
DIVINELY DISAPPOINTED
How Can I Forgive God?

Forgiven Series (Part 6)

Text: Mark 11:1-11; 15:1-1

When God Disappoints

The Bible says that on this Sunday, a vast crowd thronged in the streets of 
Jerusalem to greet the arrival of Jesus. “Many people spread their cloaks on 
the road, while others spread branches they had cut in the fields. 
Those who went ahead and those who followed shouted, "Hosanna!" 

"Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!" "Blessed is the 
coming kingdom of our father David!" "Hosanna in the highest!" (Mark 
11:9-10). 

But then, just a few days later, when the Roman governor Pilate has Jesus in his 
custody, and he asks the same crowd: "What shall I do, then, with the one 
YOU [have all hailed as] the king of the Jews?" "Crucify him!" they 

shouted.  "Why?  What crime has he committed?" asked Pilate. But 
they shouted all the louder, "Crucify him!!!" (Mark 15:12-14).  And thus, 
history records, they all eventually did.

How do you account for this?  What went wrong between this Palm Sunday 
and the coming Friday that could explain this radical swing in popular opinion?  
The only thing I can conclude from studying the facts is that this crowd 
expected one thing from Jesus, but they got another.  They expected him to be 
a political messiah who would free them from Roman rule.  But when he turned 
out to be far more interested in freedom of another kind, they became 
DIVINELY DISAPPOINTED.  While he was offering them forgiveness for pursuing 
their own way, they loved him.  But when he was pursuing his way – and it 
didn’t line up with their wants – they could not forgive him..

I think it is like that for some of us sometimes too.  At least it is for me.  
Sometimes, I am divinely disappointed with God – so much so that I find it 
hard to forgive Him.  I don’t mean that literally.  I am not so presumptuous as 
to feel that God needs to come to me and say, “I am sorry.  I repent of what 
I’ve done to you or allowed to happen to you.”  I know that if he is truly GOD 
then, by definition, he is free to enact or allow whatever he wishes and it is my 
job to somehow try to adjust to it, but I’m confessing to you that sometimes I 
find that hard.  I’m out there waving the palm branches for him, and then I 
find the things he does or doesn’t do very disappointing.  They make it hard for 
me to relate to God in a trusting, loving, or responsive way.  Even if I wouldn’t 
actually call for his crucifixion, I have to fight it not to say sometimes, “To heck 



with YOU!”  Do you understand this?  How do YOU forgive God?

Identify Truly God-Worthy Disappointments

It seems to me that the first step is to identify your truly God-worthy 
disappointments.  When I say “God-worthy,” I’m implying that there are certain 
things that don’t belong in the “Needs Forgiveness” category when it comes to 
God.  

“Unfrosted Cake,” comes to mind.  Sometimes we can be a bit like a third-
grader who gets upset that Johnny got the slice of birthday cake with that big 
gob of blue icing we wanted. We go through life disappointed that God didn’t 
give us all the gifts or blessings that someone else got. But I don’t really need 
to forgive God that I don’t have icing everywhere.  I might be smarter to 
express gratitude that I’ve got even a tiny slice of cake in a world where people 
starve for a crust of bread -– or that I was invited to the party at all.

I don’t think “Routine Wear and Tear,” requires forgiveness either.  Each year, 
vast numbers of people try to return items to the store because they didn’t hold 
up the way they expected. The item got chipped or scratched, stretched or 
broken, and now the purchaser is irritated.  The clerk has to explain that the 
Manufacturer is not responsible for routine wear and tear.  That’s true in a 
larger sense too. We do not need to forgive God for pains and losses that are a 
regular part of normal life. “In this world you will suffer,” said Jesus.

Similarly, it is not appropriate to question God about Self-Inflicted Wounds.  If 
I go through life ingesting the wrong things and then wind up with premature 
health problems, I have to take that problem off of my “Issues with God” list.  
If I keep losing jobs and relationships, then perhaps I need to spend less time 
angry with heaven and more time looking at my personality or asking for help 
with my blindspots.  If I’ve neglected to cultivate my knowledge and skills, it 
doesn’t make sense for me to be disappointed with God when my life is not all 
I’d like it to be.  The Bible says that we tend to reap what we sow.  I’d be 
better to focus on sowing wisely from now on and unclenching my fist toward 
God. 

But not all of life’s disappointments fall into these categories.  Some things 
happen that seem so unfair, so awful, or preventable that it becomes 
understandably difficult to keep shouting “Hosanna!” at God.  My uncle had 
four young daughters and a newly adopted baby boy.  He was a charming, 
charitable man with immense leadership gifts – the president of the Gates-
Learjet Company.  One day, he’s heading home for a family party.  The light at 
his intersection turns green, he pulls forward, and a car full of bank robbers 
fleeing the police runs the light and slams into him. The robbers sustain only 
minor injuries.  My uncle is decapitated, leaving his wife and kids weeping. 



Now, from my point of view, all it would have taken for God to stop this from 
happening was to let the shoelace on one of the bank robbers get untied 
sometime earlier that day so he was slowed down for a few seconds.  God 
could have just nudged a few electrons along a bit faster so that the light 
changed at a different moment.  It’s hard to get this kind of thing.

You understand this, right?  It’s the age-old question: Why do the wicked 
prosper and the righteous suffer?  Someone on a tobacco and scotch diet lives 
to be ninety while a health-nut mom dies at thirty-five of ovarian cancer.  Some 
teenager aborts her third baby while a couple over here can’t seem to sustain a 
pregnancy.  Some of us HATE God for running the universe this way. As Lew 
Smedes puts it, the path of forgiveness toward anyone looks like this: First we 
hurt.  Then we hate.  Then, if we keep reaching for it, we begin to heal.  

Believe in a Bigger Picture

One of the ways we try to heal ourselves in these situations is to believe in a 
bigger picture.  You’ve heard the analogies I’m sure. The tangled strings of 
tragedy you encounter now are but the backside of a tapestry of divine purpose 
so magnificent it will take your breath away when you get to see it one day.  
Or, remember that a surgeon must sometimes draw blood and inflict great pain 
to accomplish an ultimate healing. Or, as St. Paul famously writes: “We know 
that in all things God works for the good for those who love him, who 
have been called according to his purposes… Nothing [as in no 
tragedy or loss] will be able to separate us from the love of God that 
is ours in Christ Jesus” (Roms 8:28).

This is indeed the Bible’s affirmation.  We are wise to reach out with trembling 
hands to take hold of it, if we can.  But from where some of you – or those 
you love – are today, this assurance may not be enough.  It is not the message 
I would have led with when talking to my Aunt and cousins after that tragic car 
accident.  It’s not what I bring up when I talk to the teenager who has been 
diagnosed with a terminal illness or the parents whose innocent daughter has 
been ravaged by a molester.

Try to Imagine a Better Arrangement

In times when the “WHY GOD’S?” have been heaviest for me, it has sometimes 
helped me to try to try to imagine a better arrangement than the world that 
God has given me.  I want a world that has consistent physical laws.  I want life 
to be real and not wispy and for it all to function in somewhat predictable 
ways.  I love having this body that can feel the warmth of the sun or the trace 
of my wife’s fingertips.  And this is the world God has given me and you. But 
these same physical laws I value and this body that I love, will therefore also 
make me vulnerable to pain and even dying if the car I am in is struck by 
another, as my uncle’s was. 



I’ve also tried to imagine a world where those bank robbers were not morally 
free to make the choice to steal that money or run from the police.  But that 
arrangement would give me a life where the joy and growth that comes with 
choices was gone for all of us.  Suppose all of you had no choice but to walk 
out today and tell me how much you liked this message because God had 
designed your will in such a way that you always had to be nice.  Would I like 
that better?  Maybe for a few years, but I doubt it would improve my 
preaching!  On balance, I would rather have a world where real relationships 
were possible because of our freedom – even if that requires accepting that 
people can do heinous and hurtful things with their will.

I’ve come to believe that pleasure and pain, love and loss, hope and 
disappointment are inextricably bound together in the nature of this good 
world that God has given us – and I have not been able to imagine a better 
way for the world to work.  Even though it sometimes hurts to live here or die 
from here, some of us find the humility or the wisdom to forgive God for this.  
Even though it is hard, we choose to focus our mind and heart again on the 
amazing graces that meet us here so often.

Remember Where God Is

There is one further means I know of moving back toward God when you’ve 
had an experience that makes it hard to forgive him.  We get a hint of this in 
Elie Weisel’s true account of one particularly awful day in his tenure at the 
infamous death-camp, Auschwitz.  Weisel and others were forced to watch as a 
perverse kind of justice was being exacted on three prisoners – two of them 
adults and one just a child.  Listen to Elie’s own words…

“The three victims [were] mounted together onto chairs.  The three necks were 
placed at the same moment within the nooses… At a sign… the three chairs 
tipped over.  Total silence [settled] throughout the camp.  Then the march past 
began.  The two adults were no longer alive… But the third rope was still 
moving; being so light, the child was still alive.  For more than half an hour he 
stayed there, struggling between life and death, dying in slow agony under our 
eyes.  And we had to look him full in the face.  Behind me, I heard [a] man 
asking: ‘Where is God now?’ And I heard a voice within me answer him: ‘Where 
is He? Here He is – He is hanging here on this gallows.”

There is a mystery to what God allows – no less than the mystery of why 
human beings do what they do to one another.  But for those who recall 
Christ’s hot tears over the death of Lazarus or the sickness of Jerusalem… for 
those who can imagine how the Father of every human being must grieve over 
all his cruel or wayward children… for any of you who recall the three figures 
once strung up on crosses against an apparently careless sky, it is no longer a 
mystery as to where God is in the midst of our suffering, is it?  You know where 



He is when we hurt. He is in the noose with us; his heart is breaking and his 
blood is bleeding with us. 

As Lew Smedes wisely observes, it is always easier to forgive someone who you 
know has suffered as much as you have.  It is easier still to forgive one you 
know is suffering with you. If you want to move beyond hurting, beyond 
hating God, beyond where you are now and into a season of healing, then here 
is the fourth step: Remember where God is.  No matter what it feels like, He has 
been there. He IS there. He has not left you alone. 

To paraphrase Smedes in conclusion: “There is a difference between forgiving 
God and forgiving an enemy.  When you forgive your enemies, they may stay 
your enemies even after you forgive them.  When you forgive God, you may 
just live in the silence [sometimes].  You may just have to grope toward the 
goodness of life for awhile.  But this you can believe, where that Palm Sunday 
crowd somehow could not: In spite of all your disappointment and as Maundy 
Thursday and Good Friday and Easter morning will show you – Jesus is your 
friend.”  
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 As told in Lewis B. Smedes, Forgive and Forget, pp.86-87.
 Ibid, pp. 91-92.


