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When I was a youth pastor, one of the highlights of our year was our summer missions camp. 

One year was particularly memorable because of what happened to my three high school girls 

who went. We always stayed in dorms at a college campus, and since they were the only three 

high school girls who went, they got to stay together in one room with their adult leader. We 

hadn't even left the parking lot to drive from Missouri to South Carolina yet when they all three 

came bounding up to me to show me their craft kit - I think they had an entire suitcase full of 

papers, stamps, markers, scissors and probably a bunch of other stuff I've never heard of. They 

announced excitedly that they were going to make signs for their door.  

 

It was a beautiful moment - they were so excited to be taking this trip together, to be sharing this 

week, that they wanted to mark it, to celebrate it. Once we got to the University and the dorms, 

they fled immediately to their room to make their signs. When we all met up again for dinner, 

they were glowing, so proud of the  time they'd put into their signs.  

 

But that all changed the next morning, when they showed up to breakfast in tears. Apparently 

that night, some girls from another group had destroyed their signs. They'd spit on them, torn 

them up and completely trashed them.  

 

Needless to say, the girls were devastated. Because of course it wasn't just about the individual 

pieces of paper covered in marker and paste. It wasn't that they were afraid they couldn't find 

the right room without their signs. It was because those signs represented bits of themselves 

they'd put into making them. Their friendship. Their enthusiasm about camp.  

 

And all of that had been spit on and reduced to shreds. By girls down the hall for no reason 

other than cruelty and spite.  

 

We've all been in that place before, where we've had our humanity stripped away from us, spat 

on and shredded. Sometimes it's physical - an abuse or assault. Other times it's more subtle - a 

cutting word, a pattern of diminishing, an instance of bullying.  

 

[Slide 1 and 2: 2-part graphic: fight vs. flight, then Forgiveness appears as a third way forward] 

But you remember how you feel - we're coded to react to attacks in one of two ways: Fight or 

Flight. Some of us start to breathe faster, feel our blood start pounding and clench our hands 

into fists. We're fighters. Others of us withdraw, shrink inward, hope we can escape or endure 

until the abuse stops. We're flighters.  

 

And probably a good number of us are stuck in the middle, like those three girls. They wanted to 

fight back, but weren't sure who did it (and to be honest, none of them were that scrappy). They 

were willing to just forget it and make new signs, but they were pretty sure it would happen 

again. And they couldn't leave - it was the beginning of a whole week. They were stuck 

 

Have you ever been there? I have. I bet you have too. So if you know what I'm talking about, if 

you've been where those girls were, if you're there now, here's the good news today: in the face 

of violence, in the face of abuse of any kind - physical, mental, emotional, spiritual - in the face 
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of injustice, the way of the Church, the way to healing and wholeness is forgiveness. In fact, the 

people of Jesus ought to be known for a bold, creative, insistent forgiveness.  

 

Forgiveness is the way forward.  

 

I know I just made all the Fighters mad. Because saying "Forgiveness is the way forward" 

sounds like I'm advocating for Flight. Forgiveness sounds like we just curl up in a ball on the 

ground, play possum and hope they quit kicking us sooner rather than later.  

 

And that just doesn't sound right. How can letting injustice occur be right? Sometimes we don't 

have a choice - the abuser is stronger. But especially when we can fight back, how can just 

taking it be the right call?  

 

[Scripture Slide 1] That sentiment is exactly what the original audience of the Revelation felt. If 

you have a bible, turn with me to Revelation 5. This book is a letter written to a group of 

churches in seven major cities in the Roman province of Asia (modern-day Turkey) about 60 

years after Jesus' resurrection. They're on the fringes of where Christianity has spread so far, 

and the Roman Empire is particularly strong in Asia. These seven churches are all struggling 

with how to be faithful in a faithless culture. At least one Christian in Asia has been killed for his 

faith. Several of the churches are facing economic hardships because they won't worship at the 

pagan temples anymore. God's people are suffering. So one of the book's big questions is, "If 

God is God, then why are things on Earth so hard for God's people?" And the book answers 

with a fresh revelation of Jesus. Jesus is saying, Look to me. If you want to know the way to life, 

you need to see me for who I really am.  

 

The first part of the book is seven letters, one to each of the churches. We're in the next section, 

where the author, a prophet named John, receives a prophetic vision. In Chapter 4, he's taken 

to the Throne room of God in Heaven so he can see what's going on behind the scenes. 

There’s a lot of symbolism here, but essentially, John is met with an amazing spectacle: all of 

creation is worshiping God, the one who sits on the Throne.  

 

Chapter 4 is John just looking around this amazing throne room. But chapter 5 is where things 

get interesting. John suddenly notices that God is holding a scroll - like an ancient king 

preparing to make a proclamation. And this is exactly what the seven churches have been 

waiting for. For God, the king of the universe to make his will known, to decree an end to 

injustice, to right the wrongs, to stop the abusers, to heal the broken.  

 

Just one problem though... let's read together, beginning in verse 4: 

 

[Pay attention to v6. It needs to be reworded to match this text (which matches the Greek)] Then 

I began to weep bitterly because no one was found worthy to open the scroll and read it. But 

one of the twenty-four elders said to me, “Stop weeping! Look, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the 

heir to David’s throne, has won the victory. He is worthy to open the scroll and its seven seals.” -

- Revelation 5:4-5 
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No one is found worthy to open the scroll and read it. No one can enact God's will on the Earth. 

No one is worthy to put an end to injustice. In theological terms, we call this Sin. Sin separates 

us from God. Sin is what we call all the ways Earth is not like Heaven. John weeps because no 

one is worthy. Injustice and oppression will continue.  

 

[Slide 3:  The Lion can do it] But no sooner has John begun to weep than he is silenced, 

because "The Lion of the tribe of Judah has won the victory! He is worthy to open the scroll!" 

 

The Lion of the tribe of Judah has come conquering! Now we're talking. Who's going to end 

injustice? The Lion. Who has conquered evil, suffering, death? The Lion. Who is putting an end 

to injustice and oppression? The Lion.  

 

Can you imagine that original audience, listening to this letter being read for the first time, swept 

up into the divine throne room with John, so desperate for justice, for an end to suffering who 

now hear this? This finally is that ferocious God of the Scriptures they've always read about. 

The God who cast Pharaoh into the Red Sea, the God who smashed Midian and the Amalakites 

and the Philistines. Can you imagine them leaning forward, anxious for the lion to appear on the 

scene, anxious to see what this Lion of a God will do next? Let's find out. 

 

Then I saw, standing between the throne and the four living beings and among the twenty-four 

elders, a Lamb that looked as if it had been slaughtered... He stepped forward and took the 

scroll from the right hand of the one sitting on the throne. And when he took the scroll, the four 

living beings and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp, and 

they held gold bowls filled with incense, which are the prayers of God’s people. -- Revelation 

5:6-8 

 

[Slide 4:  Lamb?] Instead of a lion, we see a lamb. And not just any lamb, a slaughtered lamb. A 

lamb that's been sacrificed. Has there been a mistake? It doesn't seem so. The Lamb takes the 

scroll - he is the one who is worthy. This is the revelation of Jesus in this section of Revelation. 

Jesus is the Lion of Judah who is actually the slaughtered Lamb - John's way of referencing his 

crucifixion. Jesus is the one who has conquered Sin. Jesus is the one worthy to enact God's 

will.  

 

So Jesus takes the scroll, and before anything else can happen, all creation bows down to 

worship the Lamb. This is what they expected. In fact, they erupt into song:  

 

And they sang a new song with these words: 

 

“You are worthy to take the scroll and break its seals and open it. 

For you were slaughtered, and your blood has ransomed people for God from every tribe and 

language and people and nation. And you have caused them to become a Kingdom of priests 

for our God. And they will reign on the earth.”  
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Then I looked again, and I heard the voices of thousands and millions of angels around the 

throne and of the living beings and the elders. And they sang in a mighty chorus: 

 

“Worthy is the Lamb who was slaughtered— to receive power and riches and wisdom and 

strength and honor and glory and blessing.” 

 

And then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea. 

They sang: 

 

“Blessing and honor and glory and power belong to the one sitting on the throne and to the 

Lamb forever and ever.” 

 

And the four living beings said, “Amen!” And the twenty-four elders fell down and worshiped the 

Lamb. -- Revelation 5:9-14 

 

Worthy is the Lamb to receive power and riches and wisdom and strength and honor and glory 

and blessing. Has a Lion ever fought for anything else? Friends, these are what we bite and 

claw and scratch for. These are what we worry about not having enough of, what we're 

consumed by. What our world teaches us we have to fight for, what others try to take from us.  

 

And yet the Lamb is given these by the one seated on the throne. Why? You are worthy to take 

the scroll because you were slaughtered. Not 'Hey Jesus! Good job on the whole Lion stuff. Had 

a little hiccup when you got killed, but you got that sorted and got back to the lion stuff just in 

time!" 

 

No, the Lion of Judah conquers by dying. God is the slaughtered lamb, the one who wins by 

dying. And it is this very willingness to die, to sacrifice himself, that makes him worthy to receive 

everything we spend so much energy fighting to take.  

 

Here's where we want to push back, to say, Sure that worked for Jesus but he's God. And 

besides, the crucifixion was a one-time thing. It's not realistic to be slaughtered lambs in our 

world. Forgiveness doesn't work like that in most situations.  

 

But forgiveness does work - especially when we refuse to equate forgiveness with passivity. 

When we realize that forgiveness takes as much work as fighting back, it's just a different kind 

of work. A work that leads beyond just the internal act of forgiveness toward the outward act of 

reconciliation. Let's see what living as a slaughtered lamb looks like.  

 

[Scripture Slide 2] Turn with me to John 21. This is one of Jesus' post-resurrection 

appearances. Several of the disciples have returned to fishing (which is what they did before 

Jesus called them). So they're out in their boats when Jesus appears on the shore and makes 

them breakfast.  
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Peter is one of the disciples fishing, and so far, in all the times Jesus has appeared to the 

disciples, he hasn’t addressed the elephant in the room: After Jesus was arrested, Peter denied 

he’d ever even heard of Jesus. Peter betrayed Jesus, and Jesus hasn’t mentioned it. You ever 

been there? Waiting for the other person to bring it up? Hoping maybe they forgot or 

something? 

 

Peter's best-case scenario is that Jesus just won't mention it. All through breakfast, things seem 

to be going fine. No one mentions it. But Jesus is not content to ignore this injustice - betrayal at 

the hands of a friend. Let's read how he addresses it, beginning in verse 15: 

 

After breakfast Jesus asked Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than 

these?” 

“Yes, Lord,” Peter replied, “you know I love you.” 

“Then feed my lambs,” Jesus told him. 

 

Jesus repeated the question: “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 

“Yes, Lord,” Peter said, “you know I love you.” 

“Then take care of my sheep,” Jesus said. 

 

A third time he asked him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 

Peter was hurt that Jesus asked the question a third time. He said, “Lord, you know everything. 

You know that I love you.” 

Jesus said, “Then feed my sheep.” --John 21:15-17 

 

At first, it seems an innocent question: Peter, do you love me? But then Jesus asks again, and 

then asks a third time. And when he asks the third time, Peter realizes Jesus is addressing his 

three-fold denial. Three confessions of love, one for each of Peter's betrayals.  

 

But note how gentle Jesus' rebuke is. He doesn't accuse Peter. He doesn't shame him or blame 

him or ask why. Because Jesus has already forgiven Peter, he's not interested in whys and 

getting even. He only cares for the relationship to be restored. And their relationship can't be 

restored unless the wrong is addressed.  

 

So he creatively and kindly addresses the issue with Peter and then charges Peter, "Feed my 

lambs." Take care of my people, Peter. Shepherd them as I have shepherded them.  

 

Friends, this is what slaughtered-lamb living looks like. It's forgiveness and reconciliation. 

Forgiveness is internal - it's refusing to be controlled by what someone else did to you. Jesus 

could've been angry with Peter. He could've been bitter, condemning, held a grudge and frankly 

not many of us would've held it against him. But Jesus refused to be controlled by Peter's 

failure. He forgave Peter, and that forgiveness freed him to seek reconciliation.  

 

Reconciliation is the other side of forgiveness, it's the external manifestation. When we have 

forgiven, we're free to seek bold, creative, kind paths to restore relationships. Like Jesus did 
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with Peter. He named Peter's sin without shaming, condemning or blaming. In fact, he named 

Peter's sin in a way that called Peter forward. 

 

That's what slaughtered Lamb living looks like. 

 

So often we hear "forgive and forget." But that's not good, it's not healthy. And in cases of 

abuse, it's down-right dangerous. Jesus shows us that to move forward, we have to be willing to 

tell the truth about what was done to us. Forgiveness is honest. 

 

Forgiveness is also humble - especially if like me, you're not Jesus.  In their relationship, Peter 

was clearly in the wrong and Jesus in the right. In our relationships, it's not so clear. We are all 

usually partly to blame for a failure in a relationship, so it's good to approach reconciliation with 

a good dose of humility to pair with our honesty.   

 

Reconciliation is difficult. It requires courage. Creativity. Honesty. Wisdom. Hope. But it is the 

way of Jesus. It's what living like a slaughtered lamb looks like.  

 

That's what I told my teen girls as they wept over their destroyed signs. I knew they couldn't 

fight back like lions - not when they didn't even know for sure who did it. And they didn't want to 

just roll over and take it. The event had already soured their trip and it was only beginning.  

 

So we got creative. The girls made new signs for their door, but these were a little funnier. They 

created signs that had lines to be torn so you could make paper dolls. One had a bullseye on it 

with different points for how well you aimed your spit. For about 45 minutes, the girls laughed 

together as they made their new signs, coming up with more and more creative designs. And in 

that time, their grief fell away. The cloud that had hung over their heads turned to joy.  

 

And then the next day, they showed up at breakfast - this time beaming rather than crying. They 

said that an adult from another church had thought their new signs were very inappropriate. She 

had banged on the girls' door and demanded an explanation. When the girls told her everything 

that had happened, the adult's face went tight. She excused herself, marched down the hall, 

and dragged two of her girls back by their ears. Forced them to apologize to my girls, who kindly 

and graciously accepted their apologies.  

 

They didn't become friends with the girls down the hall, but that's how reconciliation goes 

sometimes. Sometimes Peter repents, and sometimes he doesn't. What mattered for the girls 

was that forgiveness had won the day, that they were not ruled by fear, by anger. They turned 

something ugly into something beautiful by refusing to hold onto the hurt done to them.  

 

Friends, this is what slaughtered-lamb life looks like. As a Church, we choose how we respond 

to injustice. We can be angry. We can fight back. We can cower and hide. But these are not the 

way of Jesus. To belong to him is to follow him, to allow him to name our sins and our betrayals 

so that we might find life in him.  
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We can be a place of forgiveness, where we are not ruled by hurts, by fear and anger. We can 

be a place of reconciliation, a place where broken relationships are healed, a source of justice 

of our community.  

 

Communion Set-Up 

[Communion Slide] That journey begins for us at the communion table.  

Partaking in communion is practicing being a slaughtered lamb. We remember Christ’s sacrifice, 

we enact Christ’s sacrifice, so we can live like Christ and be slaughtered lambs that know how 

to forgive. 

 

Examen 

1. Where am I harboring unforgiveness?  

2. What does it look like for me to forgive this week? 

3. What relationships in my life need reconciliation?  

4. What creative, bold steps can I take toward reconciliation this week?  

 


