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Forgiving God 
 
John 11:17-37 Common English Bible (CEB) 
17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in 
the tomb for four days.18 Bethany was a little less than two miles 
from Jerusalem. 19 Many Jews had come to comfort Martha and 
Mary after their brother’s death. 20 When Martha heard that Jesus 
was coming, she went to meet him, while Mary remained in the 
house. 21 Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my 
brother wouldn’t have died. 22 Even now I know that whatever 
you ask God, God will give you.” 
23 Jesus told her, “Your brother will rise again.” 
24 Martha replied, “I know that he will rise in the resurrection on 
the last day.” 
25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever 
believes in me will live, even though they die. 26 Everyone who 
lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 
27 She replied, “Yes, Lord, I believe that you are the Christ, God’s 
Son, the one who is coming into the world.” 
28 After she said this, she went and spoke privately to her sister 
Mary, “The teacher is here and he’s calling for you.” 29 When 
Mary heard this, she got up quickly and went to Jesus.30 He 
hadn’t entered the village but was still in the place where Martha 
had met him. 31 When the Jews who were comforting Mary in the 
house saw her get up quickly and leave, they followed her. They 
assumed she was going to mourn at the tomb. 



32 When Mary arrived where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at 
his feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 
wouldn’t have died.” 
33 When Jesus saw her crying and the Jews who had come with 
her crying also, he was deeply disturbed and troubled. 34 He 
asked, “Where have you laid him?” 
They replied, “Lord, come and see.” 
35 Jesus began to cry. 36 The Jews said, “See how much he loved 
him!” 37 But some of them said, “He healed the eyes of the man 
born blind. Couldn’t he have kept Lazarus from dying?” 
The last month we have been exploring forgiveness, a Christian 
practice that finds its roots deep in the heart of our tradition.  We 
talk about forgiveness each week in the Lord’s prayer, the very 
act of Jesus death is meant to remind us the depths to which 
God will go to prove he cares for us and his love forgives us, and 
one of the acts of the Christian life is seeking ways to share 
compassion and forgiveness.   
 
We have learned how to forgive others.  Last week, we took on 
what in my estimation is the most challenging act of forgiveness, 
forgiving ourselves.  This week I am going to invite us to consider 
one of the deepest acts of forgiveness, one that can change our 
world and upend our very lives, forgiving God. 
Here is the reality we are mortal, flawed and capable of 
experiencing great pain.  The opposite reality of these things is 
we can experience life in the finite, we can achieve great things 
that seem beyond our capacity, and we can feel deep joy in this 
world.  In all of this one of the things that can happen is bad 
things can happen.  Natural disaster, disease, and what 
insurance adjusters refer to as “acts of God” can happen to us 
and those we care for.   



So today I want to talk about what I think may be the deepest act 
of forgiveness and something I think we have been taught to shy 
away from, forgiving God.   
I have heard so many people refer to tragedy as God’s will, and if 
you recall in my first month as your pastor over two years ago I 
preached a whole sermon challenging the phrase, “Everything 
Happens for a Reason.”   
Bad things do happen in our world, and I honestly believe they 
are not the will of God.  This notion that bad things happen has 
been such a deep question of the Christian faith that in seminary 
as we train pastors we have a whole class on it.  It is called 
“Theodicy.”  I read a lot of books on the topic, and the topic 
really is asking the question of where is God in bad things of the 
world.   
If you were hoping I would say I figured it all out in the class, that 
we can end this sermon by tying it up with a nice bow, I 
apologize now.  That is not how this series will end. 
Before we dive into a deep and hard topic though, I want to talk 
about something a little more safe, dinner. 
Most of you don’t know this, but I am the primary cook in our 
house.  With our busy schedules a longtime value for Crystal and 
I has been making sure we cook meals for our family and eat 
together whenever we can.  I love to cook.  It is something that 
always ends with a conclusion. 
Now I don’t know how many times we have hit that day of the 
week we didn’t plan for.  Where you bought everything for meals, 
except for that one night.  I open the fridge and look inside and 
have to creatively work with what we have to make a meal.  I 
really do like those nights, because often I discover some 
combination of foods I would not have tried unless forced to.   



Sometimes it results in a recipe we keep on our regular menu for 
a while.  Other times it results in a pizza delivery. 
People can create beauty and joy and kindness, and we also 
have the amazing ability to do just the opposite too.   
Our world can do the same.  Our world is incredible.  Food grows 
out of the ground, the world we live in is a blessing and we are 
blessed by it.   
We also live in a world that is able to hurt us, and a world we 
struggle with.  We struggle because it does not seem kind or fair. 
 
At one point in writing this sermon I thought about calling it, “Life isn’t 
fair, get over it.”  However, I thought that was a little too on the nose. 
 
Some of you may know the story of Alexander Fleming.  If you don’t it 
goes this way.  He saw the awful death that happened in World War 1, 
not from guns or bullets, but from in infection.  All the deaths brought 
by infection concerned him greatly.   
 
In turn he began to search for a way to stop bacterial infections.  After 
years of trying and coming up short, the story goes that he went away 
for a few weeks and upon returning found several of his bacterial 
specimens were covered in a mold.  In fact in some accounts, Fleming 
almost threw these samples out.  However, he noticed the bacteria was 
almost completely eliminated on those specimens. After more 
experiments, in 1928, he discovered a mold called penicillin was wiping 
out the bacterial infection. 
 
After this it took more years for Fleming to distill the mold down to 
what they called “mold juice.”  Which I have from time to time found in 
my fridge.  Then they began testing it on animals and had success 
eliminating infection.   



 
It had not yet been tried on humans.  Then a man named Constable 
Albert Alexander developed spies after pricking himself while pruning 
roses in the garden of the police house in Wootton in Oxfordshire in 
1940.  After a severe bout with infection they got permission to try 
penicillin on the first human subject.  It began to work, but something 
happened they ran out of the mold juice.  Constable Alexander died, 
but the proof was there and penicillin would birth a series of drugs that 
would save lives the world over. 
 
Amazing story, but we all have to wonder why Constable Alexander had 
to die, and how did Fleming stumble onto the mold that became a 
miracle for so many. 
 
We turn to our gospel story for today.  Just before the passage the 
disciples actually suggest to Jesus not to return to where Lazarus is, 
because people are threatening to kill him.  Thomas who usually ducks 
the hard stuff, says they need to go even though it might be dangerous.  
The most human of the disciples says we need to go to a dangerous 
place because we are needed.  Curious. 
 
Then one sister challenges and compliments Jesus at the same time. 
Then the other sister does the same.  We know after this passage what 
happens to Lazarus, he rises.   
 
However, I ended our passage today where I did for a reason.  
Sometimes we focus on the resurrection miracle so much we miss our 
final passages for today.  Jesus’ variety of feelings, he feels it all.  Jesus 
knows what is next and what will happen, but he feels alongside his 
friends.  He knows the fear of death, and the sense of loss. 
 
It is a reminder that Jesus weeps with those who are weeping. 
 



When we are dealing with a  world in a mess, Jesus is there feeling that 
with us 
 
The Wisdom of the Scar #41 from Margaret Silf’s One Hundred More 
Wisdom Stories 
  (More explanation of this custom can be found at 
https://www.americamagazine.org/issue/604/columns/burns-
blessings-and-sacred-scars) 
 
• Respected member was grieving, son killed by another man. 
• “You will carry the wound of your grief for always.  But you will 

also heal with passage of time” 
o Suggest going to find a tree and marking that tree with a 

hatchet 
o Return each year 

• Did this and as the years went by he noticed the scar heal as the 
wound healed. 

• Returned to medicine man, I noticed I have healed as the tree has 
healed.  I have found compassion for other brothers and sisters, 
and even have begun to forgive the man who killed my son. 

• Let the scar on the tree be a reminder of your wounding, but also 
that you have been healed. 

 
 
…Flathead lake story…. 
 
 
 
People who stepped into my life…the places I could yell at God….the 
people who filled in the holes left by those who weren’t there 
anymore…when I look back I can see the plan God had for my life,  
 



I don’t know why bad things happen….Jesus never really answered…. 
 
No matter what has happened ….God is with us 
 
God loves us 
 
God is with us throughout it all…Whatever we have, whatever hurts we 
have, whatever it is…God is there with us and God feels it with us and 
hopes we can put it down…..Forgive….let it go…and keep letting it 
go…so we can move into the next steps with our God…Holy Spirit 
abides.  Jesus know how both beautiful and tragic the world can 
be….Jesus died so we could know how far God will go to share 
love…and in the end it all belongs to God…love, peace, hope and full 
living is in God…God is with you in all of this. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


