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Chapter 11 

Can Sinners Trust? 

 

In the end, there are two major obstacles to trusting in God, and I don’t know which is 

worse. The first is the experience of being let down by God and feeling abandoned or 

misused. The second is having offended God and feeling that there is no way you can 

trust him again—not because of what he has done, but because of what you have done. 

 It is said that the devil has a very simple approach to driving us away from God. 

It is a two-part strategy that seems to work quite well, so he seldom varies it. First, he 

induces us to sin, making evil look fun, cool, pleasurable, and no big deal. Next, once he 

has gotten us to fall, he plays the part of the accuser, pointing his finger at us and 

screaming how terrible and unworthy we are, trying to make us despair of ever being 

saved. It is this second part of the diabolic strategy that I would like to look at now. 

 When we fail God in little or big ways, we know that something has changed 

between us. We don’t have the same confidence, the same familiarity, or the same 

spontaneity in our relationship. But this doesn’t come from God; it comes from us. Like 

Adam and Eve, who, after sinning, ―realized that they were naked‖ (Gen. 3:7 GOD’S 

WORD) and felt ashamed before God, our sin makes us self-conscious and less 

spontaneous in our dealings with him. Where things were once natural and warm, 

suspicion and restlessness set in. 

 I think this is due, in part, to our self-projection onto God of what we expect him 

to feel. We imagine that on approaching him we will find him cold, angry, and annoyed 

with us. Even if we sincerely believe in his forgiveness, we may find it harder to believe 

he can truly forget. Like a married couple where one of the spouses has been unfaithful, 

we assume there will always be an underlying tension, an unspoken loss of intimacy. 
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 Yet our Christian faith assures us that this is not the case. God loves us even in 

our sin, while we are sinning. He doesn’t need a ―cool-down time‖ to overcome his 

initial wrath to be able to look at us again. God never retracts his love. He never 

withdraws from us because he is fed up or has had enough. He suffers with us. He wishes 

we weren’t sinning. But he goes on loving us with the same intensity, the same totality, 

the same passion as always. 

 When God forgives us, he remakes us. He not only glues us back together; he 

recasts and reforges us so that we are truly made new. When Jesus promises that he will 

make ―all things new‖ (Rev. 21:5), he refers above all to our hearts and souls. Lost 

innocence that we could never regain on our own becomes possible through the 

overwhelming power of God’s love. 

 Not only that, but God even brings good out of our sin. He turns sin on its head 

and makes it a vehicle for an experience of God’s gentle love and penetrating mercy. 

And so we can really experience the truth of Jesus’ words, spoken in the house of Simon 

the Pharisee in reference to the woman known as a sinner, who had bathed his feet with 

her tears. ―I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven; hence she has 

shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little‖ (Luke 7:47). The 

experience of God’s forgiveness makes our hearts capable of greater love. 

 

Dust and Ashes 

 

Unfortunately, knowing these truths with our minds and feeling them with our hearts are 

two separate things. We need to allow the truth of God’s mercy to descend from our 

heads to our hearts. Our sinfulness, accompanied by sincere repentance, can even enable 
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us to grow in our trust. It also permits us to purge away old, false reasons for trusting, 

because along with good reasons to trust in God, there are also bad ones. 

 For example, we might have operated under the mistaken assumption that God 

owed us his good treatment, and therefore trusted we would receive it. Like the elder 

brother in the parable of the prodigal son (see Luke 15:11–32), we might have felt that, 

unlike the rest of humanity, we were worthy of God’s appreciation. We worship him 

faithfully. We obey his laws. We keep ourselves pure. Or in the words of the elder son, 

angered at his father’s seeming unfairness, ―For all these years I have been working like 

a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command‖ (Luke 15:29). It is only right 

to trust—we may have unconsciously thought—since it is only just that God be good to 

us. 

 Perhaps we simply feel that we are better than most. Compared with the rest of 

humanity we stack up fairly well, so if others have reason to trust, we have more. God 

has to be fair, after all, and if he lets them in, he better darn well let me in, too! 

 If we assume that God loves us because we are good, we logically suppose he 

will stop loving us when we are bad. He loved us when we were virtuous, because we 

were virtuous, and he will no longer do so when we act otherwise. 

 This is one of the greatest temptations we face, a germ that worms its way into 

our brains and maliciously whispers: ―God no longer loves you. He loved you once, but 

he will not make that mistake again. You are unlovable.‖ It is the devil’s most diabolical 

lie. 

 But in order to respond we must ask an all-important question: Why does God 

love us? Why did he ever love us? In the case of human love, there is always a reason or 

a motive for love. ―She caught my eye.‖ ―He is so funny.‖ ―He did so much for me.‖ 

―She was good to my mother.‖ ―We enjoy the same things.‖ In the case of God’s love for 
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us, we can dig as deep as we like and never discover in ourselves a reason for God to 

love us. We cannot say, ―God loves me because I’m smart,‖ ―God loves me because I’m 

good-looking,‖ ―God loves me because I’m athletic,‖ and even less, ―God loves me 

because I’m virtuous.‖ The reason is not in us but in him. 

 The words of the poet Francis Thompson (1859–1907) come rushing forth in all 

their truth, likening God to a hound of heaven pursuing us, not because of our worth, but 

in spite of our unworthiness: 

 

Strange, piteous, futile thing! 

Wherefore should any set thee love apart?  

Seeing none but I makes much of naught (He said),  

And human love needs human meriting:  

How hast thou merited— 

Of all man’s clotted clay the dingiest clot?  

Alack, thou knowest not 

How little worthy of any love thou art!  

Whom wilt thou find to love ignoble thee,  

Save Me, save only Me?
1 

 

 Luis María Martínez offers a wonderful comparison to understand this truth. ―Let 

us suppose,‖ he writes, ―that a king falls in love with a peasant maid, and because he is in 

love with her he gives her rich clothing and precious jewels. Who is going to believe that 

it was the clothing and the jewels that attracted the king to the peasant?‖
2
 Unlike our 

love, God’s love for us is completely free. He loves us because he chooses to love us. He 

doesn’t love us because we are lovable; we are lovable because he loves us. 
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 We must, therefore, valiantly resist one of the most natural tendencies that exist 

in our relationship with God. When we have the misfortune to offend our Lord in some 

way, our spontaneous reaction is to withdraw from him and retire into ourselves. We 

wonder how he will respond when we finally muster up the courage to turn to him again 

to ask the anguished question: ―Do you want me back?‖ Yet, to this question, the only 

answer we will ever receive from Jesus is: ―With all my heart! I want you back more 

than I want anything in the world!‖ God is not like an offended and humiliated wife who 

must make a herculean effort to receive her unfaithful husband back into her home—if, 

indeed, she is even able. God does not think twice. He does not deliberate. His heartfelt 

response is immediate and spontaneous: ―I want you back!‖ 

 When the prodigal son returns after his villainous ingratitude and countless 

offenses against his father, he is met not with reproaches but with kisses and a father’s 

warm embrace. He receives not threats, but a feast. And this was not because the father 

had time to get over his anger; it was because he never ceased loving his son. God merits 

our trust. And he merits it no less when we have offended him. 

 

God’s Illogical Love for Sinners 

 

One of the most consoling themes of the Christian gospel is that of God’s mercy. Time 

and time again Jesus insists on his love for sinners, and that he came to earth specifically 

to seek out and save what was lost. Perhaps the greatest obstacle to trust in God is the 

awareness that we don’t deserve his love. We try to earn his favor, and when we fail 

(perhaps even repeatedly) we become painfully aware of the fact that we deserve nothing 

from God but punishment. In the face of this realization, it can become extremely 

difficult to continue trusting in God. 
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 We fear that if we look too closely, we may find that we are worse off than we 

think. How can we approach God for help and count on his assistance when we offend 

him so often? And yet, our wretchedness, far from disqualifying us, guarantees us God’s 

interest. God reserves a special tenderness for sinners. Christ tells us there is more joy in 

heaven over one repentant sinner than over ninety-nine who have no need of repentance 

(see Matt. 18:12–13).  

 A truth we often forget is that Christ came specifically to save sinners. To avoid 

possible misunderstandings, he says quite clearly that just as a doctor comes to heal sick 

rather than healthy people, he has come not to call the virtuous, but sinners (see Matt. 

9:13). Far from being an impediment to God’s mercy and love, our sins and failings 

assure us that we form part of Christ’s target group. You want sinners? Here I am! Paul 

exhorts Timothy: ―Here is a saying that you can rely on and nobody should doubt: that 

Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. I myself am the greatest of them‖ (1 

Tim. 1:15 NJB). Rather than ashamed, Paul was ―proud‖ of this fact since he knew Christ 

had come for him! Christ’s saving mission consisted not of patting good people on the 

back but of lifting up sinners. 

 When a beggar seeks to attract the attention of a possible benefactor, he doesn’t 

don his best clothes and strut around as if he hasn’t a care in the world. Rather, he 

highlights his neediness, putting on his worst old rags to show how desperate he is for 

help. A good beggar knows that it is poverty and want that move a benefactor’s heart to 

compassion. Before God, we all are beggars. Even the best of us can lay little claim to 

God’s love by personal merit. It is our neediness that stirs the King of heaven to take pity 

on us and shower us with his gifts. At the same time, God is our Father, and every father 

desires that his children approach him with absolute confidence and trust.  
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 The apostle Paul cries out in confidence about the victory of Christ’s love. He 

asks: ―Can anything ever separate us from Christ’s love?‖ (Rom. 8:35 NLT). This is not 

to say that sin does not effect a real separation from God. Venial sin offends love and 

weakens our friendship with Christ, and mortal sin—when we knowingly and freely do 

something gravely wrong—really does separate us from God and destroys charity in the 

soul (see 1 John 5:16-17). But God’s love is such that even the most heinous sin cannot 

permanently separate us from him if we are willing to humbly recognize our fault and 

ask for his mercy.  

 Look at the ―good‖ thief on the cross. After an entire life of wrongdoing and 

disregarding God’s commandments, one look at Christ was enough to change his heart 

and move him to defend Christ before his fellow criminal. Then he humbly asked to be 

remembered—sinner though he was—when Christ entered his kingdom. And the 

forceful, categorical reply came immediately from Christ’s lips: ―I assure you, today you 

will be with me in paradise‖ (Luke 23:43 NLT). 

 Some fail to trust because they think they are too far gone. Too much water has 

passed under the bridge, and the time for repentance and trust has passed. A man once 

said to me, ―Unfortunately, I walked away from God years ago. I’m now a long ways 

away.‖ What the man failed to realize was that God had followed him all those years. 

Sometimes we walk or even run away from God, yet all we need to do is turn around to 

find that he is still right there with us. We left him, but he refuses to leave us. 

 

Time and Time Again 

 

The wonderful priest Jean Marie Vianney offered this striking declaration: “Le plus 

grand plaisir de Dieu est de nous pardonner” (Forgiving us is God’s greatest pleasure).
3
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It is a balm to Christ’s heart when he is allowed to pour out his mercy upon us. You will 

never, ever hear these words from Christ’s mouth: ―You hoped for too much from me.‖ 

We never expect too much of God. We always expect too little. God is infinite love. The 

only thing that holds back the miracles of his grace is our unwillingness to trust in him. 

 Our immediate rejoinder is: That may be so for holy people, but I am so bad I 

have no right to expect so much from him. Not only am I a sinner, but I am an inveterate 

sinner. We may object that—unlike Peter, unlike the good thief, unlike the prodigal 

son—we have not converted once and for all, but even after knowing God’s love and 

experiencing his mercy, we continue to offend him. Perhaps each time we approach 

Christ to ask his forgiveness we find we have committed practically the same sins we 

confessed the last time. And we wonder: Isn’t God going to lose patience with me and 

one day finally say, “That’s the last straw. I have forgiven you enough. You have 

reached the end of your credit line”? 

 Fortunately, Christ foresaw that objection and offered a very telling lesson. One 

day Peter approached him and asked how many times he should forgive his brother who 

sinned against him—and with a show of heroic generosity he suggested, ―As many as 

seven times?‖ (Matt. 18:21). And Jesus gently corrected Peter’s math and said, ―Not 

seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times‖ (Matt. v. 22). In other words, as often 

as your brother comes back and says he is sorry, you must forgive him. Now, if that is 

the degree of patience and mercy that God exacts of weak human beings, it can be only a 

dim reflection of the awesome depths of his merciful heart. Again, this is a God who 

deserves boundless trust, because he displays boundless goodness. 

*** 


