly 
content to gain a more superficial pleasure from quick images.  
 
The thing about words is that they’re much more precise. Without words we are just 
guessing. Images need captions if they’re going to be interpreted correctly. The images 
themselves just can’t get at the invisible realities that require words for description. 
 
We’ve become like birds swooping around for certain kinds of information. Constantly 
browsing for fragments causes an overall erosion of the ability to concentrate for meaningful 
periods of time. People used to have to remember everything by listening to it repeatedly as 
it was recited by an elder person or professional poet, so a book is already a step towards not 
remembering. When you take notes while someone is speaking, you’re acknowledging that 
you won’t be able to remember this on your own, so you need to write it down to refer back 
to later or just to help you lock it in better now.  In fact, Socrates argued against books 
because he feared that people would stop remembering things!5  
 

We make decisions based upon access to external reminders rather than from an 
internal storehouse of cultivated wisdom.6  

 
When we do get around to actually reading, there are four things that sabotage us:7  

                                                             
4 Reinke, Tony. Lit! A Christian Guide to Reading Books. Crossway, Wheaton, IL, 2001, page 92. 
5 Reinke, page 139. 
6 Ibid, page 140. 
7 Ibid, page 140-143. 
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1. Fragmented browsing (v. Sustained comprehension). We need sustained 

concentration to be successful, but we’re rapidly losing that skill. 
2. Reacting (v. Thinking). Instead of pondering when we encounter an idea, we reach 

out to dozens of friends for opinions or to release the emotion. 
3. Ready access to info (v. Slowly digested life wisdom). Reading books for wisdom is 

countercultural and must be intentional. 
4. Skimming with head (v. Delighting with heart). We should aim to meditate the most, 

not read the most. 
 

There is a sense in which we modern are inundated with facts to the detriment of 
understanding… But the packaging is often done so effectively that the viewer, 
listener, or reader does not make up his own mind at all. Instead, he inserts a 
packaged opinion into his mind, somewhat like inserting a cassette into a cassette 
player. He then pushes a button and ‘plays back’ the opinion whenever it seems 
appropriate to do so.8  

 
We should take a moment to point out that even digital readers contribute to some of our 
bad reading habits. Using a Kindle or other type of reader actually tends to get us to read like 
we do online. We’re easily bored, so we rarely pause to think about what we’re reading. It’s 
easy to change books often, and easier yet to be less discerning about the types of books 
we’re reading. You can still use a reader effectively (it has a lot of conveniences), but it’s 
important to be mindful of how the device is changing your behavior. Work hard to preserve 
your ability to concentrate and meditate on what you’ve read instead of just jumping around 
from one thing that grabs your attention to another. 
 

Reading is an act of contemplation, perhaps the only act in which we allow ourselves 
to merge with the consciousness of another human being… In order for this to work, 
however, we need a certain type of silence, an ability to filter out the noise. Such a 
state is increasingly elusive in our over-networked culture, in which every rumor and 
mundanity is blogged and tweeted. Today, it seems it is not contemplation we seek 
but an odd sort of distraction masquerading as being in the know. Why? Because of 
the illusion that illumination is based on speed, that it is more important to react than 
to think, that we live in a culture in which something is attached to every bit of time.9  

 
We have some unique challenges as women, too, on top of all of the other cultural things 
we’ve mentioned. For one thing, women often read novels to escape personal 
disappointments or build fantasies. Even Christian novels can cause a feeling to build up 
inside us that our lives aren’t as good as they could be or that our husbands don’t measure 
up to the godly man portrayed in the story. So even when we are reading books instead of 

                                                             
8 Adler, page 4. 
9 Ulin, David L., “The Lost Art of Reading,” Los Angeles Times, August 9, 2009. 
http://articles.latimes.com/2009/aug/09/entertainment/ca-reading9 
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watching TV, there are still dangers when it comes to having a right relationship with God 
and his world. 
 
When it comes to reading deeper, more theological material (which I’m hoping to inspire you 
to do), there may be a bit of a cultural bias against that, even here in the 21st century. 

 
Many women are intimidated by the thought of studying something that is 
‘theologized’ in nature. They are afraid of being bored, looking foolish, becoming 
unattractive to men, or becoming divisive.10  

 
You may not be afraid that your theological reading will make you unattractive, but I’ll bet 
you’re discouraged that you find it boring, or maybe you just feel stupid when you don’t 
understand what you’re reading. And I personally know women who avoid reading certain 
things because of the fear of being divisive. When you learn something new that other 
people generally don’t know, you always run this risk! Then it becomes a matter of needing 
wisdom to know when and how to speak about your knowledge. It’s easier just not to read 
that kind of stuff, right? 
 
So, all of these things are working against us. We’re not going to be able to solve all of these 
problems, but we are going to learn to think differently and to approach the elephant one 
bite at a time. Step one is to get an accurate lay of the land. The truth is, there’s nothing 
wrong with YOU. You are normal if you struggle with reading. If you don’t struggle, good for 
you. I think you’ll still find all of this to be fascinating and you’ll be able to hone your skills as 
we proceed. I consider myself to be a good reader, and a fairly avid one, but I’ve developed 
my skills measurably just by reading a lot about reading! Being aware of what you’re doing 
when you read is a huge part of the process of improving.  
 
The bottom line when it comes to obstacles to reading is time, right? Lack of free time is 
always listed as the main cause of book neglect, no matter what survey has been taken. But 
think about this: The average reader can complete more than 200 pages per week if they 
read one hour per day. Think about how you might compare to that.  
 
To read one hour per day, try breaking that up into 15 minutes before you go to work in the 
morning, 15 minutes at lunch, and 30 minutes in the evening. Maybe you’re a slower reader 
and won’t be able to get 200 pages done in that much time, but even if you can only read 
100 pages a week, you can still read 5,000+ pages per year. Think of how many books that is!  
 
Not everyone is going to want to do this. I’m not trying to turn you into me, and maybe it will 
take you much further into this course to even feel like you want to learn things on a more 
serious or intentional level. I won’t be surprised or offended if you feel more guilty than 

                                                             
10 Fitzpatrick, Elyse. “Publications of Christian Women” from The Journal of Biblical Counseling (Spring 
2003):60-69 
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motivated right now. But please don’t feel guilty! That does not lead to helpful motivation. 
Just stick with us and maybe it will come along in time. Maybe you’ll be inspired to make 
some reading goals that are different than my own and maybe more casual, but more 
effective than you were doing before. Remember that the goal of reading and learning will 
always be so that we change and grow—not just to gain head knowledge or win trivia games. 
 
Parting thoughts: 
 

• We have 22 more years of leisure in our lives than people had in the 1800’s.  
• It’s easier to self-indulge on passive entertainment than it is to read. 
• Email, internet browsing, and watching TV don’t require discipline like reading does. 
• Favorable conditions for you to start reading may never come. Ideal conditions 

definitely won’t. If you want to be a reader, you eventually have to start when it’s not 
ideal or even favorable. 

• We should expect internal opposition. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak. If you 
want to be a reader, you want something that is hard to accomplish. 

• It could be a spiritual problem preventing you from reading more than it is a lack of 
time. It’s worth taking an honest look at your priorities. 

 
Is there something that needs to stop in your life so that you can start reading? 
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2 LOGIC LESSON 2: AVOIDING THE QUESTION 

The nine different fallacies we’re going to introduce today have to do with ways that people avoid 
addressing the actual issue at hand.  
 

1. Red Herring 
 
A red herring introduces an irrelevant point into an argument. Someone may think (or may 
want us to think) it proves his side, but it really doesn’t. 

 
Sparkledent is great for reducing cavities. Dentists say cavities are the number one 
dental problem in America. 

It’s true that cavities are a problem, but this doesn’t say how Sparkledent helps. 
 

When a presidential candidate is asked whether he’d name a running mate who was 
opposed to abortion, he answers,  
 
“It would be presumptuous for someone who has yet to earn his party’s nomination to 
be picking a vice president. However, the main criterion I would use in choosing a 
running mate would be whether the person was capable of being president.” 
 

He didn’t say anything about the abortion question he was being asked. He turned the 
attention to his own humility in not being presumptuous and the unhelpful argument that his 
running mate would surely be qualified. 
 

 
2. Special Pleading  

 
When someone uses a double standard or argues for an unjustified exception, he is 
committing the fallacy of special pleading. 

 
Grandma: I’m not gambling! This is Bingo, not poker. It’s different. We’re not using a 
deck of cards. 
 
Can I use the bathroom next? I have to dry my hair but you just have to take a 
shower. 

 
 

3. Ad Hominem  
 
An ad hominem attack is attacking an opponent’s character or his motives for believing 
something instead of disproving his argument. 
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I know everybody thinks Einstein’s theory of relativity is correct, but Einstein didn’t 
even know how to comb his hair. 
 
My opponent has some good ideas about how to reduce costs and increase output, 
but did you know that he used to be an alcoholic? 

 
4. Genetic Fallacy 

 
The genetic fallacy is condemning an argument because of where it began, how it began, or 
who started it. 

 
You just don’t think women should be allowed in the military because you grew up 
Baptist. 
 
We shouldn’t put up a Christmas tree because decorating pine trees in the winter 
started out as a pagan practice. 

 
5. Tu Quoque (pronounced “too-quo-quee”)  

 
Tu quoquee is dismissing someone’s viewpoint on an issue because he himself is inconsistent 
in that very thing.  

 
The title can also be applied to “two wrongs make a right” logic. People who use it often have 
guilty consciences and it makes them feel better somehow when they shift their guilt onto 
someone else. 

 
I don’t see what right you have to question where I got the money for my campaigns. 
Wasn’t it you who got entangled in a big money-laundering scandal four years ago? 
 
You shouldn’t smoke. It’s bad for you. 
 
Who are you to tell me I shouldn’t smoke when you drink soda? 

 
6. Faulty Appeal to Authority  

 
A faulty appeal to authority is an appeal to someone who has no special knowledge in the 
area being discussed. Celebrities are often used in this way. 
 
It can also apply to situations where the topic is controversial and only a single authority is 
being appealed to, even though other qualified authorities have other opinions. 

 
I should buy Nike products because Tiger Woods uses them and he’s a great golfer. 
 
Do you think this man is capable of murder? 
No way! I cut his hair every month and he’s always very kind and mild-mannered 
 
My uncle says you shouldn’t spank kids when they’re bad because it’s ineffective. 
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7. Appeal to the People  

 
When we claim that our viewpoint is correct because many other people agree with it, we 
are committing the appeal to the people fallacy. 

 
I’m worried about the economy. I think it’s going to tank.  
Don’t worry… 89% of Americans think it’s improving. 
 
I believe everyone goes to heaven. Everyone’s buying the book Oprah recommended 
by the guy who says so, and that many people can’t be wrong. 
 

 
8. Straw Man  

 
The fallacy of straw man is changing or exaggerating an opponent’s position to make it easier 
to refute. 

 
Dad: I think you’ve been playing too many video games lately, son. 
Son: What do you want me to do, just throw away my $1,000 game collection and sit 
up in my room practicing IQ tests all day? 
 
Candidate A: Due to this year’s budget problems, I think our state should decrease the 
amount of money going to the schools. This would solve the problem. We could bring 
the amount of money back to normal next year. 
Candidate B: My fellow citizens, is this what you want in a governor? Someone who is 
against our schools, against our children’s education, and against our future? 
 

 
9. Anecdotal  

 
Using your own experience instead of a sound argument. 
 
This one is not from The Fallacy Detective, but I saw it somewhere else and thought it was 
important to include it. 
 

I know that smoking doesn’t cause lung cancer because my grandpa lived to be 110 
years old and he smoked a pack a day.  
 
Prayer works. We prayed for my sister to get well after her surgery and she did. 
 

The anecdote is being used to “prove” that prayer works, but it doesn’t prove that. Lots of 
people pray for good surgery outcomes and it doesn’t happen. Besides, getting our desired 
outcome is not what prayer is for. It’s all about submitting our will to God’s and recognizing 
him as the one with the power and sovereignty to do something about our problem. Prayers 
that are aggressive about achieving an outcome are more like magic or coercion than a 
meaningful relationship. 
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STORY TIME: DINNER WITH A PHARISEE1 

 
 Luke 7:36-50 
 

36 One of the Pharisees asked him to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee's 
house and reclined at table. 37 And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, 
when she learned that he was reclining at table in the Pharisee's house, brought an 
alabaster flask of ointment, 38 and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began 
to wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his 
feet and anointed them with the ointment. 39 Now when the Pharisee who had invited 
him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known 
who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner.” 40 And 
Jesus answering said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” And he 
answered, “Say it, Teacher.” 
 
41 “A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the 
other fifty. 42 When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of 
them will love him more?” 43 Simon answered, “The one, I suppose, for whom he 
cancelled the larger debt.” And he said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 44 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 wet my feet with her tears and 
wiped them with her hair. 45 You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has 
not ceased to kiss my feet. 46 You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed 
my feet with ointment. 47 Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—
for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little.” 48 And he said to 
her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 49 Then those who were at table with him began to say 
among themselves,  
“Who is this, who even forgives sins?” 50 And he said to the woman, “Your faith has 
saved you; go in peace.” 

 
 
A prostitute in Israel in the first century knew she was a sinner. We don’t know how this 
woman got involved in prostitution, but throughout time and history, it’s been an occupation 
for women who are desperate or trafficked. Still, Jesus said her sins were many, so she was 
held morally accountable for her choice of occupation.  
 
I wonder what happened prior to this dinner invitation that caused the woman to show up 
with such a great desire to express gratitude. Jesus had been going around preaching a 
message of God’s grace toward sinners, and he had lived it out (shocking the religious 
leaders) by actually sharing meals with the outcasts of Jewish religious society. Somewhere 
along the way, the woman must have heard him telling people like her that they could be 
forgiven. 
                                                             
1 Primary source for background information on this story: Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes (by 
Kenneth Bailey), chapter 18. 
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Consider her options prior to her encounter with Jesus. If she felt convicted of her sin and 
wanted to be restored into a right relationship with God, she could repent and give up her 
occupation. But if she had asked the rabbis what could be done within the sacrificial system 
to be made right with God, she would have been told that this was impossible for her. There 
was no sacrifice specified for prostitutes. She would always be on the outside of the reach of 
God’s grace. But then she heard Jesus’ startling message that God loves people like her. Jesus 
convinced her that God’s grace was available to her even though there was no legal way for 
her to make compensation. She obviously believed him and repented, or she would have had 
nothing to thank him for.  
 
When she heard that Jesus would be dining at Simon the Pharisee’s house, she saw this as an 
opportunity to make a personal gesture of gratitude for the hope she had been given. We 
wouldn’t think of crashing a dinner party, but at a traditional meal in a Middle Eastern village, 
the outcasts of the community were actually allowed to go into the home and sit quietly on 
the floor against a wall while the guests ate. At the end of the meal, these people would be 
fed, too. They were doing a service to the host, who took this opportunity to show all his 
guests how noble he was by feeding the outcasts of the community! The rabbis taught that 
the door was to be opened during a meal or it might shut off the blessing of God.  
 
The woman entered Simon’s house with what was probably the most valuable possession 
she had. We can surmise that she planned to either offer it to Jesus as a gift or, more likely, 
to anoint his hands with it. Guests would enter the home and have their hands and feet 
washed before they were seated at the dining table. She arrived and waited for the expected 
order of events to unfold so she could slip in and silently make her gesture after he had been 
washed but before he sat down. I imagine her heart would have been pounding and she 
would have been hoping he would somehow know why she was doing it. She certainly 
wouldn’t have planned to speak to a man in public, so somehow Jesus would have to just 
know that this represented the sacrifice that she was not allowed to bring to the temple.  
 
Things did not go as she expected, however, because Jesus had not been invited to Simon’s 
home as a gesture of hospitality. He was brought there to be tested. The Pharisees believed 
that God cared for righteous people who kept the law, not for sinners who broke it all the 
time, so this young rabbi’s methods and message were quite disturbing to them. In Nazareth, 
Jesus had even declared himself to be a prophet! This was very serious and required 
investigation. Jesus obviously needed to be trained and molded into the proper way of doing 
things. The elders determined to come together to give him some sound advice and rein him 
in. He needed to be put in his place. 
 
It’s not obvious to us because we aren’t sensitized to what Luke doesn’t say, but there would 
have been instantaneous tension when Jesus came into the Pharisee’s home and sat down 
because of what had not happened. All the traditional courtesies had simply been skipped. 
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He should have been given a kiss of greeting, provided with water and olive oil for the 
washing of hands and feet, and shown to his place at the U-shaped dining couch. Imagine 
that you’ve asked someone you don’t know well to come to your son or daughter’s 
graduation party, but when they arrive you completely ignore them, even though you know 
they do not feel at home there and that they don’t know any of your friends. You force them 
to fend for themselves, getting their own food and drink and not being sure where they 
should sit.  
 
We cringe when we think of such rudeness. Now multiply that out because all of Simon’s 
friends knew each other and not a single person would have failed to observe that Jesus was 
snubbed this way. They may have even been looking at him or commenting to each other 
about him. Simon later addressed Jesus as “Teacher,” which acknowledged that he was 
known to be a scholar. Rabbinic literature (with which the Pharisees were all intimately 
familiar) states that it is a great honor to host a rabbi in one’s home. One would have 
expected excessive courtesies, not pointed insults, to set the tone for this meal.  
 
In response to the rude snubbing, Jesus went into the dining room and reclined. The wording 
indicates that he took the initiative to seat himself. Normally, the guests would have gone 
into the dining room in order of age (eldest first) to recline on the couch. The seating 
arrangement would have been carefully planned according to age and status. Thirty-year-old 
Jesus was surely not the eldest, but his response to the omission of the courtesies was to 
enter the dining area and sit down anyway. This was a highly dramatic action to take. Try to 
imagine yourself entering someone’s home for a meal and not being properly greeted, so 
you just go sit somewhere at the table without asking where the host would like you to sit. 
Everything about it feels awkward, even though our greeting traditions are far less structured 
and formalized than the ones that would have been expected at this meal.  
 
Let’s go back to our woman who was standing off to the side waiting for the washing 
courtesies to take place. She came to honor him, but instead was a witness to his public 
humiliation. She was given no opportunity to touch his hands with her oil. She clearly didn’t 
plan to be the one to actually wash his hands or feet herself. She hadn’t brought water or a 
towel. When the host didn’t offer basic courtesies to Jesus, her plan fell apart. She couldn’t 
ask someone to bring her water and a towel so she could do it herself. They wouldn’t have 
given them to her because the intention all along had been to humiliate Jesus. 
 
Have you ever thought about the quantity of tears that would be required to wash 
someone’s feet?  Just imagine your way through her experience up to this point and it’s 
actually pretty easy to understand how she could come up with a bucketful. She arrived on 
an emotional and spiritual high because she believed for the first time in her life that God 
might not have rejected her entirely. She was filled with hope and gratitude. She was about 
to make a huge financial sacrifice by taking her prized perfume and giving it away. She 
showed up at the Pharisee’s house, but she had been wondering the whole way over if she 
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would even be admitted into the observation area and what people might say or do to her 
(or at the least, how they’d look at her). She had probably been plotting how to give her gift 
to Jesus without drawing attention or defiling him in any way. It might be similar to how you 
might feel if you hoped to ask for a famous person’s autograph backstage after a show. You’d 
rehearse what you were going to say and do and hope it worked out that way. So, she was 
both elated and really nervous. This would be enough to make a person emotionally unstable 
and close to tears. But THEN instead of the honor that she fully expected to enjoy watching 
him receive, she witnessed him being intentionally humiliated. She felt defensive for him and 
she knew this was all wrong. She also felt the crushing disappointment that she could not 
give her gift to him after washing because there was no washing. At this point, she was 
elated, scared, disappointed, and angry! I am personally capable of crying about any one of 
those, let alone all four.  
 
One wonders about the moment of decision. Did she try to hold back the tears at first, or did 
she quickly realize that they were the solution to her dilemma? Did she think about just 
slinking away and waiting for a different opportunity to present itself on another day? If she 
had climbed up on the couch to try to wash his hands or anoint his head, it would have been 
viewed as sexual misconduct, so that was out of the question. He reclined there at the table 
with his feet sticking out and available. Maybe she eyed those dirty feet for a few minutes 
while she gathered her courage to do something about it. In the Middle East, the feet have 
always been considered a defiled part of the body (it’s still that way!), so they’re the obvious 
choice for a defiled woman to anoint. She moved over toward Jesus’ feet and wet them with 
her tears. Then she had to make a decision about how to dry them off, since she had no 
towel. She might have been able to use the folds of her robe, but that would be tricky when 
you’re kneeling on the ground and the feet are at eye level.  Instead she chose to let down 
her hair.  
 
One cannot overstate what a shock this would have been. Simon’s guests were certainly 
experiencing a most unusual evening! Women in Middle Eastern cultures are expected to 
keep their hair covered in public—even today. A man could divorce his wife with no financial 
settlement if she went out with her hair unbound, which would mean financial disaster for 
her. In fact, going out with the hair unbound is listed along with “bathing with men” as 
actions on a woman’s part that basically required their husbands to divorce them! A 
woman’s hair was considered to be sexually provocative. There’s some evidence that the 
scientific belief of that time was that somehow the hair of a woman’s head was involved with 
how she got pregnant, probably in part because the only time a man ever saw a woman with 
her hair down was when he was intimate with her. It was only on her wedding night that a 
bride would let down her hair and allow her husband to see it for the first time.  
 
No one could have missed the gesture that this woman was making. Outwardly, it would 
have looked like a prostitute offering herself sexually to the young rabbi. From her point of 
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view, she was making some form of a pledge of ultimate loyalty to him, like a bride on her 
wedding night. 
 
The young rabbi, of course, was expected to be embarrassed at being touched by a woman 
like this and horrified by the exposure of her hair. Since he was there to be examined, Simon 
the host allowed the scene to play out without interruption. Unbelievably, Jesus accepted 
the gesture and allowed it to continue! At least he didn’t speak to the woman, though. Men 
just didn’t speak to women if they could possibly help it, and certainly not in public to a 
woman that is not one’s wife. Still, it was bad enough that he accepted her gesture. By 
allowing her to wash his feet, Jesus confirmed something very important to the woman. She 
had come to him to offer thanks for the forgiveness that she had received from God. Did you 
catch that? She thanked JESUS for God’s forgiveness. She sensed that somehow God was 
present in this man and that he was the proper one to come to for an expression of her 
gratitude.  
 
Can you think of any circumstance in which you would want someone to kneel crying at your 
feet because of something you had done for them? No matter what you had done or what 
good news you had just given them, it would be inappropriate for them to come to you in a 
posture of subjection like this. But Jesus allowed the woman to do so. By accepting her 
demonstration, he confirmed that he was indeed the divine presence of God on earth.  
 
Simon had wanted to dishonor the impertinent rabbi, but now Jesus was receiving special 
honor. The only sound in the room had been the woman’s weeping, and Luke lets us in on 
what Simon was thinking during that time when nobody spoke. Jesus broke the awkward 
silence when he declared, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” The phrase Jesus used 
indicated that he was going to say something somewhat blunt and unpleasant: “Simon, 
you’re not going to like what I’m about to say.” Simon invited him to speak, and then Jesus 
told a little story that is often unnoticed among all the parables because it’s so short. It goes 
like this: one guy owed a creditor a lot of money and one guy owed a little. Both debts were 
cleared. Who is the most grateful to the creditor? The blunt and unpleasant statement Jesus 
was making here was that Simon was a sinner, too! Even though he didn’t owe as much as 
the woman did, he was in debt, too. He had just behaved in a rude and unjustifiable manner. 
Jesus publicly called him out on the insult as an explanation for the little parable, yet he 
wanted Simon to understand that God could forgive him, too, and that he needed this 
forgiveness. 
 
There’s another subtle fusion going on here that you may not have caught but that surely the 
Pharisees would have been pondering. The creditor in the parable is assumed to be God. The 
one who owes a lot is the woman, and the one who owes a little is Simon. In the parable, the 
debtors respond with love for the creditor, the amount of love depending on how much debt 
cancellation they’ve received. In real life, the woman is expressing her love to Jesus, not 
God… unless Jesus is God. In this parable, Jesus himself is defining his own identity by 
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claiming that he can forgive sins. He has inserted himself into the “God-slot” in the story. The 
woman already perceived that he was divine because she brought her thank offering to him 
personally instead of presenting it in Jerusalem, as prescribed by the law. She knew God had 
forgiven her and so she thanked Jesus. 
 
Simon and the others would not have missed this. Nor would they have missed the fact that 
Jesus overtly criticized the quality of the hospitality he had received. He pointed out what 
had happened from the time he had entered Simon’s home, mentioning the lack of water, 
oil, and a kiss of greeting. Criticizing a host is simply not done in the Middle East. Even if he 
said the words very gently and kindly, the meaning was clear. He may as well have said: 
 

Simon, we are both from the same culture. I do not have to explain to you what your 
duty is to your guest. You have called me “Teacher,” and at your invitation I entered 
your home and became your guest. You didn’t give me water or a kiss or oil, but this 
woman has given me far more. You refuse to notice her because you see her as no 
more than a “sinner” and you expect me to do the same. Can’t you see that she is 
making up for your inexcusable failure as a host? If I am to avoid sinners, then I will be 
obliged to avoid you, too! 

 
What happens as Jesus aggressively defends this woman is that he draws hostility to himself. 
They would have been furious with her for exposing their bad behavior, but now their fury is 
turned toward Jesus. He endorses her willingness to get hurt for him and indicates that he is 
willing to get hurt for her. He knows that Simon and his friends will be deeply offended and 
will continue to follow his movements and oppose him all along the way, but he also knows 
that the costly love that he extends to her will change her life.  
 
Jesus makes things even worse for himself by turning to the woman and speaking directly to 
her. It’s unlikely that a follower of Jesus would have recorded this part of the story unless it 
had actually happened, because a rabbi in particular was strictly warned again and again in 
the Jewish writings not to talk to any woman in any public place—not even to his own wife. 
Yet he says to the woman, “Your sins are forgiven.” She does not answer. In fact, she doesn’t 
utter a single word in the whole story. Yet Jesus commends her for her faith and devotion to 
him. He elevates the position of the woman by giving her his direct attention, let alone by 
accepting her gift and coming to her defense. Jesus shows himself to be a true prophet—one 
who is willing to get hurt for sinners by confronting their attackers. He is not the type of 
prophet the Pharisees expected—one who avoids sinners, especially female ones! 
 
In the end, this story provides another opportunity for us to either believe in Jesus or be 
offended by him. Jesus is either outrageously egotistical or he is God’s unique agent to 
dispense forgiveness. The question hangs in the air: Is Jesus the appropriate one to whom a 
forgiven sinner should offer gratitude?   



FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 1: INTRODUCTION AND APPROACH   

For the Foreign Language segment of our course, we’re going to be talking about how to get at the 
meanings of Greek and Hebrew words. We’re not going to be trying to learn Greek and Hebrew, but we’ll 
see how it’s easier than ever in this internet age to close the gap between our understanding and that of 
the people who could read or listen to the Bible’s original documents—even on the word level. 
 
The Old Testament was written primarily in Hebrew, with two passages in Aramaic. The New Testament 
was written in Greek. This means that every English word you read in your Bible has a Hebrew or Greek 
word behind it. Often, the meaning that we automatically assign to a word in English is different from 
how it would have been understood in the original language. 
 
Here’s an example:  
 

You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect. Matthew 5:48 

 
Since we can’t be perfect (living without any mistakes or sins), that word must mean something other 
than the way we think of the word in English. 
 
If we see the word “discipline” in English, how do we find out which of those meanings we’re talking 
about when we look at the Bible? Look at Proverbs 12:1. 
 

Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, 
    but he who hates reproof is stupid. 

 
The second line is restating the first line and it uses the word “reproof.” Context is usually our biggest and 
most important factor in understanding meaning. But people often ignore the context and use this verse 
to mean that people should be more structured in their lives.  
 
The meaning of a word will always have something to do with the context in which it is found. We don’t 
just get to prefer the literal meaning all the time because that feels “safer.” If we’re reading lists of laws in 
the Old Testament, it’s more likely that a word can be taken with a literal meaning. If we’re reading 
poetry, it’s actually more likely that the meaning will be abstract or figurative.  
  
Why should we bother to spend time at the word-level study? Because the way we apply a passage is 
going to depend on what we think a word means. 
 

Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple. Luke 24:27 
 
What does it even mean to be a disciple of Jesus? Can we do that now, or is he just talking to his followers 
in the first century? He said this before he ever died on the cross, so what would the people around him 
have thought when he referred to bearing a cross, without reading into it what we know happened later? 
What does “bear” mean, especially since none of us are actually likely to haul a piece of wood across 
town for our own execution? The way we answer these questions will affect how we think about 
something as fundamental as being a follower of Christ and what that looks like in our lives.  



 
This is just one example, and we’ll be looking at many more. Taking the time to really stop in your reading 
and start looking things up means that you won’t be able to read as much that day. Remember that it’s 
not only a “good Bible study” if you accomplish what you set out to do today. Reading through the Bible 
in a certain amount of time has its own kind of value, but taking as long as you need to really understand 
something is usually going to be more lasting in your life. Sometimes you go down a rabbit hole and get 
lost in an investigation, and that’s valuable time, too.  
 
Before we’re done for today, let’s review three things you must know as you begin to do word studies.  
 

1. The Bible was written in (Hebrew) and (Greek). 
The (Septuagint) is the Greek translation of the Old Testament that was done in about 250 B.C. 
The abbreviation for it is (LXX). 

 
2. A word can have many (uses) and (meanings). 

If there are several different Hebrew or Greek words for the same English word, there must be 
some (subtle differences) or (nuances) among those words. 

 
3. A word’s meaning comes from its (context), 

… from the (presence) and (absence) of other words around it, 
… from the Greek [or Hebrew] words (behind it)   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


