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January 15, 2017, 2nd Sunday after Epiphany 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus Christ takes away our sins.   

As we’ve entered the new year, I’ve tried to do a better job of keeping up with the news in the 

Madison Courier so that I don’t have 6 papers waiting for me on Saturday morning.  On 

Wednesday, a headline caught my eye.  It was about confessed but unrepentant 22-year-old 

murderer Dylann Roof.  Roof has been in the news for a lot lately.  In summer of 2015, this 

young man, raised in an ELCA Lutheran congregation, walked into a historically black church 

“Emanuel AME,” sat through an hour-long Bible study and killed 9 people as they opened their 

eyes from the closing prayer.  The headline on Wednesday’s paper came right after he received 

the death sentence:  

“Forgiving Church Shooter Doesn’t Mean Sparing His Life” 

Now as a pastor, I have a habit of taking everything theologically, but it seems to me that you 

don’t have to do too much theologizing to wonder about this statement.  What does forgiveness 

mean?  What is forgiveness?  Can you forgive someone and then kill him or her afterward?   

As people of God, we are about the business of forgiveness.  No one proved that more 

courageously than the families of the victims known as the Mother Emanuel 9.  It was such a 

powerful witness to the entire world when in 2015 and since then, so many of the family 

members fought racism, hatred, sin, and death with forgiveness.  According to the article, Felicia 

Sanders, unlike her aunt and son, “survived the shooting.  Roof spared her after hearing her pray 

loudly, saying she could go tell the rest of the world why he slaughtered black people in a 

church.  She offered forgiveness at Roof’s bond hearing.”   

Now this is a tough issue.  Even Sanders said she hopes Roof gets “a life term or death.”  I 

myself admit that I am no supporter of the death penalty, but you have to wonder, what kind of 

message does it send if someone who killed 9 in a church gets only a life-sentence while others 

die for lesser crimes?  You might ask, “is it the state’s job at all to forgive?”  Or as Melvin 

Graham, the brother of slain sister Cynthia Hurd says, “It’s hard to say a person should live when 

nine others died.”   

We should ask these questions.  With each other, around the water cooler, or at my favorite, Pub 

Faith.  But at heart, I think we as Christians need to ask, what does it mean to forgive?   

I think if we want to have a real conversation about forgiveness, we need to have a real 

conversation about sin. 

When we look at Dylann Roof, that’s easy.  He’s many things.  He’s a racist.  He’s a murderer.  

Some may even use the word “monster.”  But in the church, we can sum this all up into one 

word: he is a sinner.  With all the worldly titles we could give him, his fundamental relationship 

before God is that he’s a sinner.   

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=14


James E. Smith 

 

2 
 

We are all sinners.  Now before everyone jumps, I’m not equating everyone with the atrocities 

committed on June 17, 2015.  But before we feel too good about ourselves, we all need to ask 

where we really stand.  Go through the Ten Commandments.  Ask yourself: have you ever used 

the Lord’s name in vain or for your own gain?  Have you ever skipped church or gone through 

the motions or ignored the sermon?  Have you ever disrespected someone in authority over you?  

Have you ever failed to help someone in need of food or necessity?  Have you ever looked at a 

person who is not your spouse with lust?  Have you ever let a neighbor squander their property 

or money or come out on the better end of a deal?  Have you ever gossiped about your neighbor?  

Have you ever wanted something else that your neighbor has?  Have you ever trusted in 

something or someone other than God to provide for your basic wellbeing? 

If you’re tempted to answer yes to any of these, #1 congratulations: you have a heartbeat.  But 

#2: you’re a sinner.  We are all sinners.  Being a sinner is our fundamental relationship before 

God.  And for us as Christians, being a sinner means we don’t deserve eternal life, we don’t 

deserve to be spared.  That may sound like fire and brimstone, but it’s true.   

But here’s the Good News.  Jesus loves sinners.   

Last week, we heard the story of Jesus’s baptism.  We heard of the Spirit descending and the 

Father’s voice, “this is my Son, the beloved, with whom I am well pleased.”  A lot of people 

have asked, “why did Jesus have to be baptized?”  Because, as we know, unlike Dylann Roof, 

unlike all of us, Jesus may have been many things, but he certainly was not a sinner.  So why’d 

he have to be baptized? 

John the Baptist answers that question in this week’s text.  When John baptizes Jesus, he isn’t 

doing it so that he can take away Jesus’s sins.  He’s anointing Jesus with water and the Holy 

Spirit, so that the world will know that Jesus is the one who takes away all of our sins.   

“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  How does a lamb do that?  As 

my wife is pointing out in her sermon this week, it’s easy to picture a mighty “lion of Judah” 

defeating sin and death.  But a lamb?  What does a lamb have to offer?  They are smelly, they are 

sometimes thought of as being stupid, in Scripture they get lost; really about the best you can say 

for them is that they are gentle and warm and fuzzy.  What does any of that have to do with 

taking away the very real sin of the very real world? 

A few weeks ago, we met for choir.  And the children were playing with a stuffed lamb.  And 

somehow when we finished singing, at the end of choir, we looked at the altar, and on it, was the 

lamb. 

Behold: The Lamb of God.  Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world not by 

mighty acts of conquering, not by punishing evil with retribution, not by smiting sinners, but by 

being sacrificed.  The lamb whose blood over the doorposts in the Exodus spared the lives of the 

Israelites.  The lamb whose blood from the cross spares our lives from death to sin. 

Jesus knew the real power of sin.  He knew it on Calvary, and he knows it now.  He knows how 

cruel we can be, how greedy we can be, how self-centered we can be, how proud in and of 

ourselves we can be, how unforgiving we can be of our fellow sinners.  He even knows the sin 
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and evil that would lead to blood running in churches.  He knows how often and how deeply we 

sin.  And on the cross, on Good Friday, the lamb of God allowed himself to be slaughtered for 

us.  The one died that many may live.   

The sacrifice of the lamb of God changes our fundamental relationship before God.  We are still 

sinners, but we are sinners who Christ forgave, sinners who Christ died for, sinners who Christ 

loves.  That love is our new fundamental relationship before God. 

Jesus’s love is courageous and contagious.  For the families of the Mother Emanuel 9, it 

stretched their limits.  It took them to forgive someone a lot of us might have a big problem 

forgiving, someone who doesn’t appear to be repentant, who doesn’t even seem to feel the 

slightest regret.  Yet that forgiveness: unwarranted, unasked for, completely undeserved, is 

powerful.  We can see right now that the evil of Dylann Roof didn’t fail because no race war that 

he wanted materialized.  It didn’t fail because of the guilty verdict.  It didn’t even fail because of 

a death sentence.  It failed because a few brave people looked at him and said, “I forgive you.”  

That is the power of forgiveness.   

Jesus knows the power of forgiveness.  And it is open to all of us.  When sinners and all of us 

repent, we find not a wrathful lion, but a gentle lamb, whose blood is poured out for us week 

after week at his altar.  When we confess our sins, we hear not judgment, but the words spoken 

from the cross, “Father, forgive them.”  When we ask in a world where even church isn’t safe, 

“where is God?” we behold the lamb of God at our baptismal font offering to wash away all that 

stains our consciences, our lives, and our world.  And when we offer forgiveness to others, we 

cast our gaze once again upon the Lamb of God who slowly but surely takes the sin away from 

world.   

Because his life wasn’t spared, all of ours are.  Because he was sent to death, all of us are 

forgiven.  Because the lamb was sacrificed, all of us may feast at the eternal banquet.  And 

because he rose from the tomb, we too will rise from our graves, no longer soiled by our sin, but 

loved, forgiven, and washed in the blood of the lamb of God.  Amen.     

  


