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This is one of those sermon topics that doesn't come easily. There are
some issues to deal with, so many extra qualifying statements to make,
and yet there is so much for us to gain by understanding forgiveness.
When we talk about forgiveness, it is relatively easy to forgive someone
else for a minor wrong when they repent of it. When we get to the heart
of it, though, forgiving is so incredibly difficult as to be unimaginable
without the Lord's help and guidance. In fact, I would make the
argument that true forgiveness and a forgiving heart towards another
only comes as a result of the Spirit's work within us. When it comes to
our most unspeakable hurts, the greatest of evils, and the darkest of sins,
forgiveness begins and ends at the foot of the cross both for us and for
others who are guilty. We should not lose sight that Jesus forgives us,
even though we are completely undeserving. We should also not lose
sight of the fact that we are called to at least have a forgiving attitude
towards even the most evil of people, desiring that they would come to a
knowledge of repentance just as we have.

In writing this, two individuals came to mind who had suffered greatly
during the second world war. The first is Simon Wisenthal. Simon was
world-renowned as being a great Nazi war criminal hunter. Having been
a concentration camp victim himself in Austria, he devoted his life after
the war to holding to account such evil individuals as Dr. Mengele and
the like. One of his most famous works ("The Sunflower") gives the
account of his visit with a mortally wounded Nazi during his
imprisonment. He was called from his forced labor to the bedside of a
Nazi who "sought the forgiveness of a Jew." The man, named only as
Karl, detailed to Simon the horrors he had committed in the name of the



Third Reich, including the murder of some 300 Jews in a burning
building. At the end of his account, Karl asked for the forgiveness of
Simon. Simon's response? He walked away, learning the next day that
the man had died and left all his belongings to Simon ... which Simon
also summarily rejected. I don't think any of us could blame Simon's
response. For the rest of his life he pondered it himself, and left it
detailed in "The Sunflower" specifically for others of us to think about
too. The difficult nature of forgiveness at the deepest levels is revealed
in how we respond in things like that. The second man who came to
mind was Richard Wurmbrand. A prominent figure in the worldwide
church as a leader in "Voice of the Martyrs," I have mentioned before
how Wurmbrand is the second most influential Christian in my life
behind perhaps only my father. While he would spend many years
under the thumb of the Communists in Romania, he first had to suffer in
a Nazi concentration camp (as did his wife Sabina), because he was
ethnically Jewish. Shortly after the war, he gives an account of his
encounter with a former SS officer who was bragging about what he had
done during the war. The name Wurmbrand being a strong German
name, the officer clearly had no clue he was talking to a Jew. Richard's
response was to invite the man into his home, have dinner with him, and
late in the evening when Sabina had gone to bed, tell the man the truth
about who he and his wife were. He claimed that although the man had
participated in the murder of his family (perhaps even in reality), Sabina
and he would welcome the man in. She would cook for him, he would
care for him, and they had already done so knowing who he was. The
former SS officer's response was to break down in tears, asking
forgiveness from both of the them and from Christ for the atrocities he
had committed. Wurmbrand would spend the majority of his life under
persecution of such people, yet his attitude was one of forgiveness.
Beloved, in looking at these two men, who are both great in many ways,
it is clear that there is a difference. One sought to forgive and to heal,
had the very Spirit of Christ within him even after great trials. The



other, for reasons we all should understand and be willing to forgive
ourselves, could not at the time make that jump. As we read our
scriptures and put them into practice, we must understand something of
the utmost importance. Forgiveness, as defined by Christ and as
outlined in scripture between humans, is not only beneficial for the
guilty but it also helps heal the heart of the afflicted. Many of us are
afflicted in our hearts long after the physical wounds heal, because the
trauma and anguish and wrath remain. This morning we are not seeking
to give a pass to dictators and murders and those who have committed
evil ... we are seeking to heal and to be open to healing others knowing
that this is how it happens.

Our first reading came from the book of Romans. It starts off with Paul
asserting that our forgiveness, our justification from sins, comes by our
faith in Christ alone. It doesn't come by our works (yes, a good tree
does bear good fruit), it comes by our faith. It is in that faith that we
have perseverance in great trials, and the eternal hope that the Lord will
set things right in the end. Nothing goes untouched in eternity. Either
one is forgiven by Jesus's blood or they spend eternity in hell for their
sins. But then Paul makes a further important claim that we have to
keep in our minds. "For while we were still helpless, at the right time
Christ died for the ungodly. For one will hardly die for a righteous man;
though perhaps for the good man someone would dare even to die. But
God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet
sinners, Christ died for us." There are a few things at play there. One is
that we are wretchedly lost without Christ. Do you want to know what
makes someone humble in their own estimation? When they understand
just how evil they are, just how wrong they can be. Understanding how
sinful we are is how we are able to come to the Lord in humility. I don't
deserve salvation, it was bought for me. We like to think we aren't as
bad as the next person, and that may be true in our own sight. .. but we
are all woeful compared to the Lord's righteousness. If Michael Phelps



and I were to try and swim across the ocean, he would get much further
than me ... but we would both drown. The second thing that is at play
here, is that love is the motivating factor in forgiveness. On Wednesday
and last Sunday we touched on this, and you will hear it again. At the
core of forgiveness is love. The Lord loved us enough to take our place
on the cross. The only person would even think of taking the place of a
death row inmate would be someone who loved that person more than
life itself. When we talk about others, those who are outside our sphere,
those who have harmed us, those who have been guilty of grievous
things, we have to understand that it is only in love that having a
forgiving attitude is possible. To even get to that point we have to be in
prayer, even for those whom we cannot stand. It is for the benefit of
more than just them too ... it is also for our own benefit.

Our second reading from 2nd Timothy speaks to these truths, about how
we are to encounter the gravest of offences. The Apostle Paul, writing
to Timothy in a time when Christians are being put to death at the hands
of the Roman Empire, says "First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and
prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men, for
kings and all who are in authority, so that we may lead a tranquil and
quiet life in all godliness and dignity." Speaking of those unforgiveable
(in our eyes) leaders who are evil to the core, who we could rightfully
call demon possessed, we are told to pray even for them. Why?
Because the absolute best thing that could happen for them and also for
us is if they would have Christ enter their hearts. Only three centuries or
so after this is written by Paul, the unimaginable happened and the
Roman Empire embraced Christianity as its faith. Thinking about it in
our lives, those people who we rightfully and righteously cannot stand,
who have done us great evil and perpetrated awful acts, what would be
the best thing to have happen? If Christ entered their hearts, if they then
lived in repentance themselves, seeking forgiveness from Him and also
from us, (just as we should seek forgiveness from those we have
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wronged), everything gets better. "This is good and acceptable in the
sight of God our Savior, who desires all men to be saved and to come to
the knowledge of truth." On some level we know this, but internally
there is a struggle when it comes to even thinking about forgiving the
unforgiveable right?

Putting it into our world, if we are honest, it is often a struggle to even
think about salvation being possible for the folks who have hurt us the
worst. Forget dictators and world leaders, lets talk about those who we
really cannot stand most of the time. Ex-spouses, parents who
abandoned us, murders and rapists who we know, thieves, bullies, awful
bosses, people who always test our patience ... the list is long with
members who we would (in our human sinfulness) desire to see suffer in
eternal damnation for their sins. That isn't even getting into those
worldwide leaders and the worst of the worst that we already mentioned.
How do we approach these people in faith? What does it really mean to
lift them up in prayer, and what does it really look like to "forgive"
them? Our final verse from our reading in Timothy gives us the idea
"Therefore I want the men in every place to pray, lifting up holy hands,
without wrath and dissension." Human wrath, the hatred that envelops
our hearts, is sinful in its nature. It by definition leads to destruction and
death. It is in our sinful natures to desire to visit wrath upon those who
we have been harmed by. In our world we know that this is often how it
gets played out too, with us using our strength when we have the
opportunity, to visit our wrath upon another. In the moment it feels
good, but it poisons our hearts to live with this desire for wrath. The
antidote for it is to pray. Praying for those who have harmed us, that
they would encounter Christ, that they would be exercised of the evil
that plagues them, that they would not be given over to their sinful
natures anymore, is a crucial part of forgiveness. To bring it back to our
examples of Wisenthal and Wurmbrand, neither of them had any reason
to forgive the men who had visited evil upon them. Wisenthal used his



opportunity to walk away, to not forgive. The man who had done these
evil deeds was essentially demanding forgiveness from him in his eyes.
But to have no conversation, to not engage any further, was to hold that
wrath within his heart. The man, Karl, died the next day ... but there is a
reason why Simon wrote "The Sunflower" and had this story contained
therein. It was still a burden to Simon too. For Richard and Sabina, to
forgive was also not required by human standards. They had already
made it a practice to pray for such evil men as the former SS officer,
ridding themselves of the wrath that they had accumulated from being
victimized. When the time came to forgive, and they were able to do so,
and it healed not only the former SS officer but also them. Beloved, the
hope and the prayer here is that we would see that having a forgiving
attitude on our end, whether or not the guilty ever asks for or wants or
desires or has anything to do with reconciliation and repentance, is good
for us.

I want you to think about those people we mentioned earlier, those who
we would like to visit our wrath upon, the unforgiveables. I want us to
understand what it would look like if those folks were to come to Christ
themselves, how glorious it would be, for everything to change. I also
want us to understand that to desire to forgive on our end is the key. The
desire to forgive, to see others come to Christ, even those folks who we
cannot stand, is what frees us from the wrath within our hearts. Weare
told to leave vengeance to the Lord. We are told to pray for those who
have harmed us. If you can believe it, it gets even harder. We are told
to love our enemies.

Matthew 5:43-48 is well known to us as Christians. "You have heard it
was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I say
to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you ... " We
have made mention of this several times, and it will continue to be a
theme, but forgiveness and love go hand in hand. What does this



practically mean? We are to pray for those whom have gravely hurt us.
We don't put ourselves in the path for further pain, we don't necessarily
even try to encounter these people, we don't even have to like them or
want to ever talk with them again. But, we do pray that they would
come to the Lord, which is the most loving thing we can do. Praying for
them, having that open attitude towards forgiveness, is what relieves us
of our own burdens. Who is it that carries their grudges and burdens for
forever, who can never move passed them? It is he who does not even
come close to forgiveness. Leave the eternal fate to another in the hands
of Jesus. Pray for them knowing that they will suffer in hell much more
than we can imagine if they do not receive the free gift of eternal
salvation. If you think this is impossible, and I struggle with it too in my
own sinful human self, look at how Jesus mirrors it upon the cross.

Luke 23:34-35 read "But Jesus was saying, 'Father, forgive them; for
they do not know what they are doing.' And they cast lots, dividing up
His garments amongst themselves. And the people stood by, looking on.
And even the rulers were sneering at Him, saying, 'He saved others; let
Him save Himself if this is the Christ of God, His Chosen One. '" As
Jesus is being put to death for the salvation of others, with blood and spit
covering His brow, He prays for His murderers. That attitude is only
possible by the Holy Spirit, the same Spirit that has been given to you as
Christ's followers. Beloved, when it comes to forgiveness, it is about
the hardest thing that we are called to do as Christians. Weare not
responsible for whether someone else receives it or not, just as Jesus is
not responsible when most of humanity rejects His free gift and chooses
hell instead. But what we are responsible for, is our attitude towards
others, even the worst of the worst. This is not easy to do, and this
doesn't happen overnight. If you have been harmed by someone deep
enough, it may be impossible to even ponder the notion of forgiveness at
present. So, where do you start? You begin with prayer, understanding
that there is benefit for you as well as them. Even prayers like "Lord, I
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hate this person, but I want to follow You, help me do so" are powerful.
As we pray such prayers, it is also right for us to be thankful that God
has granted us salvation in light of our sins. "Lord, help me to forgive as
I have been forgiven, forgive me my sins as I forgive those who have
sinned against me." The final piece for us, as we work towards
forgiveness, is to give over our own wrath and pain to Jesus. "Jesus, I
cannot bear this pain and the sins committed against me. Lord I have
wept enough, I give them to You." We do that over and over and over
again, knowing that the only way to heal the poison within our hearts for
others, to relieve ourselves of that burden, is to release it all to Christ.
Beloved, this all takes time, and effort, and most importantly the work of
the Holy Spirit within us, but it can be done. Only by His grace are we
changed and relieved, and only by His grace are any of us forgiven of
our sins. Let us pray.

Closing Prayer


