
What is Forgiveness?
What exactly is forgiveness?  

Does forgiveness mean completely forgetting about a time 
when you’ve been hurt by someone?  

Is the act of forgiveness something you have to do?

Can you still move forward in a relationship even without 
forgiving the one who hurt you?

Forgiveness is complicated.  Wounds inflicted with words or 
actions are not easy to forget. It is natural to respond to such 
pain with anger, resentment, and a desire for justice more 
than restoration. At times, it may seem easier to move on 
without working through the past hurt. But unforgiveness 
seems to have the ability to trail after us like a loaded-down 
suitcase, simply adding unnecessary weight to our travel, 
which eventually leads to exhaustion and sometimes even 
depression.

Forgiveness is misunderstood.  Many people do not honestly 
know how to forgive, why they should forgive, or what 
benefits there are to forgiveness.  So instead of forgiving, they 
all too often stuff their emotions and attempt to move on in a 
new normal, even though a terrible wound has been imprinted 
in their heart and mind. All too often, the result of harboring 
unforgiven pain is a bitterness of soul, angry reactions, a 
critical spirit, and cranky outlook on life. In our hurt, we pull 
away from God and distance ourselves from getting close to 
others, wary of getting wounded again. It is no way to live!

Forgiveness is about obedience. In the same way God forgives 
us for our sin, because Jesus paid the debt for us, we are 
called to forgive others (Ephesians 4:32). We forgive not only 
because God tells us to do so, but also as a demonstration of 
our love for Him (John 14:15). We also forgive in an effort to 
move forward, seeking to live in peace with all people 
(Hebrews 12), through showing compassion and kindness, and 
hopefully reconciliation with our offender, although that is not 
always possible nor wise.

Forgiveness is not based on our feelings. It is an action. We 
forgive because in Christ, we have already been forgiven. It is 
a choice compelled by the Truth, and it doesn’t necessarily 
line up with our feelings.  In time, however, our emotions will 
catch up with our actions.  

Forgiveness is about releasing control. Forgiveness is the act 
of releasing a person from a debt -- what is owed as the result 
of wrongdoing or outright injustice.  Through forgiving a 
person, we are saying “I am not the one to define your fate.”  
Instead, we give that control -- that judgment -- to God to 
handle, trusting in both His mercy and His wrath.  In other 
words, we resign ourselves to the fact that we can never 
inflict the magnitude of pain we might like to on our offender 
nor can we generate the depth of mercy we’d like to see given 
if we were in their position.  So instead of trying to be God, 
we allow Him to be the rightful, merciful judge.  

Forgiving another person doesn’t require their 
participation.  Forgiving an offender is something done before 
the Lord, first, as we let go of the debt, trusting God to deal 
fairly and mercifully as judge. Often times, the offender won’t 
receive the forgiveness, but that doesn’t preclude us from 
choosing to give it. We can forgive those even refusing our 
forgiveness.

Forgiveness is not about forgetting.  Once we forgive a 
person, it doesn’t mean the memory of the past is eliminated.  
But it does mean we no longer need to live in the emotions of 
the pain, as we choose to move forward into a new normal.

Forgiveness is something that occurs again and again. If we 
have forgiven someone, but the feelings of bitterness arise 
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more to be
forgiveness

stepping forward in freedom

“Our willingness to forgive should not be 
based on feelings, but on obedience to God’s 
Word: ‘Forgiving one another...even as Christ 

forgave you, so you must also 
do.’ (Colossians 3:13). Forgiveness is a divine 

command, the Sovereign’s direction.”  
Live Deeply, p. 73

“Where forgiveness is concerned, the ball is 
always in our court.  If someone sins against 

us, we should offer forgiveness. ‘If 
you...remember that your brother has 

something against you...be reconciled to your 
brother.’ (Matthew 5:23-24). Sinner or sinned 
against, the believer is responsible for seeking 

reconciliation.” Live Deeply, p. 81
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again, then we must go through the cycle of expressing our 
hurt to the Lord again, asking Him for the strength to forgive.   
It doesn’t mean we have to go back to the person, however.  
Once is sufficient, if it was sincere.   The litmus test of 
whether we have truly forgiven another person is based on 
how we feel toward them.  Are we kind, gentle, 
compassionate?  Or do our words or actions reveal a bitterness, 
hatred, anger? True forgiveness means no longer harboring 
harsh feelings toward our offender.

Forgiveness permits anger, but not sinning in anger. It is 
okay to be angry at the person who hurt us, as long as we 
don’t stay in that place.  It is even okay to express anger 
toward God for His part in allowing our pain. The Psalmist 
often cries out to God in anger, distress, despair, but his heart 
is settles into God’s sovereignty despite His pain.  We ought to 
talk to God honestly about our hurt, while choosing to not sin 
in our anger (Psalm 4:4, Ephesians 4:26).

Forgiveness is not about being happy now, but about being 
whole later. Choosing to forgive does not mean that we’ll 
suddenly become happy.  Actually, the processing of 
forgiveness can look a lot like the five stages of grief (denial, 
anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance; learn more at 
http://grief.com/the-five-stages-of-grief/). Doing so will 
enable the feelings of forgiveness to catch up with the action 
of forgiveness.  It is something we must move through, in our 
timing and by the Lord’s will and grace.

Forgiveness is the key to removing the foothold Satan would 
like to have on your life.  Satan’s primary purpose is to steal, 
kill, and destroy (John 10:10), and one of the ways He goes 
about doing this is through convincing us that we don’t need to 
forgive.  As we buy into this lie, a seed of bitterness from the 
hurt grows up inside our heart and destroy us from the inside 
out. The decision to not forgive is like duct taping ourself to 
our offender and dragging them with us through life.  It is 
exhausting and uncomfortable.  The only way to live free of 
the past and pain is to forgive!

Forgiveness is NOT about forgiving ourselves.  It is common 
to hear people say we must forgive ourselves, but nowhere in 
Scripture is this concept illustrated.  If we have wronged 
someone, or disobeyed God, we need to seek forgiveness from 
Him and the ones we’ve hurt.  We can’t pay for our own debt.  
If we could, why would Christ have to die on the cross for us?  

10	
  Steps to Forgiveness
1. Acknowledge the hurt.  If you have been sinned against, 

speak of it to God with total honesty.  

2. Confess any sin before the Lord, especially if your sin is in 
response to the sin committed against you.

3. Repent!  Commit to the Lord that you will turn from the 
sin in your life that might have been a part of your hurt.  
This brings restoration to your relationship with God.

4. Don’t seek revenge and don’t take matters into your own 
hands.  If you have been sinned against, turn to God as 
the judge and avenger. 

5. To process your feelings, write out your thoughts in a 
letter to the person, but don’t give it to them.  If you feel 
comfortable, share your letter with a trusted mentor in 
order to process through your feelings.  

6. Pray for the person who sinned against you, and ask God 
to give you compassion for that person.  

7. While the Lord uses time to heal you, spend time reading 
His Word and studying Scripture, asking God to give you 
His understanding of this situation.

8. Do something constructive -- like volunteering or 
ministering to other people --  in order to keep from 
dwelling on your situation. In other words, don’t let this 
situation define you or your life.

9. Yet don’t avoid dealing with your hurt by being so busy 
and pushing it aside.  Make sure you go through the steps 
toward healing.

10. If you are angry and hurt (revealed by your attitude, 
actions, and words), even after you have gone through the 
above suggestions, seek professional help from a Christian 
counselor.

Learn More 
The Bible is full of instruction on forgiveness.  Take the time to 
look up these verses and seek the Lord for how they apply to 
your life:

Matthew 18:21-35  Luke 23:34
Ephesians 4:32  Colossians 3:13
Galatians 3:26-27  Jeremiah 17:9
1 Peter 4:8   Romans 14:12
Hebrews 9:22  Psalm 86:5
Psalm 7:11 NIV & MSG   Hebrews 12:7-10 
Psalm 4:4    Ephesians 4:26
Ephesians 4:31   Acts 8:23
Hebrews 12:14-15  Psalm 17:3
Deuteronomy 32:35  Luke 17:3-4
Acts 2:38   Acts 3:19  
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“Forgiveness is the key which unlocks the 
door of resentment and the handcuffs of 

hatred.  It breaks the chains o f bitterness 
and the shackles of selfishness.”  

~ Corrie Ten Boom
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