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Our society today is overrun with bitterness, grudges, resentments, and hostility 
over issues that remain unconfronted and unresolved. We witness conflicts that 
fester, some that originated in antiquity. We see the destructive results of 
grievances that run so deep that individuals, communities, and nations are unable 
or just plain unwilling to forgive. We see hatred and persistent anger that rip the 
heart out of relationships, destroying sensitivity to others, making people reticent 
to forgive and to seek forgiveness. 
 
In light of these realities, we are left all the more astounded by acts of forgiveness 
that reflect Jesus prayer, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they 
do” (Luke 23:34). Whether it is Corrie Ten Boom’s forgiveness of her Nazi 
concentration camp captors; Nelson Mandela’s forgiveness of the atrocities 
committed by an apartheid regime; Amish families forgiving the killing of their 
children by an deranged gunman and giving financial support to his widow; a 
mother forgiving and befriending the killer of her teenage son; a young lady 
forgiving and helping to rehabilitate the man who brutally raped her; such acts 
defy logic and give evidence of a power in forgiveness that transcends the worst 
in human nature. 
 
It is plainly evident that it is impossible for human beings to live together for any 
length of time and not hurt each other. This necessitates that in order to deal with 
these inevitable ruptures in our relationships, we need to master the challenging, 
yet essential art of forgiveness. Conflicts, whatever form, shape or size, cannot be 
resolved without a willingness to forgive. Martin Luther King once said that, 
"Forgiveness is the key that unlocks the door of resentment and the handcuffs of 
hatred." However, forgiveness can be one of the most difficult virtues to practice 
because it may require us to let go of deep hurts that are the natural consequence 
of emotional wounds and violated trust. It can be difficult to forgive if the fear of 
exposure to future hurts remains. The understandable desire for justice may also 
be a hindrance to forgiveness if there is a feeling that the offender will not be held 
sufficiently accountable for his/her actions. 
 
In order to understand what forgiveness is, it is important to appreciate what it is 
not. There are several myths that cause confusion about what constitutes this 
virtue. For example, there is the belief that forgiveness is a feeling. The reality is 
that it is a decision of the will and often has to take place in spite of our feelings. 
Some believe that forgiveness will naturally take place as matter of course. 
However, while time gives us a context in which healing can take place, 
forgiveness is an intentional act. Forgiveness is not “whitewashing” an issue by 
ignoring the hurt that has been caused. It necessitates that we hold offenders 
accountable for their role in our disagreements. Brushing the issue under the 
carpet simply stores up problems for the future because emotional 
issues that are buried are often buried alive. 
 
Taking the blame for that which is not our responsibility does not constitute 
forgiveness. It is not unusual for victims of offence or abuse to do the mental 



gymnastics that leads them to take blame upon themselves, which they don’t 
deserve. Placing responsibility where it truly lies is an important facet of the 
forgiveness process. When Joseph forgave his brothers, he clearly stated, “You 
meant it for evil . . .” (Genesis 50:20). 
 
Particularly within the context of our closest relationships, understanding 
the reason for the offence can be helpful in the process of forgiveness, but 
it cannot be made contingent to it. There is much that we do that stems 
from issues that reside deep beyond the level of our consciousness that give 
rise to our feelings, thoughts and behaviours. It is quite possible that 
offenders themselves may not understand why they did what they did. This 
should not prevent our willingness to extend forgiveness. However, it is vital to 
appreciate that forgiveness does not require the toleration of inappropriate 
behaviour. Healthy relationships require that we establish appropriate boundaries 
that carry proportionate consequences when transgressed. 
 
For healthy boundaries to exist is also crucial to appreciate the distinction 
between forgiveness and reconciliation. Contrary to popular opinion, forgiveness 
only requires one person because it is a decision to release pain and hurt 
regardless of what the offender does. Reconciliation needs two or more people 
because, by definition, it requires a coming together of that which was once 
separated. 
 
In Matthew 5:23-24, Jesus says, “Therefore if you bring your gift to the altar, and 
remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there 
before the altar, and go your way. First, be reconciled to your brother, and then 
come and offer your gift.” Jesus is not so concerned about who initiated a given 
conflict as He is about who takes the initiative to resolve it. The parable of the 
lost sheep teaches us that it is God who takes the initiative in our salvation (Luke 
15:4-7). Paul tells us in Romans 5:8 that, "God demonstrates His love toward us in 
that while we were sinners, Christ died for us." Biblically, it is the person who 
holds the moral high ground in any given situation who should initiate peace and 
reconciliation. 
 
One of the greatest obstacles to the practice of forgiveness is an unrepentant 
offender. However, even in such circumstances, we are still obligated to forgive. 
This is because the primary beneficiary of forgiveness is the one who has been 
offended against. Forgiveness is a choice I make to allow God to remove 
destructive emotions from my heart, enabling me to heal and give me the capacity 
for reconciliation through the power of His Spirit.  
 
A refusal to forgive is, in effect, a choice to hold within us feelings that are 
detrimental to our spiritual, emotional, mental and physical wellbeing. Forgiveness 
is the permission I give myself to heal. It is partly for this reason that Paul counsels 
in Ephesians 4:31, “Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamour, and evil speaking be 
put away from you, with all malice.” 
 
Lewis B. Smedes in his book Forgive and Forget states, “To forgive is to set a 
prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you . . . People carrying hate and 
resentment can invest themselves so deeply in that resentment that they gradually 



define themselves in terms of it.” Dr King also warned that, "He who is devoid of 
the power to forgive is devoid of the power to love." 
Our willingness to forgive and our capacity to receive forgiveness from God are 
inseparably linked. 
 
Jesus counsels, “. . . if you have anything against anyone, forgive him, that your 
father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses (Mark 11:25). This passage 
begs the question as to whether we forgive in order to be forgiven or whether we 
forgive because we have been forgiven. The reality is that both are true. 
Forgiveness is a supernatural process enabled by the acceptance of God’s grace in 
our hearts. We are then required to extend his grace to others. If we make a 
conscious decision to hold on to feelings of anger, resentment, bitterness and 
other potentially destructive emotions, we place a barrier in our hearts to the 
continued reception of God’s grace. 
 
Our forgiveness by God and our forgiveness of others are cyclical processes. In 
Matthew 18:23-35, Christ’s parable about an unjust steward teaches that we 
cannot give what we have not first received. George Herbert also makes the point 
that, “He who cannot forgive others, breaks the bridge over which he himself must 
pass; for every man has need to be forgiven.” 
 
Forgiveness does not change the facts; it changes our perspective with regard to 
the facts. The goal of forgiveness is not to forget, but to remember in a different 
way that does not carry with it the emotional intensity that accompanied the 
original offence. It is impossible for us to remove from our memories the reality of 
the hurts we experience. We may even at times find ourselves ambushed by 
feelings we thought we had dealt with. The test of forgiveness is not if we 
remember, but how we remember. When God says of his people that, “their sin I 
will remember no more” (Jeremiah 31:34), He is not referring to an inability to 
recall, but rather, an intentional choice not to hold our sins against us. Forgiveness 
does not ignore the past, it just does not live there. 
 
It is vitally important to remember that forgiveness is not a one-time decision, but 
it is a process. We should not attempt to rush the process in ourselves or others 
beyond our ability to heal from our hurts. Attempts to push the process too quickly 
may result in adding more hurt upon the hurting. Dr King said that "Forgiveness is 
not an occasional act, it is a permanent attitude." It is not an act that you either 
do or don't do; it is journey that you are either on or you are not on that is 
inseparably linked to the experience of God’s grace in our own hearts. The basis 
for us extending the grace of forgiveness to others, is the degree to which we 
appreciate what He has done for us. The apostle Paul concludes, “. . . be kind to 
one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another just as God in Christ also 
forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32). 
 


