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4th Sunday after Pentecost “Living in Forgiveness” 1 Cor 6 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

 

In our Epistle lesson, 2 Corinthians 6, Paul says: Working together with God, then, 

we appeal to you not to receive the grace of God in vain. For He says,  

“In a favorable time, I listened to you, and in a day of salvation I have 

helped you.” -Isaiah 49:8 

Behold, now is the favorable time; behold now is the day of salvation! 

This text follows on the heels of the well-known “glorious exchange” passage at 

the end of chapter 5, where we hear, Therefore, as one trespass led to 

condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and 

life for all men. For as by the one man's disobedience the many were made 

sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be made righteous. 

God made the One who knew no sin to be sin for us. The Immortal One dies for us 

because He identifies with us and our sin; the King takes the role of a servant so 

that his servants can be kings. All of this happened at “the acceptable time,” the 

right time, the time most favorable to accomplish our salvation.  

The perfect grace of God confronts the shattered, broken realities of our lives. 

God’s grace should simply answer all the questions. But we struggle to hear that. 

We want control and we want to be thought of as good people. We have nothing 

remotely like God’s grace to compare it to. We are immersed in a world of 

economics and relationships which are not gracious. We need to learn to believe 

that God truly is gracious to us. That, in itself takes grace and faith, given freely.  

It is hard for us to be forgiven or at least to accept that we are forgiven. It means 

that we have to admit we’ve done something wrong, and we chafe at that fact. 

We wish we did not need forgiveness. But we do. 



2 
 

 

Often the only time we really are willing to admit our need is when we have done 

something egregiously wrong, so wrong, we cannot believe that someone could 

forgive us. Because we have asserted our righteousness so many times, we have 

not cultivated the ability to believe that we are forgiven.  

And being forgiven does not always feel good, although it can and should, nor 

does it mean that our problems are all gone. We face a lot of challenges in our 

own behaviors, our families, our communities, even right in our own church. It’s 

enough to make anyone weary.  

Paul describes his own ministry in those terms. He puts no obstacle in the way, 

quite to the contrary he runs all over the world, suffers all sorts of deprivation, is 

ridiculed and persecuted, because he is a servant too, a man who once was 

forgiven by Jesus personally on a road to Damascus. That was a hard one for Paul 

to take as well; it was 14 long years before Paul went on that first missionary 

journey. That was a long time to think about what Jesus said on the road in that 

flash of blinding light.  

It is the last paragraph that intrigues me. The word Paul uses for “speaking freely” 

here is interesting. It literally means to open wide or freely. This is the same word 

that gets used when a dumb man’s tongue is loosed, or a deaf man’s ears are 

“opened” in Jesus ministry. Does Paul mean that he was a mute before and now 

Jesus has healed him? Was his heart blind and deaf? Is that an image we might 

use to describe what God has done to us too? By nature, are we bean-counting, 

score-keeping, account-settling people whose tongues must be loosed by God to 

speak another language, the language of forgiveness which knows no scores kept, 

doesn’t care how many beans are in my pile or yours and which finds all accounts 

settled in Christ?  

When Paul says “our heart is wide open” he also chooses an interesting word that 

can also mean “enlarged.” An enlarged heart usually means a diseased organ, but 

in this case, it seems to suggest that Paul’s heart has been made big, big enough 

for them. Latin had a wonderful similar word which has come to us in English: 

Magnanimous – literally “big spirited.”  
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They had hurt him terribly. Paul had fled from them in anger and written a ‘harsh’ 

letter to them and said some things he did not want to say. But now, Paul asserts 

that his heart is big, enlarged by the love of God. They have a place there too.  

This is then contrasted with the word he uses in verse 12 which is the word for 

narrowing and constricting. The word for affections is the regularly used word to 

describe Jesus when he feels compassion such as in Mark 6:34 and elsewhere. 

This is the deep-seated emotions, the “gut” feeling which so moves Jesus to his 

acts of charity, and which Paul is suggesting that the Corinthians have constricted. 

So he is saying their love is constipated, literally, and it is making them sick.  

If you have spent any time in life, you know what Paul is talking about here. We 

have all known people who just cannot accept the fact that their misdeeds of the 

past have been forgiven. They always show up again in conversation, they 

constantly beat themselves up for what God has already forgiven. Some of you 

may still be doing that. In Gen. 50. Joseph’s brothers come and appeal for 

forgiveness years after he has already forgiven them. The Bible records that 

Joseph wept when heard his brothers begging for mercy. The mercy and love he 

has shown them for years had fallen on deaf ears.  

C.S. Lewis said: Everyone says forgiveness is a wonderful idea, until they have 

something horrible to forgive, like in times of war or crimes like mass shootings or 

serial killings. And then the mention of the subject at all is to be greeted with 

howls of anger. It is not that people think this too high or difficult a virtue; it is 

that they think it hateful and contemptible. That sort of talk makes them sick, 

they say. And many of you may already want to ask me, “I wonder how you would 

feel about forgiving the Gestapo if you were Pole or a Jew?” 

So do I. I wonder very much. Just like when Christianity tells me that I must not 

deny my religion even to save myself from death by torture. I wonder very much 

what I would do when it came to that point. But this is Christianity. I did not 

invent it. And right there in the middle of it, I find the words, “Forgive us our sins 

as we forgive those who sin against us.” How do we do this? 
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I think if we really want to learn to forgive, we best start with something easier 

than the Gestapo, or serial killers. We might start with forgiving our spouses or 

parents or children. That will probably keep us busy for a while. 

Secondly, we might want to learn what loving our neighbor as ourself means. We 

have to love him as we love ourselves. Well, how do we love ourselves? Well, I 

don’t know about you, but I don’t always feel that fond of myself. I don’t always 

enjoy my own company. So, apparently “Love your neighbor does not mean “feel 

fond of him.” We should have figured that out before, because you cannot feel 

fond of someone simply by trying.  

Do I think well of myself? Am I nice? Well, sometimes I do (and those may be my 

worst moments), but that is not why I love myself. In fact, it is the other way 

around: my self-love makes me think myself nice, but thinking myself nice is not 

why I love myself. So loving my enemies does not apparently mean thinking them 

nice either. This is a great relief. For a good many people imagine that forgiving 

your enemies means believing they are not such bad people after all, when it is 

quite clear they are.  

Let’s go a step further. In our most clear-sighted moments, not only do we not 

think ourselves nice, but we know that we are quite the opposite. We can look at 

certain moments in our lives with revulsion and regret. So apparently, we are also 

allowed to loathe and hate some of the things our enemies do. And then we get 

to the old saying many of us have heard: hate the sin but not the sinner. 

For a long time I used to think that to be a silly, hair-splitting distinction. How can 

we hate the things someone does and not hate the person who does them? But 

eventually it occurred to me that there was one man to whom I had been doing 

this all my life – namely myself. However much I might hate my own cowardly 

actions, or conceit, selfishness or greed, I went on loving myself. Not a problem. 

In fact, the very reason I hated some of the things I did, was that I loved myself. I 

was sorry to find I was the sort of man who did those things. Consequently, 

Christianity does not want us to reduce by one iota the hatred we feel for 

cowardice, conceit, greed, or cruelty. We ought to hate them.  
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But God wants us to hate those things in the same way we hate them in 

ourselves: being sorry that the man should have done such things, and hoping, if 

it is anyway possible, that somehow, sometime, somewhere, he can be cured and 

made clean again. 

Only Jesus can know the timing of a person’s seasons and what’s stirring around 

in the deep places of their hearts. Only Jesus can continue to wrestle, and 

unsettle, and mess with people even when there is no one else around. Only Jesus 

can cause the seed we sow of gentle truth, or longed for grace to germinate at 

just the right moment, at a favorable time. 

Jesus is on a mission to redeem and restore human lives to the Kingdom of His 

Father. This is what He does. And you can count on this: He is already on the 

move, already doing the heavy lifting of preparing human hearts for the Good 

News…already working, stirring, whispering, and sometimes shouting to people in 

all our neighborhoods. He wants them to turn their eyes and hearts toward His 

Father who is ready to receive them and adopt them as His children. 

In summary, God is gracious and forgives us even when we have had a hard time 

believing His words. He is persistent and loving even when we have pushed Him 

away in disbelief and pride. Now, God works through us and the whole of our 

lives, not only the good but also the difficult parts of our lives. They are all 

opportunities for Christ to turn us into conduits for His grace to all people in our 

lives. These are the times Jesus is messing with us. It is where He invites us to join 

Him in His mission. “Open your eyes!” He says. See where my forgiveness, grace 

and love can be applied in the lives of people. That life of grace and forgiveness is 

good and delights in what God has done and is doing on this day through us. 

Be ready to see what Jesus is up to in your neighborhood, wherever you live, play, 

work, shop, exercise or pray. Open your eyes and hearts! Freely forgive as you 

have been freely forgiven. And join Jesus on His mission. 

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


