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Introduction

Forgiveness and counselling

We all live in relationships: with God and other people. These relationships are not perfect or always
harmonious. In fact, they are broken, often self-centred and hurtful. Our Lord Jesus Christ came to
reconcile sinners to Father God and fellowman (and with creation in general) and restore the peace.
He fulfilled the law of love and enables us through his Holy Spirit to love God and people.

God ordained forgiveness as a means of reconciliation. Unfortunately, unbiblical perceptions of
forgiveness have infected the church. It is therefore imperative that we as biblical counsellors study
Scripture carefully and align our thinking on forgiveness accordingly. We must ensure that we are
not false prophets who harm the body of Christ but are God’s true and effective agents of
reconciliation (2 Cor 5:11-21).

Outcomes of the document

The notes on forgiveness aim at the following outcomes:

1 To consider a few crucial issues/questions regarding forgiveness encountered in counselling.
2 To suggest a biblical understanding of those aspects of forgiveness.

3 To challenge us to test our understanding of forgiveness against Scripture and refine it.

4 To encourage us to intentionally put our beliefs about forgiveness into action.

5 To equip counsellors to help counselees in their struggles with repentance and forgiveness.

Method of presentation

My understanding of biblical forgiveness is incomplete and tentative, but | believe true and useful.
Feel free to send you comments to me.

Core aspects of forgiveness are discussed by asking questions that counselees and counsellors
struggle with.

The sources used are acknowledged in the list at the end of the document, but they are not explicitly
referred to in the text.

1 How does God forgive?

God graciously pardons sin of a repentant believer,

by cancelling the guilt (debt) and justly deserved punishment (death),

so that the relationship (fellowship) with Him is restored (the sinner is reconciled to Him),
although all consequences of sin are not eliminated.

Scripture: Ps 103.

2 What can be forgiven by God only?

Only God can forgive a repentant believer for his/her:
o Depravity (corruption or sinful nature; Afrikaans: verdorwenheid) (Ps 14:3; Eph 2:3).
o Weakness (swakheid) (Rom 8:26; 2 Cor 12:1-10; Heb 4:15).
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o Brokenness (gebrokenheid); imperfection (onvolmaaktheid) (Rom 3:23), which includes
imperfect faith and imperfect repentance.

3 Which sin (guilt) is forgiven both by God and believers?
o lIgnorance (onkunde) (Ps 19:12-13; Heb 5:1-3; Luk 23:34; 1 Tim 1:12-17; James 1:4-5) (When
convicted, the person must be repentant).
o Incompetence (onvermoé) (mental; physical) (Rom 7:21-25). (Person should repent when
convicted).
o Immaturity (onvolwassenheid) (Prov 2:1; 4:1-9; 1 Cor 13:11; Gal 4:3). (When convicted, the
person must repent).
o Unintentional (accidental) sin (Lev 4:27; Ezech 45:20; Acts 3:17; 1 Tim 1:12,13). (When sin is
revealed, the person must repent).
o Intentional sin: roots (inclinations of the heart) and fruit (after repentance).
o Neglect (after repentance).
The afore mentioned types of sin imply sin and guilt.

4 How can | be sure that God has forgiven me?
It is critical to know that God has really forgiven me and that | am reconciled to Him and will live with
Him now and in all eternity. | can have assurance of salvation (1 John 5:13) if | can answer the
following three questions:
o Dol presently and continually trust Jesus Christ alone (his sufficient substitutionary life,
death, resurrection, and ascension) for my salvation (1 Cor 1:1-2; Col 1:23; Heb 3:14).
o Does the Holy Spirit testify with my spirit that | am a child of God? (Rom 8:16). Itis a
personal certainty that God loves me and forgives me (Rom 5:5).
o Dol bear the fruit of true faith? (James 2:14-17; 1 John 2:3-4). True faith doesn’t persist in
habitual sin.

5 Does God always forgive all people?

God justly does not pardon the sin nor cancel the guilt and penalty of an unrepentant person,
and He treats him as lost (an enemy) as long as he remains unrepentant (Luke 15:1-7),

and wants him to repent and be forgiven (Ezech 33:7-11; John 3:16).

God doesn’t forgive the unforgivable sin: Perseverance in rejecting Jesus Christ as the Son of God in
the heart, which shows in words or actions (Matt 12:32-32; Heb 6:1-12; 1 John 2:28-3:10).

God'’s forgiveness is:

Inclusive: It includes all repentant believers.

Exclusive: It excludes the unrepentant.

Conditional: The condition for God’s forgiveness is the righteousness of Jesus Chris and my faith
(repentance).

Unconditional: God’s condition is not my own righteousness.

6 How should God’s children forgive one another?

God expects his believers to forgive fellow believers in the same way that He forgives believers (Eph
4:32; Col 3:13).



The believer graciously cancels the debt (guilt) of a repentant believer who sinned against him
personally (Matth 18:18), against the church (Act 8:3; 26:9-11; Phil 3:6; 1 Tim 1:13) and against
humanity (Eph 2:1-5),

forsakes personal revenge (punishment/retaliation) (Rom 12:17-21),

may consider legal persecution (Rom 13:1-7),

forswears sinful anger and bitterness (Eph 4:31-32),

and chooses to reconcile with (offers forgiveness to) the repentant believer as a brother/sister.

Any Christian who is offended should graciously wrap a present of forgiveness and
offer it to all who offend him or her. If the offenders choose to open the package
(through repentance), they will find forgiveness and reconciliation inside
(Brauns, 2008:64).

7 How should a sinner respond to the forgiveness offered to him by God and

a human victim?
o Be thankful.
o Repent.
o Accept the gift of forgiveness.
o Embrace the reconciliation with God/fellow believer.

8 What is repentance?

Repentance is the initial turning to God by coming to faith in Jesus Christ. God forgives all (past,
present, and future) sin of the believer completely and accepts the sinner permanently in his
kingdom. In gratitude and love the redeemed/repentant person embarks on a walk with God in
continuous repentance and sanctification (Jas 1:12). However, if the person confessed his faith in
God but perseveres in sin, the initial repentance will be proofed to be fake/false, and the person will
not be forgiven (Ezech 33; 1 Cor 6:9-11; 1 John 3:9-10).

The Old and New Testament use two words for “repentance.” One connotes primarily a change in
insight and inclination, while the other connotes primarily a change in behaviour and a way of life.
Thus, Scripture identifies conversion as a matter of our inner self: We begin to think differently and
nourish other desires; and as a matter of our actions: We begin to speak and act in a different
manner.

Both elements are found in the Catechism of Heidelberg. According to the Catechism conversion is a
heartfelt sorrow and a fleeing from sin. The one without the other is not sufficient. A mere external
change does not amount to conversion. So also, it is foolish to say about a careless lifestyle that
everything is fine on the inside!

According to the Heidelberg Catechism (Question 88) true repentance or conversion of man is the
dying of the old nature and the coming to life of the new (Rom 6:1-11; 1 Cor 5:7; 2 Cor 5:17; Eph
4:22-24; Col 3:5-10).

The dying of the old nature (Q 89):
o Isto grieve with heartfelt sorrow that we have offended God by our sin,



o and more and more to hate it and flee from it (Ps 51:3,4,17; Joel 2:12,13; Rom 8:12 13; 2 Cor
7:10).

The coming to life of the new nature (Q 90):
o Is a heartfelt joy in God through Christ (Ps 51:8, 12; Is 57:15; Rom 5:1; 14:17,
o and alove and delight to live according to the will of God in all good works (Rom 6:10, 11;
Gal 2:20).

9 Should believers have non-forgiveness?

The believer justly doesn’t pardon the wrong an unrepentant person did to him (Luke 17:3-4),
forsakes personal revenge,

entrusts the person to God and his judgement and revenge (Ps 10:15; Rom 12:19; Rev 6:10),
prays that the offender will repent,

loves & hates him as an enemy (Rom 12:20-21),

and may pursue judicial (legal) persecution (Rom 13:1-7).

10 Is forgiveness always forgiveness?

One may think that forgiving somebody is biblical forgiveness as God intended it. But if forgiveness is
not biblical, it is a perversion of true forgiveness. It is therefore important to distinguish between
true and false forgiveness, right and wrong forgiveness.

11 Is true forgiveness easy (cheap)?
Consider the difference between easy forgiveness, easy unforgiveness and forgiveness that is just
and gracious:

Easy forgiveness says: “Always forgive”.

o People may be victims of negligence of parental love, infection of water, loadshedding,
corruption, abortion, theft, murder, etc.

o Easy forgiveness believes God always forgives all people (unconditionally).

o Some people believe that even if God doesn’t forgive, believers should always forgive all
people for any sin.

o Forgiveness is then understood as an automatic obligation in every circumstance,
irrespective of the repentance of the offender.

o Does God expect us to always forgive everybody who wronged us even if the pain caused is
intentional, callous, or repeated, and even if there is no sign that the offender is repentant?

o s forgiveness supposed to be blind? Should we simply ignore/deny/justify/soften the
injustice done and the pain inflicted?

o Easy forgiveness is forgiveness without justice.

“Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring
repentance” (Bonhoeffer, 1963, The Cost of Discipleship: 47).

o Forgiveness should acknowledge injustice as injustice, sin as sin and the pain inflicted. It
holds the sinner accountable.

o If the wrongdoer shows no contrition (remorse), an act of forgiveness is absurd because it
lacks integrity and love.
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Easy forgiveness doesn’t take sin seriously; it doesn’t take God seriously; there is no
fear/respect of God and his truth.

Forswearing resentment as such is not forgiveness when done for the wrong reasons: being
pathologically passive; or wish to avoid conflict (fear of man); or being without a moral
compass.

Easy forgiveness is reduced to a personal emotion within the forgiver and is not seen as an
inter-personal transaction that honours the relationship.

If there is no repentance corresponding to forgiveness, reconciliation is impossible.

The offended puts the offender on top of his triangle and God at the bottom.

Offender

/\

/YN

Offended God

Easy forgiveness can also be given in a B-Triangle: The offended selfishly get rid of the
offender by side-lining the offender without engaging properly with him/her.

Easy unforgiveness says: “Never forgive”.

O

Easy unforgiveness believes: An eye for an eye; a tooth for a tooth (Deut 19:21; Matth 5:38-
42).

Personal retaliation is regarded as good and justifiable.

When Jesus Christ was on earth most Jews believed in truth without love. They wanted to
stone the adulterous woman.

Nietzshe said: Forgiveness is immoral because it is a weakness that makes people deny or
repress the natural desire to get even through revenge.

More examples of easy unforgiveness: Mafia; execution of enemies —a common theme in
movies.

The offended opting for easy unforgiveness puts himself on top of his triangle and the
offender as well as God at the bottom.

Offended

Offender God

True forgiveness says: Grant forgiveness that is just and gracious.

O

If truth/justice and love exclude one another a short cut is taken to easy forgiveness or easy
non-forgiveness.

Forgiveness and non-forgiveness are meant to be both just and gracious.

The believer is totally dependent on the Holy Spirit’s wisdom and power to apply Scripture in
each unique situation (Psalm 25:4-5; Phil 1:9-10).

Believers should love other people, even enemies (Matth 5:43-48) and should have a
willingness to forgive all people but should only forgive those who repent.

Forgiveness must move beyond a “feel good doctrine of automatic forgiveness”.

The offended who respects God practices forgiveness that is just and gracious:



God

A

Offended Offender

12 Is true forgiveness and true unforgiveness easy?

Because of our sinfulness we don’t easily practice true forgiveness and true unforgiveness. It is
sometimes difficult to discern God’s will in a particular situation. Even if we do know whether to
forgive or not to forgive, we do not always want to be obedient. It is only possible to forgive/not
forgive through the Holy Spirit.

After the initial forgiveness, it is sometimes necessary to forgive again and again. Often true
forgiveness is a process. It is like relocating a family: After moving, unpacking box by box may take
some time.

When believers falsely believe that they should forgive an unrepentant offender, they may struggle
to do it because they may sense that such forgiveness is unjust.

13 How should a sinner regard the forgiveness offered to him by God and/or

a human victim?
o Be thankful.
o Repent.
o Accept the gift of forgiveness.
o Embrace the reconciliation with God/fellow believer.

14 Is the Bible clear in its teaching on forgiveness?
Bible believers are not in agreement on what Scripture reveals about forgiveness. Why? Isn’t the
Bible clear on this issue?

Understanding the Bible is sometimes difficult (2 Pet 1:20,21; 3:16) but basically the Bible is clear
and sufficient. Because we are sinful and limited in our understanding, we need to study Scripture
responsibly to understand what is not so clear in Scripture in the light of what is (more) clear.

There are only a few explicit references to person-to-person forgiveness outside the Synoptic
Gospels and Acts. The issue is not understated but addressed through narratives and not just
through words and their meanings. Various words are used that implicate forgiveness: love,
forbearance, mercy, patience, correcting, rebuking, exhorting, encouraging. The quality and
restoring of relationships are central in Scripture and are implicated in many ways, e.g. the passage
on brotherly love (1 John 2:9-17).

Some people believe wrongly: “The Old Testament is about justice and revenge. The NT is about love
and forgiveness. | am a NT-believer”. The statement is not true because:

There is a similarity between OT and NT
The God of the OT is the same as the God of the NT. Both Testaments reveal:




o God is just/righteous and gracious. His chesed refers to his faithfulness, goodness and
forgiveness.

o The aim of forgiveness is to restore communion between God and his people who sinned
against Him.

o Only sacrificial blood makes God’s atonement and forgiveness possible (Heb 9:22).

o There is no grace without faith that is expressed in obedience.

o God forgives those who deliberately/knowingly responded by confession, repentance and
restitution that sprouts from genuine faith (Psalm 51).

In both Testaments the threefold pattern - confession, repentance and restitution - precedes God'’s
just and gracious forgiveness.

There is a dissimilarity between OT & NT

o Inthe Old Testament there is no explicit command to forgive a fellow man. God alone
forgave.

o Jesus Christ offered a radical understanding of the intent & purpose of the law, namely love!
Love is creative and will enable new ways to express the law.

o He taught no personal retaliation as permitted in the OT (Matth 5:38-47).

o Person-to-person-forgiveness is not a set of rules as applied in a court of law. It is an active,
dynamic principle for daily living in new situations.

o The NT is the fulfilment of the OT. It gives a richer revelation of God (Who is just and
gracious) and the nature of our relationship with Him and other people.

15 Do God’s justice and forgiveness exclude one another?

We can understand that a_loving God forgives sin by not punishing people with the death they
deserve. Forgiveness is the gracious act of not punishing a guilty person who deserves it, motivated
by the desire that the relationship (peace) be restored.

There are two words in the NT that describes forgiveness:
o Xarizwmai: Involves give or grant, undeserved, as a favor/gift (Eph 4:32; Col 2:13; 3:13).
o Aphiemi: Cancel, remit, pardon, forgive. The noun aphesis is used 17X in NT: an act of freeing
from an obligation or guilt or punishment; erasing the record of debts (Col 2:13-14).
Matth 18:21-22: The slave’s guilt of 10 000 talents (R5 million) is graciously written off by his
owner. He however ungraciously insisted to be paid 200 denarii (20 cents) by a fellow slave.
Luke 7: 36-50: The sinful and pardoned woman washed Jesus’ feet.

It is difficult to understand that a just God forgives whilst we deserve his punishment.
The paradox is resolved in Jesus Christ (2 Cor 5:19,21; 1 Joh 2:2).

16 Is God’s forgiveness unconditional?
No, it is not. He only forgives when the following three conditions are met:

The penalty of sin (death) must be paid.
o God requires a perfect loving relationship with Him and fellowman.
o We fail and should be punished.
o We can’t pay the penalty.
o Only Jesus Christ can pay the penalty. He is the only suitable propitiation (versoening): (the
turning away of wrath by an offering) for our sins (1 John 4:10).



o Jesus Christ is the perfect Replacement: The perfect human-God-Saviour/Mediator.
o Jesus Christ is the reason and condition why a just God can forgive sinners graciously.

Eph 1:7: “We have redemption through his blood, (namely) the forgiveness of our trespasses.”

God redeems us: He bought us back from captivity (slavery) with a ransom and restores us to Him.
Forgiveness releases people from the power/lordship/control/debt/curse of sin into life with God.
The apposition “the forgiveness of our sins” qualifies/explains “redemption”.

Through his blood, that is through his sacrificial death in the stead of the believer. The sacrifice is the
prerequisite/condition for redemption. Jesus Christ’s death is the reason for God’s grace/
forgiveness.

Believers are justified and forgiven on condition of the substitutionary death of Jesus Christ (Rom
4:6-7. The endpoint of forgiveness is reconciliation (Rom 5:10; 2 Cor 5:18-19).

The sinner must accept Jesus Christ as his substitute ransom by faith.

The sinner is called to repent to God and the person wronged.
Luke 17:3-4 states that the offender must:
o Acknowledge & confess his sinfulness and sin to God and the victim (Psalm 51: 6; 1 John

1:8,10; James 5:16).

Have remorse, show contrition (sorrowful regret; penitence) (Ps 51:17).

Repent to God and the victim (Acts 2:38; 3:19; 2 Kings 24:4; Lamentations 3:42).
Ask for forgiveness (Psalm 51:3-4).

Accept God’s forgiveness (1 John 1:9) and that of the victim if it is offered.

Have a sincere desire and decision not to sin again (Psalm 51:12).

Offer restitution if possible.

O O O O O O

17 Can a person deserve God’s forgiveness by his repentance?
God doesn’t forgive on account of repentance but also not without repentance:
o Jesus practised qualified/conditional forgiveness: Repentance is a condition for forgiving
sins.
o He doesn’t expect us to be more generous than Him.
o We are not always forgiving as we should be but what counts is a genuine striving to do so
and asking for grace to do that: “I forgive. Help Thou my unforgiveness” (Mark 9:24).
o God forgives imperfect repentance. David was imperfect but his repentance in Psalm 51 was
genuine.

18 Does forgiveness eliminate all consequences of sin?

o God forgives (Ps 103:11-12; Rom 8:1).

o Sin however has consequences. David was forgiven (2 Sam 12:13) but had to face
consequences: The death of his baby 12:14); violence in his family (2 Sam 12:10): Amnon
raped his sister Tamar (13:1-22); Absalom killed Amnon (13:23-33; Absalom rebelled against
David (2 Sam 15-18).

o God uses the consequences as training/direction for his children (Heb 12:5-12), not as
penalty.



19 Which features of forgiveness can be detected in the parable of Luke
15:11-32?

In the Parable of the Father who forgave his youngest son five aspects of forgiveness can be found:

1 The father (victim) responded to the offender: Verse 20
o The Father chose to forgive his son from his heart: He looked out for him, ran towards him,
had compassion (splanxnizomai), hugged him, kissed him and celebrated his presence with a
feast.
o Forgiveness should be a deliberate, thoughtful, directed, intentional response to the sin (and
sinner).
o Forgiveness is done with thoughts, desires, words, and actions.

2 Repentance includes confession and restitution by the sinner: Verses 17-19 & 21
o The son acknowledged his sin, was remorseful, confessed, asked to be accepted as a hired
labourer (he realised he couldn’t undo his sin), knew he didn’t deserve forgiveness or trust
or restoration of his original identity as a son of his father.
o The son repented although he had no guarantee that his offended father would forgive him.
o James 5:14-18.

3 The wrongdoer and victim agreed that the sinner acted morally wrong

o The Father and son agreed on the wrong done to the father.

o If the son had not regarded his actions as sinful, he would not have confessed to his father
and asked for his forgiveness.

o If the father hadn’t regarded his son to have sinned, he wouldn’t have thought that it was
necessary to forgive his son.

o Example: Sometimes parents abuse their kids by withholding proper love, but because they
don’t see it as sin against the children, they will not confess it.

o Matthew 18:15-16 teaches us that the two parties must agree on the wrong in order to be
able to be reconciled by forgiveness.

4 The relationship is restored: Verses 22-24 & 32

o The wrongdoer (son) and victim (father) acknowledged that the sin of disrespect damaged
their relationship. The son repented and resolved to stop sinning.

o The Father wanted a full recovery of the relationship: He wanted his son back and refused
the son’s request to regard and treat him as a hired labourer.

o Forgiveness aims at restoring and renewing the damaged relationship by giving absolution
from the guilt.

o Forgiveness must be genuine and result in love, not in passive hostility.

o Easy unconditional forgiveness undermines reconciliation and opts to leave and avoid
people and start afresh without addressing relational sin.

5 True forgiveness will be regarded by die sinner and victim as just, fair, responsible, wholesome
and constructive.

o Father and youngest son did.

o The eldest son disagreed: vs 1,2,28-30.

20 God is perfect and holy, and He has every right to judge His creatures.
Humans are not perfect and holy and can’t judge a person’s heart. Does that
imply that we must always forgive?



o God is the Judge who judges the heart and actions perfectly and justly (Psalm 139:23-24; Jer
17:10).

o Children of God are called to judge/discern and never condemn but warn against God’s
judgement (Phil 1:9-10; Heb 5:14; 1 Cor 12:10).

o Believers should strive for and use the gift of discernment to evaluate the good/bad fruit
and its good/bad roots.

o If somebody justifies his sin and remains unrepentant, unforgiveness may be an act of grace.
A Christian should care enough not to forgive in order to help the offender to repent and
turn to God and the person he wronged. Granting forgiveness without repentance may be
cruel.

21 Did Jesus forgive those who crucified Him (Luke 23:24) and shouldn’t we

therefore always forgive people who wrong us?

o Jesus didn’t personally forgive anybody when He was nailed to the cross.

o He prayed that his Father forgive his enemies (the Roman soldiers & the Jews who
demanded his crucifixion) their ignorance.

o He didn’t retribute his enemies but showed love/ compassion without forgiving them
personally.

o On Pentecost and afterwards Jesus’s prayer was heard — people came to faith and God
forgave their sins.

o We should pray for our enemies (for their repentance) and do good to them, but it will not
be good for them to forgive them if they are unrepentant. It may be good for them if we
express our desire to forgive them if they repent.

o Our just unforgiveness should demonstrate God’s just unforgiveness and encourage people
to repent and escape God’s wrath and receive his forgiveness.

22 Shouldn’t we just get over it?

Matthew 18 stresses the importance of harmonious relationships amongst believers and the
urgency to restore relationships that have been broken by sin. In verses 15-21 Jesus instructs us how
to approach an offender.

However, we may ask: Should every single offense be addressed/confronted in this manner? Doesn’t
the Bible also teach us to drop a matter on occasion?

We need wisdom and discernment to decide: Confront or drop. Consider the following passages in
Proverbs:

17:14: “Starting a quarrel is like breaching a dam; so drop the matter before a dispute breaks out”
(NIV). “The start of a quarrel is like the leak in a dam, so stop it before it bursts” (The Message).
19:11: “A man’s wisdom gives him patience; it is to his glory to overlook an offence.”

12:16: “A fool shows his annoyance at once; but a prudent man overlooks an insult.”

A proud person who is set on his honour (who is easily offended and overly sensitive) may react to
an offense from a B-triangle or a C-triangle. The person in a B-Triangle mostly always confronts. In a
C-triangle the person will probably always drop the issue for fear of conflict and rejection. Somebody
in an A-triangle will discern when to confront and when to drop.

To know when to drop an offence or to confront an offender, consider:
o Askyourself: “How sure am | that | am right, and you are wrong?”
Examine yourself before/whilst evaluating someone else (Matthew 7:1-5; Prov 16:2):



- You wronged me and | am innocent.
- You didn’t wrong me - | sinned against you and | am guilty.
- We are both guilty in this matter.

o “How important is this?” If a principle is not at stake, leave room for preferences and
differences. If you are too sensitive, you probably have a pride issue. If you are provoked
(offended) by somebody to stray from God and serve an idol, the issue must be addressed (1
Cor 10— 11:1).

o “Does this person show a pattern of this kind of behaviour?” If it is a once off offence, you
may consider dropping the issue. If it is a pattern, it should be addressed, for example if
somebody is perpetually late.

o “What do wise people counsel me to do?” If you consult a third person (Matthew 18:16) you
may be advised to drop the matter.

o “What else is going on in the other person’s world?”. The person may handle external
stressors or physical stressors (fatigue) with impatience or sinful anger (Prov 19:11; 1 Pet
4:8). If it is a pattern, it should be confronted.

o Dropping may include seeking counsel, but definitely excludes gossip. Either drop or
confront in love.

Dropping an offense does not mean that you forgive the person. You have been sinned against and
sin remains sin. The issue is dropped because you love the offender: You have patience with the
weakness and infirmities of the wrongdoer. You keep on praying that God will have his way with the
offender in his time.

23 Is the primary aim of forgiving someone else to get self-healing /

emotional relief?

Smedes (1984: Forgive and Forget: Healing the Hurts We Don’t Deserve) defines forgiveness
essentially as ceasing to feel resentment or anger over the offense or perceived offense. It is a
personal choice to become “healed” of damaging feelings of resentment, bitterness and hate.
Forgiveness is private: It takes place in the heart of the person.

This notion of forgiveness is unconditional, self-centred, not motivated by love for God and
neighbour and happens apart from reconciliation. Forgiveness becomes an emotion rather than a
transaction between two parties. Forgiveness is internalized and privatized and does not address the
guilt and repentance of the offender.

This concept may be extended to our relationship with God. When people are angry with God and
bitter towards Him, they “forgive” Him to get rid of damaging emotions and to find “peace”. This is
blasphemy because God is holy and doesn’t sin and need not be forgiven.

True repentance and forgiveness do have a healing effect on the perpetrator and victim and may
help them to reconcile. The healing however is a result (blessing) but should not be the primary self-
centred aim of forgiveness.

As biblical counsellors we must resist unbiblical therapeutic mind-sets and practices that overrun the
contemporary church, infecting our spiritual life and ministries (Gregory Jones, 1995:66).



26 Should we aim for self-forgiveness?
Does God encourage us in Scripture to forgive ourselves?

There is no emphasis in Scripture on self-forgiveness. If God forgives me, | am forgiven. Somebody
may say: “I believe that He forgives me, but the problem is | can’t forgive myself”.

The problem here is not really the inability to forgive self, but the inability to trust God who says:
“You are forgiven.” If | don’t accept/trust his forgiveness, | may still have guilt and think I'm still
unforgiven.

The solution is not to grant forgiveness to yourself, but rather to accept God’s unfailing and trustful
gracious gift of forgiveness. My thoughts of God need to change: “I believe that You forgave me.
Forgive my unbelief.”

Perseverance in sin will lead to a bad conscience and undermine my confidence to approach God
with boldness.

27 Is non-forgiveness contrary to love?

An elderly believer (in his eighties) approached me. His brother (relative) cheated him many years
ago in a financial transaction. On several occasions in the past, he has confronted his brother with
the injustice, but his brother showed no remorse. He asked me: “Does God expect me to forgive my
unrepentant brother?”

Matthew 18:10-20 gives God’s guidance to solve the problem:

The conflict in Matthew 18:1-4 is fighting for position: “I am bigger and more important than you”.
This arrogance/pride probably caused conflict amongst the disciples. Conflicts can only be resolved if
you are humble like a child. Pride is to put yourself and your desires in the central focus. Pride
hinders repentance, asking for forgiveness and granting forgiveness.

Once one has discerned a personal offence obey God and resolve not to drop the matter by
avoidance or repression (C-Triangle). Also refrain from exploding and fighting with the offender (B-
Triangle). Refrain from discussing the personal offense with a third party before taking it up with the
offender privately/alone (Matthew 18:15a) with the aim to avoid gossip and strife (Prov 16:28; 25:9-
10; 26:20).

When you have been offended (sinned against) search yourself and realise that you may have a
share in restraining the relationship. Brauns suggest approaching the offender as follows: “I have
been so troubled by our interaction lately. It has really been on my heart. Have | done something to
hurt you?” Listen humbly and carefully and ask forgiveness if necessary.

Then proceed to confront the offender in love and honesty for example: “My conviction is that you
wronged me and that hurt our relationship. The wrong is also a sin against God. God wants us to
acknowledge our sins and forgive us. The Good Shepherd doesn’t want one of his sheep to stray
from Him and his flock due to our sin and unrepentance but be saved/forgiven. He leaves the 99
sheep to rescue the single one. On behalf of God, | urge you to retore your relationship with God
and me. My desire is to forgive you graciously and justly and to redeem our relationship” (Eph 4:32).

The offender should be given time to consider and think over what you have said. If the offender
doesn’t agree with you, be patient, pray for him. If he persists that he is not guilty or doesn’t want to
communicate further ask a fellow believer to help resolving the difference. If the fellow believer



agrees that the offender is guilty and remains unrepentant, the elders of the congregation should be
involved. Church discipline is intended to be God’s loving means to save a strayed sheep.

If the offender remains stubborn, he should not be forgiven. He should not be regarded as a brother
(believer) and there can’t be fellowship with him (Psalm 1). He is God’s enemy and should be treated
accordingly (Matth 5:43-48).

Matthew 5: 23-24
The urgency to be reconciled to God and a fellow believer through forgiveness is also stressed by
Jesus in this passage.

If I should offend a fellow believer, it is also a sin against God. My prayers are hindered (1 Pet 3:1-7).
The way to be reconciled to God and the offended, is to repent. Repentance includes genuine
remorse, personal confession, and a desire to be forgiven.

If | do not repent and seek forgiveness from the person | wronged, | should justly not be forgiven by
the offended and God.

26 Should an offended believer be angry and resentful?
An offended believer can and should be angry and resentful because it is a just response to sin.

Resentment can be defined as angry displeasure at something regarded as a wrong, an insult, or an
injury (Merriam-Webster); to dislike or be angry at something or someone because you have been
hurt or not treated fairly, e.g. “She resented being treated like a child” (Cambridge Dictionary); the
feeling of displeasure or indignation at some act, remark, person, etc., regarded as causing injury or
insult (Collins).

Anger, resentment, irritation, indignation, displeasure, and dissatisfaction can be good and just (in
the A-Triangle) but doesn’t include bitterness. Anger and resentment are bad (in a B- or C-triangle)
when it includes bitterness.

When an offender repents, the offended should let go of anger and resentment, and grant
forgiveness.

27 Does true forgiveness and true unforgiveness exclude bitterness and
personal revenge?

True forgiveness is not embittered and revengeful. B-Triangle bitterness and revengefulness is
evident in the song “I See Red” by Robbie Nevil (Musixmatch).

I See Red (lyrics)

Did you really think, I'd just forgive and forget, no
After catching you with her

Your blood should run cold, so cold

You, you two-timing, cheap-lying, wannabe
You're a fool if you thought that I'd just let this go
| see red, red, oh red

A gun to your head, head, to your head

Now all I see is red, red, red



Did you really just say, she didn't mean anything, oh
I'll remember those words, when | come for your soul, your soul
Know that you, you dug your own grave, now lie in it
You're so cruel, but revenge is a dish best served cold
| see red, red, oh red

A gun to your head, head, to your head, oh
Executioner style, and there won't be no trial

Don't you know that you're better off dead

All | seeis red, red, oh red

Now all | see is

Run, hide

Oh, you're so done

Oh, better sleep with one eye open tonight

| see red, red, oh red, oh

A gun to your head, head, to your head, oh
Executioner style, and there won't be no trial

Don't you know that you're better off dead

All | seeis red, red, oh red

Now all | see is red, red

Brauns (p 131) quotes from a website:

Basic rules for women to take revenge on men
o “Getmad ... and then get even. It’s justice, plain and simple.
o Revenge is healthy. Don’t listen to those mealy-mouths who tell you otherwise. You are
getting icky poisonous feelings out of your system once and for all. What could be healthier?
o Revenge is excellent self-therapy. It is far cheaper than a therapist and much healthier than
pigging out on a box of donuts.
o Always aim your revenge where it hurts the most. Go right for the jugular (aar in nek)”.

28 Will God forgive me if | don’t grant forgiveness to a repentant offender?

Scripture teaches that God will only forgive us when we grant just and gracious forgiveness to a
repentant offender:

Mark 11:25-26 (God only forgives those who forgive)
“If you have anything against anybody forgive him so that your Father in heaven may forgive you
your sins”.

o Mark’s saying is compressed.

o God will not forgive people who withhold just forgiveness.

o However, we don’t deserve his forgiveness by forgiving others.

o He doesn’t forgive us exactly as we forgive because our forgiveness is never perfect.

Matthew 6:12,14-15 (The Lord’s Prayer)
“And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”
o God will not forgive me if | don’t forgive repentant people their sins.
o God’s forgiveness to us is a gift of generosity: We should forgive others because and as He
forgives us.



o If I don’t forgive those who repent, | should ask myself if | had really received and
experienced God'’s forgiveness.

o God’s forgiveness is a regenerative experience that transforms a forgiven personinto a
forgiving person.

Luke 7:36-50 (The woman with the ointment)
o The person who has been forgiven is grateful and demonstrates love.
o Love is a response to the forgiveness of God.
o Simon misses God’s forgiveness and therefore doesn’t show love towards Jesus or
forgiveness towards the woman.

Matthew 18:21-35 (The unforgiving servant)

In verse 22 Jesus is using a hyperbole to stress that true forgiveness of a repentant offender is
unlimited (not simply 490 times), even if the offence is serious. The king’s forgiveness is just but also
kind and gracious towards the 1% servant. But the 1% servant is harsh and unforgiving towards his
fellow (the 2") servant. The 1% servant was turned over to the torturers because his unforgiveness
showed that he had no respect for the king and no gratitude for his mercy (Matth 6:14-15; 7:1-2).
People who genuinely have received grace are willing to give grace to others. Forgiveness doesn’t
earn salvation, it demonstrates salvation. If you don’t quack, you are not a duck.

This passage stresses the attitude of willingness to grant just and gracious forgiveness. If an offender
is unrepentant, he/she should not be forgiven. The offended: “I am willing and able to forgive you as
God forgave me, but | need not and shall not forgive you, because you are unrepentant. | choose
however to refrain from retaliation and bitterness and sinful anger and choose to love you as an
enemy.”

Romans 12:17-21 (Response to evil and unrepentant offenders)
The passage gives principles for Christian believers to respond to evil and unrepentant offenders:

o Vs 17,19,21: Resolve not to take revenge (retaliate in kind or degree; to inflict injury in
return), even in small ways. If you have retaliated confess and ask forgiveness. Commit the
offender to God. Consider taking legal action against the offender.

o Vs 17,20: Show love by not forgiving (1 Peter 2:21-25; 3:13-17).

o Vs 19: Do not forgive the unrepentant wrongdoer but leave room for the wrath of God (Deut
32:35,43).

o Paul applied the principle of unforgiveness himself when Alexander harmed him (2 Tim 4:14-
15). The justice of God is real (Heb 9:27). Jesus didn’t forgive those who crucified Him, only
the repentant offender on the cross next to Him (Luke 23:33-34,43). Stephen didn’t forgive
the unrepentant people who stoned him to death (including Saul) but prayed for them (Acts
7:60). Saul’s conversion was an answer to Stephen’s prayer.

30 How can bitterness be prevented and conquered?

When we realise that an unrepentant person will face God’s vengeance, we should have compassion
for him/her and resist bitterness. Conditional forgiveness (just and gracious unforgiveness) does not
spawn bitterness. God does not forgive all but offers forgiveness to those who believe and repent.

Suggestions to beat bitterness:

(1) Call bitterness what it is



People justify their bitterness because they were wronged / treated unfairly. Unfair treatment
doesn’t justify bitterness, because bitterness is sin. The offender can’t be blamed for my bitterness.
Bitterness is my choice.

(2) Wait for God’s justice and trust his providence

Psalm 73: Asaph reported his battle with bitterness. He perceived God to be unfair because the
wicked prosper. He thought that God didn’t treat him or the ungodly justly. He had bitterness
towards God and the ungodly. He admitted that he was brutish and ignorant (vs 22). Bitterness is
dangerous. It is tempting to play with, like mercury but it is highly toxic. It kills. Asaph came to rest
when he accepted that God is just and that He will deal with wicked people and his timing is perfect
(vs 17).

Gen 4:7: Cain was jealous/angry because he thought/believed he was treated unfairly.

Genesis 25-27; Heb 12:15-17: Esau reacted to the unfairness of his mother and brother with
bitterness: He married a foreign woman to spite his parents, vowed to kill his brother and grieved his
parents tremendously (27:41; 28:6-9).

Prov 24:19-20: “Fret not yourself because of evildoers, and be not envious of the wicked, for the evil
man has no future; the lamp of the wicked will be put out”.
An obsession with enemies can be ousted by the focus on God.

(3) Listen to wise people
If you are tempted to give in to bitterness, get advice from wise people.
Prov 19:20: “Listen to advice and accept instruction, that you may gain wisdom in the future.”

(3) Pursue God’s blessing for yourself and those close to you
Ps 73:15: Bitter people betray those closest to them. Bitterness or any other form of unholiness can
defile and ruin the bitter person and many others (Heb 12:15-17).

31 Should memories of being hurt be silenced?

It is normal to remember. Humans have been designed by our Creator to store memories (in the
rational, emotional and in the sensory brain). Disciples of Christ sometimes process memories in a
wrong manner, and then our peace of mind is disturbed.

One bad way to handle memories is to suppress them: trying to ignore and forget.

Another detrimental way is to think constantly about an injustice done to you. This is like running on
a gerbil wheel (or hamster wheel). Memories of my injustice towards somebody else may also haunt
me constantly. Memories can repeat themselves. One can rehearse them e.g. the unfaithfulness of a
spouse, or the abuse by a parent in your childhood or the interrogation by criminals or gangsters or
war enemies. The tape of what they did and how you reacted are replayed.

Temptation:

o To give in to sinful anger and bitterness.

o To remain on the gerbil wheel; to become a prisoner of your own thoughts; to go round and
round but remaining stuck. Satan wants to divide and destroy people by tempting believers
to leave differences between them unresolved (2 Cor 2:5-11; Eph 4:25-27). Even if the
offender is not a believer, the believer should address the injustice in a biblical way.



Handling intruding memories in a good way:

o Take it step by step. It is part of the process of sanctification. There is no instant, magic cure!

o Entrust yourself and offenders to God who judges justly (1 Pet 2:23).

o Strive (pursue with intense effort) for peace with everyone (Heb 12:14).

o Demolish false strongholds in your mind (2 Cor 10:4), e.g. the false thought that the offender
has permanent power over you; or that you are dependent on the perpetrator for safety,
value and recognition.

o Offer just and gracious forgiveness. If it is not answered by repentance, don’t forgive.

o Shun sinful anger and bitterness.

o Focus/think on Jesus Christ and follow/serve Him. Fill your mind with God (Ps 77:10-12) and
not the perpetrator.

32 What if Christians cannot agree?
Because we as Christians are imperfect, not all conflicts are resolved. Despite many efforts
reconciliation seems impossible. How should an impasse be addressed?

Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:36-41)
On occasion Paul and Barnabas disagreed sharply. Paul preferred not to take John Mark with them
on a mission — because Mark deserted them at a previous occasion - but rather Silas. Barnabas
disagreed (paratsismos: includes anger and shouting). After knowing each other for 12 years they
parted. What contributed to the separation?
o In Antioch Paul reprimanded Barnabas and Peter publicly of hypocrisy because they
distanced themselves from believers from the Gentiles (Gal 2:11-14).
o Barnabas and John Mark were cousins (Col 4:10) and Barnabas really wanted to take him
along (Acts 15:37).
o Maybe in some way or other finances played a role. Barnabas contributed substantially to
the churches (Acts 4:36-37).

Luckily the separation didn’t result in enmity and permanent strife. Paul later referred fondly to
Barnabas (1 Cor 9:6) and spoke positively about John Mark on numerous occasions (Col 4:10; Phil 23-
24; 2 Tim 4:11).

Conclusions:
o Luke (who wrote Acts) didn’t take sides with either Paul or Barnabas.
o Both continued to serve God.
o The spreading of the Gospel went forward despite their dispute.

Guidelines:
o Accept the difference.
Focus on Jesus Christ and continue with his ministry (Heb 12:2-3).
The same applies to relationships in family, marriage, friendships.
Say less; don’t gossip.
Submit to human authorities. Although they may differ, children should obey their parents
(Eph 6:1-2).
Be hopeful and wait. Time heals what reason and emotions can't.
o Show respect and acknowledgement despite the difference.

@)
O
O
O

o

Joseph (Gen 37-50)

Joseph was wronged by:
o His parents who spoiled him



O

@)
@)

His brothers

Joseph’s brothers were justly angry with his boastfulness and with their parent’s favouritism.
However, they had sinful bitterness, anger, resentment, hatred.

They planned to murder him and sold him into slavery.

They deprived him of a home, a family, safety, freedom, and fellowship with believers.
Potiphar & his wife wronged him.

The king’s servant forgot him.

Joseph tasted God’s presence and faithful love. Despite the injustices, Joseph trusted in the LORD
and served Him faithfully. God’s dreams for him were realised: He served the coming of God'’s
kingdom in Egypt and for the future. He was justly angry with his brothers but had no bitterness. He
offered his love to them and forgave them because they had true remorse. He was reconciled to
them. He treated them well, as the LORD treated him well.

33 What about Forgiveness Interventions and Restorative Justice?

Secular forgiveness is not true forgiveness:

o Forgiveness Intervention: Aims at decreased levels of anxiety, depression and anger and
better physical health. It doesn’t involve the perpetrator. It aims at psychological self-help; is
victim centred; motivated by self-interest and selfishness. Doesn’t aim at restoring the
relationship.

o Restorative Justice was developed in the criminal justice system. It is a secular process that
seeks to undo the relational effects of wrongdoing. It helps victims to let go of anger,
resentment and bitterness. It gives wrongdoers an opportunity to repair some of the
damage done. It aims to restore the relationship between the two parties. Restorative
justice is not concerned about sin as an ethical issue but only about the law of a country.
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