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In his collection of Eighteen Upbuilding Discourses, Soren Kierkegaard wrote that, “Just as one 

by faith believes the unseen into what is seen, so the one who loves by forgiveness believes away 

what is seen.  Both are faith.  Blessed is the believer; he believes what he cannot see; blessed is 

the one who loves, he believes away that which he indeed can see.” 

 

Today we’re into week three of our series on forgiveness.  A word we use so often, an act with 

which we struggle at times, and a concept that we don’t always examine for the breadth and 

depths of what’s involved therein.  Last week, we confronted one of the difficult sides of 

forgiveness – one of two we will encounter in this series (the other we’ll tackle on Good Friday).  

We explored the fundamental truth that forgiveness, at its core, is an act of judgment – a verdict 

of our own wayward lives and choices that have necessitated that forgiveness in the first place.  

It was after the service, however, that I was truly taken by the words of one of our members who 

turned to me and said, ‘I’ve never been so humble, and yet so happy, at the same time!’  It was 

such a perfect encapsulation of the heart and spirit of those reflections.  We can’t help but be 

humbled in the face of forgiveness.  If we need forgiveness, it means we did something that calls 

for it, and that is a humbling reality to embrace.  We also can’t help but be happy in the face of 

forgiveness, however, because, as Kierkegaard points out, forgiveness means we’re loved! 

 

Speaking honestly, I was fairly reluctant to use the story of the prodigal son this morning.  We 

seem to come to this story so often in church life, and we know it so well that it begins to feel 

painfully familiar, if not altogether redundant, to return to it again.  No matter how hard I tried, 

however, I simply couldn’t get away from how the son’s return to his father plays out in this 

story, and what it says about the heart of what it means to forgive. 

 

We know the story.  The younger son, having been granted his portion of the inheritance, runs 

off and squanders it in what the NRSV calls ‘dissolute living.’  With every penny gone and a 

famine overtaking the region, the young man in the parable hires himself out as a servant, 

feeding the pigs for a local citizen.  He has no food, no money, no friends, no help – he is 

completely and utterly forlorn.  In this destitute and hopeless state, he thinks to himself, in fact, 

the NRSV translates the phrase to say, “When he came to senses…he said, ‘How many of my 

father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger!  I will get up 
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and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 

I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.”’” 

 

It’s here that I really want us to take note of this young man’s experience.  I love the NRSV’s 

translation, “When he came to his senses…”  There’s a sense of a wake-up call here.  He finally 

realized what an idiot he had been – he finally understood what stupid things he had done – he 

finally realized how far he had strayed from the countless blessings he had been given – and he 

finally came to his senses.  In doing so, however, he awoke to a greater understanding of his own 

shortcomings – he not only understood how much better his life had been (and could be) at home 

with his father, but he realized that he no longer had any right to that life, or to those privileges.   

 

This is a detail of this story that I think we miss far too often.  We focus on the son’s errors… we 

rejoice in the father’s forgiveness… I have delved into the pride of the son in years past….  but 

so often we miss out on that moment that the younger son proclaims, “Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one 

of your hired hands.” 

 

I am amazed at how frequently I come across moments in pastoral relationships in which people 

get to precisely this point – at which someone feels as though they’ve crossed that line into the 

unforgiveable.  We came upon this issue not all that long ago, and some of you may recall that I 

contend that there is no Biblical justification for a hierarchy of sins.  But still, we tend to 

approach it that way.  It seems common sense, to us, that murder is a bigger sin than slapping 

someone – that adultery is a greater sin than lust we have not acted upon – that spousal abuse is a 

more serious sin than dishonoring a parent.  We have this understandable tendency, based on our 

moral constructs, to place sin on a scale.  We have the little sins (speeding, not returning the 

extra dollar in change we were given at the store), the larger sins (the pre-teen who steals candy 

from a store, failing to leave a note on the car we dented in the grocery store parking lot), and 

then we have the great sins (adultery, murder, abuse).  Most of us, whether we articulate it or not, 

tend to view sin on a scale of this sort.   

 

The reality, however, is that the notion of a hierarchy of sins is a human one, not a scriptural one.  

In Jesus’ preaching and teaching, sin is sin.  For Jesus, people are sinful, and people are in need 

of forgiveness, but there is no distinction between one person’s sinfulness and another’s.  In 

scripture, sin is sin, grace is grace, and forgiveness is forgiveness.  In Matthew 12 Jesus says 

that, “People will be forgiven for every sin and blasphemy, but blasphemy against the Spirit will 

not be forgiven.”  The meaning of the second half of this statement is for another sermon at 

another time – but we need to note that Jesus stated, unequivocally, that, “People will be 

forgiven for every sin and blasphemy.”  Not, every sin except the big ones.  Not, every sin except 

the ones that hurt other people.  Not, every sin except the ones that are really bad.  “People will 

be forgiven for every sin!”  In that passage we shared from Matthew, Jesus did not distinguish 

between adultery and lust, or murder and violence – in fact, he equated them.   

 

Now, there is an entirely different conversation to be had about the harm that sin brings and the 

clear differences in the impact of some misdeeds over others.  When we look to scripture, 

however, we see that sin is sin, and forgiveness is powerful enough to overcome all sin.  

Remember those words of Paul to which I often refer in Romans 8.   
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Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will affliction or distress or persecution 

or famine or nakedness or peril or sword?... 

 

37 No, in all these things we are more than victorious through him who loved us. 38 

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 

present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in 

all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

(Romans 8: 35, 37-39) 

 

I can’t tell you the number of times I have encountered people in that same state as the Prodigal 

in Jesus’ story – convinced that God forgives, but equally convinced that there is no way that 

God could forgive this thing that they have done.  Jesus reminds us, however, that sin is sin – and 

Paul reminds us that God’s love is God’s love, and that nothing can separate us from that love! 

 

I think it’s what happens next in that story of the prodigal that really brings this all to life.  

Convinced that he is unworthy of his father’s love, but assured that he’d be better off living as 

one of his hired hands, that younger son crawls back to his father with his rehearsed confession.  

What’s key to note, however, is that his father never as much responds to that confession.  His 

son doesn’t even get to that confession before his father enfolds him in his loving embrace, and 

the father doesn’t even acknowledge the apology before he calls out to his servants to prepare the 

celebration of his son’s return.   

 

“Just as one by faith believes the unseen into what is seen, so the one who loves by forgiveness 

believes away what is seen.  Both are faith.  Blessed is the believer; he believes what he cannot 

see; blessed is the one who loves, he believes away that which he indeed can see.” 

 

Forgiveness, at its heart, is a decision that one’s love for another outweighs the harm they have 

done or offense they have created.  In that prodigal story, that father’s love for his son trumped 

every bad decision the young man had made, and the son’s humility and contrition was met with 

the unmistakable love of his father manifested in the unconditional forgiveness that was offered.   

 

If, “Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 

powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us 

from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord,”  How can we possibly believe that we can?  To 

love is to forgive… to forgive is to love… and God’s love for us – God’s love for us in spite of 

all that we talked about last week – is so great that our return is forever and always met with 

rejoicing and forgiveness, no matter what we’ve done. 

 

“Just as one by faith believes the unseen into what is seen, so the one who loves by forgiveness 

believes away what is seen.”  There was a humbling nature to our message, last week, as we 

reflected on the unavoidable truth that forgiveness means we did something to necessitate it.  The 

joy that was the salve to that humility, however, was coming to the table in conclusion as we 

were reminded of exactly that which we echo today.  There are ways, most certainly, that we are 

that son – heartily enfolded in the embrace of our God whose love is so strong that it believes 

what has been seen.  The challenge of this series, however, is that Paul reminds us, in those 

words to the Colossians, that we are forgive, as God has forgiven us.  (Colossians 3:13)  So, as 
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we rejoicing in the gift of being the child, the one whose sins are believed away by the love of 

God, I think we are compelled to ask ourselves where we might be the father, whose love for the 

other believes away the wrongs that have been done to us. 
 

 


