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Forgiveness. 

It’s a topic that gets preached on a lot, mainly because Jesus talked about it a lot. And 

anything Jesus talked about a lot, we pastors are obligated to preach on a lot. 

So, I’ve preached a fair number of sermons in my time dealing with forgiveness. And, 

nearly every time I’ve preached on forgiveness, I’ve noticed at least one person sitting out in the 

pews who’d get a kind patient smile on his or her face. It was an expression that said: “I’m about 

to hear some very wonderful words that really have nothing to do with reality.” 

This is a rough estimate but I think that about 25% of the time over my career that people 

have sought pastoral counseling from me, the issue has been an inability to forgive. Many people 

who have been wounded by parents, spouses, friends or perfect strangers have heard Jesus’ call 

to forgive and think that they’re just not up to it. The wound is still too fresh or has penetrated 

too deeply. Good, faithful Christians who come to church every week, do their daily devotions 

and practice everything else that Jesus preached often come up short on forgiveness. 

Why, out of all of the Gospel’s many teachings, do so many people have so much trouble 

practicing forgiveness? 

I have a couple of ideas about that, neither one of which is based on anything more than 

my experience in ministry and my experience in life. Nothing scientific here, just some gut-level 

observations from a guy who’s now been in more than his fair share of rodeos. 

Idea number one: People assume that “forgiving” someone means “approving” or 
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“excusing” that person’s hurtful behavior. Like you’re now saying: “Gee, it really is okay that 

my spouse cheated on me.” Or: “I understand why my trusted business partner embezzled all of 

our money and left me bankrupt.” Or: “That random stranger who walked up and punched me in 

the mouth was perfectly justified.” 

That is NOT what forgiveness means. It’s called “forgiveness” precisely because the 

behavior was unjustified, unfair or just plain mean-spirited. To forgive is not to approve. To 

forgive is simply to let go, to say: “This person hurt me badly and I am going to stop expending 

energy and emotion on my resentment toward him.” Your opinion of the behavior doesn’t 

change; you’re just not going to let that behavior keep on hurting you forever. 

The second idea about forgiveness that I think hangs a lot of folks up is that forgiveness 

shows weakness. To some, forgiveness is like backing down from a fight or giving in to a bully. 

They see forgiveness as a coward’s way out, standing down when they should be standing up for 

themselves. That attitude is certainly reinforced by so many films and TV shows in which the 

hero bravely sets out to avenge a horrible wrong committed against himself or someone he loves. 

This one may take a little more time to untangle and we really need to step back into the 

context of the Gospel. Jesus was the most passionate proponent of the doctrine of forgiveness in 

human history. Jesus was also one of the mostly boldly courageous figures to walk the Earth. 

Jesus courted death with virtually every public pronouncement He made. Jesus walked right into 

the Temple, loudly denounced the money-changers and then upset all of their tables. I have never 

understood why nobody ran a sword through Him right on the spot. You want to talk about 

courage? You want to talk about fighting the righteous fight in the face of deadly odds? You 

won’t find a better role model than Jesus. 
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I think there is an important truth underlying all of Jesus’ teachings on forgiveness. To 

forgive is to come from a position of strength. If someone has knocked you down, humiliated 

you, taken something precious from you, you have been put into a position of inferiority and 

weakness. In some sense, the person who has wronged you has shown dominance over you. 

By forgiving your persecutor, you turn the tables. You are proclaiming that you will not 

accept a position of inferiority. You will not live in weakness. Even after being so deeply 

wronged and hurt, you are still strong enough to stand up, dust yourself off and say: “I refuse to 

live with the wound you gave me. I am healing myself.” 

And forgiveness does not preclude taking all reasonable precautions to protect yourself. 

For too many years, the doctrine of forgiveness has been horribly misapplied, for instance, to 

victims of spousal abuse in a way that compelled them to stay in abusive marriages. Forgiveness 

is not inconsistent with getting a restraining order or taking other measures you might need to 

ensure your physical safety. 

I will also note that forgiveness is rarely a one-time event in which a person is able to 

completely let go of a wound all at once. Forgiveness more often is a process and that process 

can see you take a step forward, followed by two steps back. If you find that you are not yet in a 

position to forgive completely, you’re not a failure. You just need to keep working on 

forgiveness and resolving to heal the wounds you carry. 

Forgiveness is not something we do for the people who have hurt us. Forgiveness is 

something we do for ourselves, a process of healing that empowers us to move forward with our 

lives and our faith even after suffering the most grievous wrongs at the hands of others. 

So, are you having trouble forgiving somebody who hurt you? Yeah. I am too. But, 
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together in faith, we all can move forward, maybe only a little bit at a time, from a condition of 

woundedness to a condition of health and happiness. 

Friends, be courageous. Be strong. Be forgiving. 

 


