
The Grace of Forgiveness 


It’s been 22 years since Philip Yancey’s book, What’s So Amazing About Grace was 
published, but it’s still a fresh and important read for us today.  Because he’s such a 
good story-teller, and because stories illustrate grace better than dissection does, he 
tells story after story of how a lack of grace causes wounds which may never heal, 
especially when it comes to a lack of forgiveness.  I’m going to start with some of 
those stories today, and then move us towards an understanding of what forgiveness is 
and how to process it when it’s difficult (it always is).


Mary Karr wrote a book about her dysfunctional family called The Liar’s Club.  There 
she tells the story of her Texas uncle who became angry with his wife over how much 
she spent on sugar.  One day he took out a lumber saw and sawed their house exactly 
in half.  He nailed up planks to cover the open sides and moved one half of the house 
behind some scruffy pine trees on the same acre of land.  They lived out the rest of 
their days in their separate half-houses - 40 years - without ever speaking to each 
other.


That seems ludicrous - and it is - but it shows how difficult it is when two proud 
people, unwilling to admit their own sinfulness, their own ignorance and errors, refuse 
to let go of something so trivial.  Yancey’s stories include the emotional distancing in a 
marriage over the wife forgetting to put out a new bar of soap (7 months of sleeping 
separately and eating in silence) and 30 years of sleeping down the hall from each 
other because the wife thought the husband hadn’t shown enough concern when their 
5-year old daughter had become ill.  


But he also includes the heart-wrenching account of Simon Wiesenthal who was asked 
to forgive a dying German soldier who had committed atrocities against Jews.  The 
man begged him to forgive him for the things which now haunted him as he faced 
death and Wiesenthal, who was a prisoner in a concentration camp at the time, “stared 
out the window at the sunlit courtyard.  He looked at the eyeless heap of bandages 
lying in the bed.  He watched a bluebottle fly buzzing the dying man’s body … ‘At last I 
made up my mind,’ Wiesenthal writes, ‘and without a word I left the room.”


The memory of that event haunted Wiesenthal and when he wrote a book about it - 
called The Sunflower - he asked many rabbis and priests and luminaries of scholarship 
and faith what they would have done.  Of the 32 who responded, only six said he 
should have offered forgiveness to the soldier.  They provided their reasons, but so did 
those who said he’d done the right thing.  I found Yancey’s analysis of these 32 
responses illuminating.  He said that when he reread The Sunflower ten years after first 
reading it, he was struck “by the terrible, crystalline logic of unforgiveness.  In a world 
of unspeakable atrocity, forgiveness indeed seems unjust, unfair, irrational.”


And yet, forgiveness is at the heart of our Christian faith.  It is what God in Christ offers 
to us when we, too, have been undeserving of being let off the hook.  It is what Jesus 



demands of us, in no uncertain terms, and our eternal destiny is tied to nothing less 
than our willingness to do this unjust and irrational act.  


Let’s do a quick review of the teaching of Jesus and the early church as a background 
to stories of the grace of forgiveness.  We begin with the Lord’s Prayer in which Jesus 
tells us to pray to our Father, “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against 
us.”  Charles Williams has commented on that little word “as” - “No word in English 
carries a greater possibility of terror than the little word ‘as’ in that clause.”  “Forgive us 
our sins AS we forgive those who sin against us.”  There’s the precondition for our 
being forgiven by God - our willingness to forgive those who have wronged us.   

At the end of the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus added these thoughts, just to make sure we 
really understood:

	 If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you.  	 	
	 But if you refuse to forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins.  
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (Matt. 6:14,15)

That is stunning in its clarity and in its application.  It doesn’t matter how hard 
forgiveness is, we have to forgive.  We have no right to hang on to grievances against 
people that God is ready to forgive.  So if we refuse to forgive, we are placing ourselves 
above God.  


Jesus told a parable that’s recorded in Matthew 18 which drives home this point with 
absolute clarity.  A servant is forgiven a massive debt by his King and then turns 
around and demands payment for a relatively small amount from another servant.  The 
king is furious and throws the unforgiving servant into jail.  Then Jesus ends the 
parable with this:

	 That’s what My heavenly Father will do to you if you refuse to forgive your 		 	
	 brothers and sisters in your heart.  (18:35)


Another teaching from Jesus, maybe one we don’t pay as much attention to:

	 You can pray for anything, and if you believe, you will have it.  But when you are 	 	
	 praying, first forgive anyone you are holding a grudge against, so that your Father 
	 in heaven will forgive your sins, too.  (Mark 11:24,25)


More, this time from Luke’s gospel:

	 Stop judging others, and you will not be judged.  Stop criticizing others, or it will 		
	 all come back on you.  If you forgive others, you will be forgiven.  (Luke 6:37)


This next one may bother some of us:

	 If another believer sins, rebuke him; then if he repents, forgive him.  Even if he 	 	
	 wrongs you seven times a day and each time turns again and asks forgiveness, 	 	
	 forgive him.  (Lu. 17:3f)


And then we have Jesus’ example as He is dying on the cross and He cries out, 
“Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing!”  




A final New Testament Scripture comes from the apostle Paul writing to the church in 
Colossae:

	 You must make allowance for each other’s faults and forgive the person who 	 	
	 offends you.  Remember, the Lord forgave you, so you must forgive others.   
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (Col. 3:13)


We knew it was in there, right?  We just may not have remembered how many times it 
was in there.  So, how do we forgive and how do we know when we have forgiven, 
when the job is done, so to speak?  Let’s start with the process, which begins with the 
words, “I forgive you.”  Back to Yancey:

	 Walter Wink tells of two peacemakers who visited a group of Polish Christians 	 	
	 ten years after the end of World War II.  “Would you be willing to meet with other 		
	 Christians from West Germany?” the peacemakers asked.  “They want to ask 	 	
	 forgiveness for what Germany did to Poland during the war and to begin to build 		
	 a new relationship.” 
	 At first there was silence.  Then one Pole spoke up.  “What you are asking is 	 	
	 impossible!  Each stone of Warsaw is soaked in Polish blood.  We cannot 		 	
	 forgive!” 
	 Before the group parted, however, they said the Lord’s Prayer together.  When 	 	
	 they reached the words, ‘forgive us our sins as we forgive…’ everyone stopped 	 	
	 praying.  Tension swelled in the room.  The Pole who had spoken so vehemently 		
	 said, “I must say yes to you.  I could no more pray the Our Father, I could no  
	 longer call myself a Christian, if I refuse to forgive.”  
	 Eighteen months later the Polish and West German Christians met together in  
	 Vienna, establishing friendships that continue.


Words need to be said.  It may be asking someone else to forgive us for something 
we’ve done wrong, or it may be offering forgiveness, whether the other has asked for it 
or not.  Whether or not we feel fully capable of forgiving, of releasing that other person 
from our judgment, we express those words as an act of faith, trusting God to make it 
real in our hearts as we do so.  Let’s face it, this is sometimes very, very difficult, 
especially when the pain another person has caused us is deep and unrelenting.  So 
we are wise to ask God to help us, to empower this act of forgiving for which we feel 
inadequate at best.  


Poland was part of the communist bloc of countries that was dominated by the Soviet 
Union following the end of World War II.  In the 1980’s, the pope was John Paul II, who 
had been born in Poland.  In 1983 the Pope visited his homeland and conducted a 
large open air mass.  Huge numbers of people marched over the Poniatowski Bridge 
on their way to the stadium.  Just before the bridge their route crossed directly in front 
of the Communist Party’s Central Committee Building and hour after hour the marchers 
chanted in unison, “We forgive, we forgive.”  Just a few years later, Jerzy Popieluszko, 
a 35-year-old  priest whose sermons had electrified Poland, was found floating in the 
Vistula River with his eyes gouged out and his fingernails torn off.  Once again, the 
Catholics took to the streets, marching with banners that read, “We forgive.  We 
forgive.”  Popiluszko had preached that message over and over to the crowds that 



filled the square in front of his church:  “Overcome evil with good.”  After his death, 
they continued to follow that teaching and their spirit of grace caused the regime to 
collapse.  


In 1991 the Soviet Union was nearly spent.  It would only last until Christmas of that 
year.  But in October a delegation of Christians, who had been invited to Moscow to 
help the Russian leaders in “restoring morality” to their country, met with various Soviet 
officials.  They were received warmly and had good communication with Gorbachev 
and others, but were warned that things would be different when they went to KGB - 
the secret police - headquarters.  General Nikolai Stolyarov introduced himself and 
began his address to the delegates:

	 “Meeting with you here tonight is a plot twist that could not have been conceived 
	 by the wildest fiction writer.  We here in the USSR realize that too often we’ve 	 	
	 been negligent in accepting those of the Christian faith.  But political questions 	 	
	 cannot be decided until there is sincere repentance, a return to faith by the 	 	
	 people.  That is the cross I must bear.  In the study of scientific atheism, there 	 	
	 was the idea that religion divides people.  Now we see the opposite: love for 	 	
	 God can only unite.” 

Philip Yancey has some priceless comments:

	 Our heads spun.  Where did he learn the phrase “bear a cross”?  And the other 	 	
	 word - repentance?  Did the translator get that right?  I glanced at Peter and 	 	
	 Anita Deyneka, banned from Russia for thirteen years because of their Christian 	 	
	 work, now munching cookies in the KGB headquarters.


But there were further references to the need for those in charge to repent for the 
abuses of the past.  At one point Stolyarov referenced a film directed by Tengiz 
Abuladze which depicts false accusations, forced imprisonment, the burning of 
churches - the very things that had earned the KGB their reputation for cruelty.  During 
Stalin’s rule over the Soviet Union, it is estimated that 42,000 priests lost their lives and 
the total number of priests was reduced from 380,000 to 172.  98 of every 100 
Orthodox churches were shut down along with a thousand monasteries.


One of the delegation of Christians rose to speak.  He was Alex Leonovich, a man who 
had escaped from Byelorussia during Stalin’s rule and had emigrated to the U.S.  For 
46 years he had been broadcasting the message of the Gospel back into his homeland 
and he knew personally many Christians who had been tortured and persecuted for 
their faith.  He spoke slowly and softly to General Stolyarov.

	 “General, many members of my family suffered because of this organization.  I 	 	
	 myself had to leave the land that I loved.  My uncle, who was very dear to me, 	 	
	 went to a labor camp in Siberia and never returned.  General, you say that you 	 	
	 repent.  Christ taught us how to respond.  On behalf of my family, on behalf of 	 	
	 my uncle who died in the Gulag, I forgive you.”  And then Alex Leonovich, 		 	
	 Christian evangelist, reached over to General Nikolai Stolyarov, the Vice-	 	 	
	 Chairman of the KGB, and gave him a Russian bear hug.  While they embraced,  



	 Stolyarov whispered something to Alex, and not until later did we learn what he 	 	
	 said.  “Only two times in my life have I cried.  Once was when my mother died.  	 	
	 The other is tonight.”


I’ve drawn these stories from Yancey’s writing about his experiences and research 
which focus on the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.  I could tell similar stories of 
the power of grace and forgiveness at the ending of apartheid in South Africa and the 
rule of Nelson Mandela as that country’s first black president.  He was a man of 
amazing grace, with the wisdom to bring a country together - they could use a leader 
like that now.


But what if the person doesn’t respond well to our offer of forgiveness?  What do we 
do when they put the blame on us, or think they’ve done nothing wrong, or just mock 
us for making the effort?  Here’s another story from What’s So Amazing About Grace 
that helps us with the disappointment of poor responses - this is Rebecca’s story.  She 
was married to a pastor, a man with skills at leading retreats, but also a man who 
solicited prostitutes on some of his out-of-town journeys.  Eventually he left Rebecca 
for Julianne.


Rebecca felt a growing need to forgive her husband and prayed about it for months.  
She was worried that she would become a prisoner of bitterness and never lose the 
desire for revenge.  She was able to give that part of it - the desire for revenge - to God 
and phoned her husband and told him that she forgave him, and Julianne.  He laughed 
it off, unwilling to admit that he’d done anything wrong, but she felt released and began 
to heal.

	 A few years later Rebecca got a hysterical phone call from Julianne, the woman 	 	
	 who had ‘stolen’ her husband.  She had been attending a ministerial conference 		
	 with him in Minneapolis and he had left the hotel room to go for a walk.  A few 	 	
	 hours passed, then Julianne heard from the police: her husband had been 
	 picked up for soliciting a prostitute. 
	 On the phone with Rebecca, Julianne was sobbing.  “I never believed you,” she 	 	
	 said.  “I kept telling myself that even if what you said was true, he had changed.  		
	 And now this.  I feel so ashamed and hurt and guilty.  I have no one on earth who 
	 can understand.  Then I remembered the night when you said you forgave us.  I 	 	
	 thought maybe you could understand what I’m going through.  It’s a terrible  
	 thing to ask, I know, but could I come talk to you?”   
Rebecca invited her over that same evening.  They shared their stories of betrayal and 
heartache and ended up praying together.  Julianne points to that encounter as the 
night she became a Christian.  Rebecca told her sharing group that she had felt foolish 
about her phone call offering forgiveness.

	 “But that night I realized the fruit of forgiveness - Julianne was right.  I could 	 	
	 understand what she was going through.  And because I had been there too, I 	 	
	 could be on her side, instead of her enemy.  We both had been betrayed by the 	 	
	 same man.  Now it was up to me to teach her how to overcome the hatred and 	 	
	 revenge and guilt she was feeling.”




So, that’s at least a part of the process, saying the words that ask for forgiveness or the 
words that offer your forgiveness to someone else.  Then, being willing to demonstrate 
that your forgiveness is real - I think of Alex hugging the KGB general or Rebecca 
inviting Julianne to her home.  But how do you know when your forgiveness is done?  
How do you know you’ve really forgiven the person who wronged you?


I think you need to be honest with yourself and ask if you’re ready and willing to let go 
of any right to get even, to be the other person’s judge, jury and executioner.  When 
you have relinquished that to your heavenly Father, when you can trust Him more than 
you trust yourself to do the right thing, then you’ve moved on.  


Part of what makes that work is realizing that you’re not part of a Western movie where 
the bad guys wear black and the good guys wear white.  You’re also a person in need 
of forgiveness from others.  You’re also a person who has said and done things that 
you don’t want to think about, talk about, or remember.  Alexandr Solzhenitsyn 
admitted that if he was in the examiner’s chair instead of the prisoner’s chair, he would 
have been just as cruel, just as harsh, just as intimidating as they had been to him.  
Realizing our own failures with humility and insightful honesty helps us on the road to 
forgive others.  And when you pray, ask God to forgive you as you forgive others.  He 
will be faithful to bring to your mind those you have not yet forgiven.  Ask Him to help 
you know what steps you need to take - He’ll be faithful to answer that prayer. 


It’s not enough to remind ourselves that we need to forgive, that Jesus commands us 
to forgive.  We also need to be inspired to forgive.  We can be inspired by the bishop in 
Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables who forgave Jean val Jean for stealing the silverware and 
instead of having him arrested, insisted that he take the candlesticks, too.  


We can be inspired by the example of Reginald Denny, the white truck driver who was 
pulled from his truck and beaten badly by two men during the 1992 race riots in Los 
Angeles and who, at their trial, went with his swollen and misshapen face over to their 
mothers and told them that he forgave them.


Or we can be inspired by the example of Gordon Wilson, a devout Christian, who was 
buried along with his daughter Marie under five feet of brick and concrete when an IRA 
bomb went off in a town west of Belfast in 1987.  Her last words as she held his hand 
while waiting for rescuers was, “Daddy, I love you very much.”  Later, he spoke from a 
hospital bed:

	 I have lost my daughter, but I bear no grudge.  Bitter talk is not going to bring 	 	
	 Marie Wilson back to life.  I shall pray, tonight and every night, that God will 	 	
	 forgive them.


Vengeance has been a way of life in Ireland since the 1640’s.  Gordon Wilson spent the 
rest of his life trying to change that - and was honoured by his country for his efforts.    
Let’s hope we never have cause to forgive such a painful thing - but let’s do the little 
things that are within our power, and make the grace of forgiveness one of the ways in 
which we change our world.  Let’s not be a people who are always demanding our right 



to revenge, for justice, but who are willing to let go, to trust God, to pray for His 
forgiveness, not only for ourselves, but for all who wrong us.


Our Father, who is in heaven 
May Your Name be honoured  
May Your Kingdom come, May Your will be done 
Here on earth just as it is in heaven 
Give us our food for today 
And forgive us our sins just as we have forgiven those    
  who have sinned against us 
And don’t let us yield to temptation 
But deliver us from the evil one 
	 (Matthew 6:9-13, New Living Translation) 


