


CHAPTER TWO: FORGIVENESS

There is an old joke that has been told for years. | think I've heard it no less than four times (maybe
even read it somewhere in those times), but it always makes me think about how we, as women,
are viewed in society. The joke is about two old men who are sitting on a park bench talking about
their wives. It goes something like this: One of the men turns to the other and says, “Did you know
that my wife is greater than God?” The other responds, “No kidding? How's that?” The first replies,
“She is greater than God because she remembers stuff that she has “forgiven” in the past while God
forgives and then forgets — so she remembers things that God forgot a long time ago!”

I've seen a lot of people who forgive like this. Many of them are women. They will agree to
forgive someone for something they have done, but they secretly vow to never, ever forget about
it. I have been one of those women. In my mind, there was a difference between forgiving and
forgetting — they were not the same thing. | rationalized that forgiving someone was to say “okay, |
forgive you.” But | did not see that act as requiring me to forget about it and move on. In fact, | felt
that there was a power in forgiving someone and that power entailed the ability to remember.

When Kevin and | were entering our senior year of college, we were already engaged to be
married after graduation. Kevin had spent most of the summer before our senior year studying
abroad in Europe and we had not had the opportunity (or finances) to talk much while he was
gone. Arriving back on campus to us meant facing our last year of school, preparing for marriage,
and “reconnecting” after several months apart. Before we’d left for summer break, we had started a
conversation about whether God might call us into foreign ministry. Kevin’s parents were part-time
foreign missionaries so he had grown up participating in these mission trips and felt that might be
in our future as well. | felt exactly the opposite!! | had no desire, whatsoever, to minister in a foreign
land. | felt like there were plenty of ministry opportunities in our own country. Looking back, |
think that | was pretty adamant to Kevin about my feelings. The problem was, of course, that
neither of us had prayed about it and neither of us got to finish the discussion we started as Kevin
was on his way to Europe for the summer and | was on my way home to plan a wedding.

Thus, there was a bit of tension between us upon arriving back at school. | could sense it,
and so could he. You might call it “having cold feet” before the wedding, but Kevin will tell you he
had serious concerns about my willingness to accept a call onto the foreign mission field. This was
a big deal to him (as it should have been). But instead of talking to me about his concerns and what
had been bothering him all summer long, he asked two of my closest friends if they would advise
him on how to proceed. In essence, he had a pretty long conversation with them about me and our
future as a couple - behind my back. It was several days later when he approached me to talk over
the topic that this “secret” conversation came to light. We were able to discuss what God had
shown both of us that summer about our willingness to obey His call on us as a married couple -
whatever that call might be. That issue was resolved. But when he revealed to me that he had
talked with my two closest friends, a new issue came rising to the surface. | felt betrayed by him
and my two friends. More importantly, one of those friends had hidden feelings for Kevin and
would later confess to me that she had secretly hoped we would call off the wedding. | suspected
her feelings for Kevin, so when | learned that he had talked with my friends unbeknownst to me, |
was crushed. | was also humiliated, horrified, and in shock. One of these friends was my roommate,
so how could she not have told me about this? | had seen her everyday for three days straight and,
well, nothing? What kind of a friend was that? And Kevin - how could he do that to me? | lost a lot
of respect for him as | viewed this as an immature response to a situation that he should have
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approached me about first. Displaying my own immaturity in response, | gave them all the silent
treatment.

My roommate asked for my forgiveness — waiting up for me the night that Kevin and | had
our big discussion. She knew that he and | were going to be talking about our future (via their
“secret” conversation behind my back) and had been dying to talk to me about it. She explained,
rightfully so, that Kevin had put her in an awkward position and that he had asked her to not talk to
me about their conversation until after he had talked with me. She had agreed to hold his
confidence, but had not liked it. | forgave my roommate, and my anger turned back toward Kevin.
Yeah, what was he thinking putting my friends in such an awkward situation like that?

It didn’t take Kevin long to realize that he “had done something wrong.” | was short with my
responses to him, avoided him on campus, acted aloof, etc., because | was - to put it lightly — so
mad at him. Finally, as we were driving in his Bronco truck to an event a couple of hours from
campus, he said to me: “I think I've done something wrong but | don’t know what | did. Are you
mad at me?” His boyish charm and sincerity in his statement and question melted my anger the
tiniest bit. | explained to him how horrified and hurt | was for his betrayal of me. | explained that he
had chosen to seek advice from someone who was clearly biased (my friend who had a crush on
him) and had put my other friend - my roommate — in the most awkward of situations. | told him
that it was immature of him to do it and how if he had needed advice, he should have sought older,
wiser counsel. | think | pretty much said everything | was thinking. Kevin, having always had the
spiritual gift of mercy, patiently listened to me and attempted to understand my position. He then
admitted that he had not realized that his actions were so hurtful. He understood what | was saying
and he agreed that he had been in the wrong. He affirmed in me his desire for us to be married and
that he would never do something like that again. | was able to calm down and tell him that |
forgave him. And | did - forgive him. But | just could not forget about it....so | made sure that he
couldn't either.

| am pretty sure that on no less than a once per year occasion for the next several years, |
found it necessary to remind Kevin of his moment of “insanity.” It was sort of my way (now, looking
back | can say this) of having some sort of power over him. It was my way to remind him of this
great injustice and pain he had caused me - therefore justifying some hidden desire that he would
forever be my slave accordingly. It was a debt, you seg, that he could not pay to make me feel
whole again. After a few years, Kevin was starting to get tired of the story.

Now, I'm in no way trying to make light of situations where deep pain has been caused to
us. There are horrors beyond horrors that happen to us here on earth and they are beyond the
depths of what one little chapter in a book can cover. But for the sake of simplicity, | use this
example of how | was “forgiving” Kevin because | think that so many times we do the exact same
thing. What we are doing is holding a grudge against that person — we will not forget and we will
not let it go. There is some pretty poor logic being applied here. As my friend says, “unless you
have a brain injury or experience amnesia — of course you will remember the event that happened!”
But when we say we are “forgiving” someone and we continue to bring it up and relive it (get
offended all over again, etc.), we really have not forgiven that person. Instead, we are acting as if
we are holding a hot iron plate and refusing to let go. Eventually, it scorches us through and
through. The “forgetting” is really “letting it go” by not bringing it up again to them or ourselves.
That is forgiving and forgetting.

Some time after Kevin had on more than several occasions been reminded of his faux pas,
we were living in a different city and my friend who had confessed to me about her crush on Kevin
was in town for a conference. We had her over for dinner and | remember that | was still thinking
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about their “secret” conversation all those years earlier. As we were reminiscing and laughing
about the silly things we used to do in college over dessert, Kevin brought up the time that he went
to her for advice and how angry | was at him for doing that. The two of them laughed. | forced a
chuckle. I could feel the anger burning inside of me again. My friend started really laughing and
making fun of Kevin and how weird that situation was for her. She pointed out that we were so
immature about things back then and how different she viewed life now that she was a few years
on the other side of college, etc. It was weird to be talking about such a hurtful time in my life so
openly and lightly. Later, after she had left to go back to her hotel, Kevin helped me clear the table
and we started talking about that story again. | remember him distinctly putting the dishes on the
counter and leaning back against it as he looked me square in the eye and said, “Nikki, | want you to
tell me what | need to do to get you to forgive me for this.”

“I do forgive you, Kevin.”

“No you don’t. You continue to bring this up and you still have obvious anger and hurt
aboutit. So what do I need to do? We've talked it over and over to ad nauseum and you know I'm
sorry. But that still hasn’t been enough in your eyes so you tell me what to do, and I'll do it. | want
to make sure that you never bring this up again.” He was calm as he said these things to me.

“Well, | feel like | have forgiven you.”

“This is not forgiveness — at least not in the way that Christ tells us to forgive.” Kevin always
had a way of bringing the Godly perspective to a situation in a matter-of-fact way.

“So you don't think that | have really forgiven you.” | said.

“No, | don’t. | think that you think you have forgiven me. But you have not. You are not
willing to say that the debt has been paid and | can go free.” Kevin smiled sheepishly when he said
this, but | knew that he was being serious.

“You are right. | haven’t.” | had a lot to pray about suddenly. And it wasn’t just the dumb
conversation that went on behind my back several years earlier. It was the more serious point that
Kevin had made - | thought | was forgiving, but | wasn’t. | was doing something that sounded right
to me, but didn't come from the heart. | wasn’t being obedient to God, and | wasn’t developing a
character that would please Him. | wasn’t very good at forgiveness, and | knew | had to be if | ever
wanted to grow closer to God.

In the days that followed, | pondered the short conversation that Kevin and | had in our
kitchen. |1 went to God with it — not just that situation, but all of the situations in my life in which |
was doing the same thing. | wasn’t good at forgiving and | had to get better. The very first thing
that God did for me was to remind me of His own forgiveness in my life. You see, the truth really is
as | have heard it said many times before: you will forgive someone about as much as you feel that
you need forgiveness from God. It was time to get myself off of the “good girl” pedestal that | had
placed myself on and start realizing all of the shortcomings in my life in which God was showing me
mercy — His forgiveness of my sins, His grace in situations where worse things could have happened
had it not been for Him, and His ability to love even the worst of us. It was time to recognize that if
God was truly as big and powerful as | believed Him to be, then He was the one to deal out the
punishment for injustice....I didn't have to worry about it. It is His world, His terms, His court of law.
My role was simply to forgive, and His role was to take care of the rest. My role was to be an
obedient Christian, His role was to be the omniscient, omnipotent, just God.

* * *
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It's important to recognize the boundless issues that surround the idea of forgiving
someone. The majority of life is dealing with the “smaller” issues needing forgiveness — those
things that fall way short of the deeper wounds of being victimized by crimes (whether punished
through our legal system or not). I've observed spectrums that span from forgiving someone for
accidentally bumping into you in the grocery store to forgiving someone for the horrors of sexual
abuse and even murder. The purpose of this chapter, however, is not to explore the depths of
dealing with forgiveness in those areas that rock our souls. The instructions from God are the same,
yes, but the healing process can be different. That is why it is so wonderful to receive the benefits
of Christian counseling and the blessings of a Christian community where you can walk side by side
another person on the path of healing. It is absolutely necessary that you seek Christian
counseling when the wounds inflicted upon you are of the “deeper” nature. This chapter is not
an adequate dissertation on forgiving those instances and the necessary steps that must be
taken to get there. But | do know that healing can come in these situations — God is a very, very big
God. We have all heard the amazing testimonies of women older than us who have received such
healing. It does happen and it is God’s will for it to happen. He does not want us to be chained to
the past, He wants us to let Him be bigger than our past and heal us, move us forward, and help us
to glorify Him through obeying His direction to us in these areas. John Maxwell has said that
“Background and circumstances may have had an influence on who you are, but you are responsible for
who you become. ... One of the greatest discoveries you can ever make is that you can change.” With
God'’s help, we can change. He also wants us to encourage others through our experiences — which
can happen best when we have experienced healing. If you are reading this and know that there
are people in your life that you feel you will never forgive because of the great pain and injustice
you have suffered at their hands, then let me encourage you to get healed! God wants this for you
and He is waiting on you to step up and see all the wonderful things that He will do through your
life. Seek counseling, seek community, seek God's face daily...the best is yet to come, my dear little
sister, and when God heals - it is complete.

* * *

The thing that really bothers me about this side of our character, this idea of being able to
forgive others, is that we tend to have so many problems with it. There are very few women that |
know who can forgive at the drop of a hat. Most of us would rather get angry, and then talk about
the injustice done to us with everyone we know. It's as if we take some satisfaction in being able to
point out how we have been wronged and how we have chosen to deal with it accordingly. In the
past when I've taught on this subject, I've used the analogy of the dog leash that we use with our
little dog. | show how it attaches around our beloved pet’s neck and is anchored in such a way that
our dog can only go so far before he is confined to go no further. | talk about how the leash on a
dog means that there is never freedom, but only perceived freedom. When we put our dog outside
on his leash, he is excited at first because it means that he gets to be outside. But the moment he
gets to the end of the leash length, he is pulled back as he realizes that he is really not free, but
chained to a certain area. This is what failing to forgive does to us. The act of unforgiveness
(holding a grudge) is a chain around our necks that never lets us be free. It pulls on us and confines
us to a certain stage of life in which we can merely go round and round the anchoring stake in the
ground. It never lets us be free. | love this visual as | believe it is an accurate representation of our

1 Maxwell, John. “Your Road Map For Success”, pp. 52-53.
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human character when it comes to forgiveness. God made us and He knows (much better than we
do) how this works. He knows that our ability to forgive is directly tied to our ability to live. He
knows the damage that will be done to us if we cannot let things go. | believe that this is why He so
gently yet firmly tells us that we must forgive others.

“If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you. But if you refuse to forgive others,
your Father will not forgive your sins.” Matthew 6:14-15 (NLT) [Christ speaking]

Jesus lays it out for us pretty plainly: if you want God to forgive you for your sins, you must forgive
others of theirs. He gives us clear direction on how to deal with forgiving others. But what about
when it comes to forgiving ourselves?

| have met with too many students who struggle with forgiving themselves for things they
did in their past. Usually, these were decisions made before college that involved some sort of
moral choice in life that led down a path that they should not have trod. Sitting across from me
(often in a coffee shop), they share their stories of how they wish they could go back and do things
differently. What an awesome thought! To be able to recognize that we have learned from one of
life’s experiences...to know that if we are ever in that same situation again, we would do things
differently. That is definitely a sign of a repentant heart!

Several students tell me that they can accept God'’s forgiveness for what they have done,
but they just can’t forgive themselves for what they have done. This is dumb. This is letting
emotions and immaturity overrule what we know to be true. When God forgives you, it is a done
deal — over and ended. When you keep bringing it up, you are telling God that His forgiveness was
not good enough for you. Are you greater than God? Do we dare to tell God that His finality on the
matter isn't really final? | shudder at the thought.

Other students tell me that their problem with forgiving themselves is more an issue of not
accepting forgiveness from God. They simply cannot believe that He would forgive them for what
they did at this party, or what they said over here, or that time that they went out and did this or
that. This also is dumb. If you ask God to forgive you, He forgives.

But if we confess our sins to Him, He is faithful and just to forgive us and to cleanse us from every wrong. 1John 1:9
(NLT)

Let me say it another way. Whatever it is that you have done in your past that you feel like God will
not forgive you for — does it entail murdering several people? Several Christian people? Most
students laugh at me when | ask them this. But this is important because Saul murdered several
Christians before God called him into ministry and changed his name to Paul. Did you catch that?
The guy that wrote most of our New Testament in the Bible was a mass-murderer. He murdered
Christians, no less. He was the worst of the worst — feared by many. He was a horrible man. And
yet, God forgave him of this...and then used him to help spring the early church into action! This is
a huge example for us!! God does forgive us when we ask Him, and we can forgive ourselves as a
result of this truth! There is freedom to be had!

So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus. For the power of the life-giving
Spirit has freed you through Christ Jesus from the power of sin that leads to death. Romans 8:1-2 (NLT)

This is great news for us! God forgives us! And He wants us to forgive ourselves. “Condemnation”
is just a fancy word meaning “gloom and doom” (per my husband). It is feeling guilty and
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accepting blame for something we've done. | sometimes wonder if God isn't waiting on us to
accept His forgiveness (in place of the guilt/blame we feel), forgive ourselves, and forgive others so
that He can use us for His purposes. Lack of forgiveness has the power to block us from moving
forward in life. It keeps us on a leash to that stake in the ground. Wouldn’t you rather be running
free? 1 would.

Basically, there are four categories of forgiveness. When it comes to the issue of forgiving
someone, we can probably put the issue at hand in one of the following four areas:

Forgiving others who offend us.

Forgiving others who offend someone we love.

Forgiving ourselves for our own actions that hurt ourselves.
Forgiving ourselves for hurting others.

N

Merriam-Webster online has defined “forgiveness” as “to grant relief from payment of” or “to cease
to feel resentment against (an offender).”? We have problems “granting relief” and/or “ceasing to
feel resentment” against others because we often want revenge for the wrong done to us and/or
restitution for what has happened (i.e., payment for damages). Maybe it's because we grew upina
home that did not easily forgive others so we have never observed how to do it, but we pretty
much have an attitude that we are owed something. Our culture today encourages this attitude of
unforgiveness. Our society says that we should seek to edify ourselves above all and if that means
having pride that says “l will not forgive you because | have rights that have been violated”, then so
be it. In reality, our American justice system encourages this. Our legal system is a set of standards
of what is “right” and “wrong” and what happens when your “rights” have been violated. We use
terms such as “restitution”, “payment in full”, “penalty”, “damages”, and “judgment” to
acknowledge the rights of individuals who have been wronged. If someone is going to step out
and forgive another, our society looks at the action as admirable for what it does for the person. In
other words, forgiveness is an issue of what it does for me and not what it does for the other
person. If forgiving someone makes us the “better” person, then that is acceptable. If forgiving
someone makes us “admirable”, then that is acceptable. If forgiving someone gives us better
physical health because we finally let go of the stress, then that is acceptable. All of these reasons
for forgiving are fine, but they are not based on Biblical principles.

If we go to scripture for guidance in this side of our character, then we see some pretty hard
and fast rules about forgiving ourselves and others. God has made His will about forgiveness clear
for us. We have got to let go of our cultural view of the “pro’s & con’s” of forgiveness. This is not
because they necessarily lack merit, but because if we truly want to provide and experience
forgiveness as God intended, we will not fully achieve it through a worldly paradigm. We have to
see and accept that God’s commands and perspective on how we (as humans) should exist
transcends and overrides our current cultural perspective. We have to see things from God’s
perspective or His commands on forgiveness won't make sense to us. To put it simply — a Godly
perspective is one that is focused on God’s glory, God’s mission on earth (past and present), and
God’s desire to see us grow in character. The degree to which we are obedient to God’s call to

III "
I

2 See http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/forgiveness and http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/forgiving .
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forgiveness demonstrates the degree to which we have surrendered that part of our character to
Him.

| find the irony of the situation is that it's easier for me to see how and why Christ forgave us
of our sins (the greatest forgiveness act of all times) than it is for me to see why | should forgive the
lady who was rude to me on the phone. It is easier for me to see Christ’s work on earth in the center
of God’s will and how His forgiveness of others fits perfectly into God’s master plan. But I lack God'’s
perspective on dealing with those around me because my faith has not matured to the point that |
can put God’s plans and calling before myself. Many of us feel this same way. Different personality
types, different upbringings, different past experiences can all play into our ability/inability to
forgive. For some, forgiveness is not difficult. For others, it feels impossible.

What does the Bible say about forgiveness? Basically, the Bible says that we must forgive
others, and we must forgive ourselves. True freedom only comes when we are obedient in giving
our forgiveness and accepting His forgiveness. The bottom line is that we live in a fallen world and
horrible things will happen to us. We will get offended. We will get hurt. It is part of living in a
world that is not perfect and is no longer the Garden of Eden. What we must ask ourselves is
simple: what are we going to do when horrible things happen to us? What are we going to do
when faced with the unbelievable offenses??

We Must Forgive Others

1. We must not dwell and get bitter.

When someone hurts us, we usually have this response: “l didnt deserve this!” We
feel our rights have been violated. If we foster these feelings and thoughts, that
leash around our neck starts to pull us in tighter and tighter — giving us less and less
freedom. We do not trust God’s Word in giving forgiveness and we start to become
bitter. When bitterness takes root, it not only pulls us closer to the stake, but
eventually will choke us to death. God does not want us to become bitter. He wants
us to believe Him and His Word. He wants us to trust that His way is the better way.

Look after each other so that none of you will miss out on the special favor of God. Watch out that no bitter
root of unbelief rises up among you, for whenever it springs up, many are corrupted by its poison. Hebrews
12:15 (NLT)

2. We must not seek revenge.

Our human nature says that we must return what has been done to us. It's our way
of feeling that we've been made whole. When someone cuts me off in traffic, | think
it is my “right” to jump ahead of them and then cut them off in traffic as well. It's sort
of like what we're taught in the early years of our upbringing: share and share alike.

3 During the Spring and Fall semesters of 2004, Lily7 conducted several retreats for collegiate women across the Midwest. During one of the sessions of
those retreats, | asked our pastor’s wife to teach on the issue of forgiveness. Amie Patrick categorized several truths that we find in scripture on the issue
of forgiveness and | would be remiss if | did not mention her here. Several of the sub points made here under the headings of “We Must Forgive Others”
and “We Must Forgive Ourselves” are taken from that lesson that she taught in those venues.
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But although it’s fine to learn to share toys and belongings, it is not fine to share
injustice. We must allow God to hand out the justice, not ourselves. We are not
supposed to be vigilantes, but Christians. We glorify God (we worship Him) when we
leave room for Him to hand out His justice. When we refuse to seek revenge on our
own, we are sacrificing that option that we have before God and handing it over to
Him. That is worship.

Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Do things in such a way that everyone can see you are honorable.
Do your part to live in peace with everyone, as much as possible. Dear friends, never avenge yourselves.
Leave that to God. For it is written, “| will take vengeance; | will repay those who deserve it,” says the Lord.
Instead, do what the Scriptures say: “If your enemies are hungry, feed them. If they are thirsty, give them
something to drink and they will be ashamed of what they have done to you.” Don't let evil get the best of
you, but conquer evil by doing good. Romans 12:17-21 (NLT)

| remember hearing the story of Corrie Ten Boom when | was a little girl. She was a
Nazi Concentration Camp prisoner where she was humiliated with other prisoners by
having to shower in front of guards and where she eventually lost several family
members to death. She experienced a horror that most of us will never experience in
our lifetimes. (When | think of what she endured, I am almost embarrassed to think
of what “wrongs” | feel that | have suffered as they are so trivial by comparison.) Her
story, as | have heard it, entailed a time following World War Il after she had been set
free. She was out speaking at a church about her experiences and how God helped
her through those times. At one of the churches where she was speaking, in the
middle of her talk, she looked up and saw one of the very guards who had so
humiliated her while she took showers in the prison camps. In that moment, she felt
this hatred toward the guard rise within her. She knew that she needed to forgive
him, but she could not. She prayed to God, acknowledging that she could not
forgive this guard, but that God might forgive him through her. Ms. Boom says that
as she prayed, she felt God give her a peace that He would, in fact, forgive the guard
through her. Later, after that service had ended, the guard approached Ms. Boom to
talk with her. As they spoke, she was able to experience God’s peace of forgiving
others.

But I say, love your enemies! Pray for those who persecute you! Matthew 5:44 (NLT)

3. We must not become self-protective and closed off from the world.

When we've been hurt, it’s easy to close ourselves off from the world. We put up “walls”
in our lives. A student that | have mentored in the past has joked that she puts up walls,
barricades, and bailing wire. We do not want to get hurt again and we assume that
people will always hurt us. Of course, this is not rational behavior, but it is human
behavior. The problem with this is that God does not want us to live like the lone ranger,
shut off from the world. He uses people in our lives to mold us into who He has created
us to be. He also uses us in the lives of others to mold them into who He has created
them to be. He wants us to live in community with others.
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“The second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.” Mark 12:31 (NLT) [Jesus speaking about
the two greatest commandments.]

Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven
you. Ephesians 4:32 (NLT)

4, We must not make our identity in what has happened to us, but instead make our
identity in who Christ is in us.

The issue of where we, as women, find our identity is a huge passion in my life. | have
seen sO many young women grasping on to things through which they try to identify
themselves and when that “thing” is not Christ Himself, it always results in emptiness.
Lily7 was born out of the belief that we, as women, can develop Godly character and can
find our identity in Christ alone. We can be marked as His for eternity, or we can be
marked as something else for short periods of time. No one, | have found, wants the
short-run. And the quicker we can start looking to Christ for our moment-by-moment
decisions, for healing, for worship, for guidance, for obedience....the quicker we will be
on the path for His purposes in what He has set out to do in us. Too often we mark
ourselves by some wrong done to us in the past. We are a victim by definition, yes, but
we do not have to be a victim by identity. We must seek Him, who He is — and nothing
and no one else.

What this means is that those who become Christians become new persons. They are not the same anymore,
for the old life is gone. A new life has begun! Il Corinthians 5:17-18 (NLT)

He must become greater and greater, | must become less. John 3:30 (NLT)

5. We must not become self-righteous.

One of the easiest ways to learn to have grace on others is to remember how much
grace that we, ourselves, need from God and others. There is an underlying tone in our
hearts when we refuse to forgive someone. We basically say that we are not equal with
them, that we are better than them, and that way we can look down on them and make
the judgment that they are not worthy to be forgiven. Sound extreme? Think about it.
As | sit here and type this chapter, | am confronted with the fact that | do not like one of
our neighbors. She and her husband are quite a bit older than my husband and me and
from the time we bought this place, she has been less than friendly. Her husband,
however, has been wonderful. He and my husband truly enjoy seeing each other and
catching up. But his wife, on the other hand, seems to resent us and every other
neighbor. She has strong opinions about landscaping that we have not adhered to. She
looks begrudgingly over at us when we are outside as though our very presence offends
her. She has even refused to wave hello back to me. The nerve!l Has she no manners?
My husband, displaying his very high spiritual gifting in mercy, simply laughs this off. |,
however, get pretty offended by her actions. | simply cannot believe how rude she can
be. | have no desire to be kind to her, let alone forgive her. Now, when | feel so
passionate about not forgiving her rudeness, am | not really saying that | would never be
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that rude? Am I not drawing an imaginary line that says, “you crossed this line and | would
never cross this line so therefore you are a horrible person”? Isn’t that, indeed, why | find it
hard to forgive her? Itis because | cannot imagine behaving like she does. If she was
carrying a glass of water and tripped and spilled it on me, | would easily forgive her
because | have tripped and spilled things before (quite often | trip and spill things,
actually). We forgive easiest what we have needed forgiving of ourselves.

But Christ does not give us an option. He says that we must forgive....all the time...for
everything...no exceptions.

Then Peter came to him and asked, “Lord, how often should | forgive someone who sins against me? Seven
times?

“No!” Jesus replied, “seventy times seven!”

“For this reason, the Kingdom of Heaven can be compared to a king who decided to bring his accounts up
to date with servants who had borrowed money from him. In the process, one of his debtors was brought in
who owed him millions of dollars. He couldn’t pay, so the king ordered that he, his wife, his children, and
everything he had be sold to pay the debt. But the man fell down before the king and begged him, ‘Oh, sir, be
patient with me, and | will pay it all.” Then the king was filled with pity for him, and he released him and forgave
his debt.

“But when the man left the king, he went to a fellow servant who owed him a few thousand dollars. He
grabbed him by the throat and demanded instant payment. His fellow servant fell down before him and
begged for a little more time. ‘Be patient and | will pay it,” he pleaded. But his creditor wouldn't wait. He had
the man arrested and jailed until the debt could be paid in full.

“When some of the other servants saw this, they were very upset. They went to the king and told him what
had happened. Then the king called in the man he had forgiven and said, "You evil servant! | forgave you that
tremendous debt because you pleaded with me. Shouldn’t you have mercy on your fellow servant, just as | had
mercy on you? Then the angry king sent the man to prison until he had paid every penny.

“That’s what my heavenly Father will do to you if you refuse to forgive your brothers and sisters in your
heart.” Matthew 18:21-35 (NLT)

Jesus said, “Father, forgive these people, because they don’t know what they are doing.” And the soldiers
gambled for his clothes by throwing dice. Luke 23:34 (NLT)

If you still feel like it’s hard for you to keep from looking down on others and forgiving them,
a great exercise is to think of where your life would be had it not been for the grace of God.
I've heard several speakers and pastors talk about this exercise and how powerful it can be.
For instance, had it not been for the grace of God in my life, | would have probably ended up
addicted to sex, alcohol, and drugs. | would have been obsessed with what people thought
of me so | would have acquired these addictions by doing whatever it took to be liked. |
would have created a long trail of broken relationships and people because | would have
tried to control every person around me - even though I, myself, would have been quite out
of control. 1 would have died a miserable, bitter, and hateful woman. And these are just the
first things that come to my mind as | think about where | would be if it had not been for the
grace of God. Of course, any of us who think about this question long enough can see how
we could end up even worse off than | have described here. Donald Miller in his book, Blue
Like Jazz, makes a keen observation in how we are really no different than terrorists overseas
killing and raping people.* | have heard it said that we are just one decision away from
making huge mistakes in life.

* Miller, Donald. “Blue Like Jazz”.
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We need God'’s grace...but for His grace, we would not be where we are today. No
matter how good or bad life seems to be, it could always be one step further down a
destructive trail. God’s grace on us is our call to extend grace to others. Who do you need
to forgive?

| am happy to report that in writing this chapter | have found a new attitude toward
my neighbor. | forgive her. And I'm going to wave “hello” to her every time | see her even if
she never waves back!

* * *
We Must Forgive Ourselves
1. We must recognize that we cannot get it right by ourselves; we need Christ.

It's funny how independent we can become. Part of the “women’s liberation”
movement of the 1960’s was to try and prove that women were independent
creatures in need of no one. So many issues have come out of that movement that |
have often wondered if it did more harm than good. But one of the results, for sure,
is an affirmation to our human nature that we can fix things by ourselves. We move
toward wanting control over our environment, emotions, and even others. This
control manifests itself in a feeling that we can “fix” things that we perceive to be
wrong. If we are not happy with our past behavior, then we try to do things now to
make what happened then alright. We think that if we do steps “A”, “B”, and “C”,
then everything will be fine. Although there is nothing intrinsically wrong with
making good choices and following through on them in order to better our lives -
we must be careful that we do not fall into the trap of legalisms. Legalism says that if
we follow all the “rules” all the time, then we are okay (or righteous or justified). But
this is contrary to what scripture tells us. Scripture tells us that the sacrifice of Jesus
Christ removed the requirement that we must “do something” to receive God's
grace. When we think that we must meet a list of requirements to have God's grace
on our lives — then we are thinking on and believing in the exact opposite message
of Christ. We are shunning grace and embracing legalism by pressuring ourselves to
“getit right.” We feel we must take all the right steps at the right time and in the
right way and we find ourselves at the point of exhaustion. The good news is that
this is an inaccurate view of God’s grace and His plan for our lives. He wants us to
accept His grace given through Jesus Christ. He wants us to stop jumping through
the hoops and instead accept that there are no hoops with Jesus.

If we claim we have not sinned, we are calling God a liar and showing that His word has no place in our
hearts. 1John 1:10 (NLT)

We are all infected and impure with sin. When we proudly display our righteous deeds, we find they are but
filthy rags. Like autumn leaves, we wither and fall. And our sins, like the wind, sweep us away. Isaiah 63:6

(NLT)

As the Scriptures say, “No one is good - not even one.
No one has real understanding; no one is seeking God.
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All have turned away from God; all have gone wrong.

No one does good, not even one.
...For no one can ever be made right in God’s sight by doing what his law commands. For the more
we know God'’s law, the clearer it becomes that we aren’t obeying it. Romans 3:10-12&20 (NLT)
[Emphasis added]

God saved you by his special favor when you believed. And you can't take credit for this; it is a gift from
God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it.
Ephesians 2:8-9 (NLT)

When we were utterly helpless, Christ came at just the right time and died for us sinners. Now, no one is
likely to die for a good person, though someone might be willing to die for a person who is especially good.
But God showed His great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners. Romans
5:6-8 (NLT)

2. We can be sorry about what we have done, but we must confess what we have done
to God.

My husband always says that we need to spend less time talking about things, and
more time doing something about them. When it comes to forgiving ourselves, he
would say that this means less time talking about the past, and more time going to
God with it and moving on. How many times have we talked about things that we
“need” to pray about, but haven't actually prayed about them? We can sit and
analyze our past behavior, feel bad about it, even feel sorry about what we have
done, but if we do not go to God with it - we will never get past it. Part of forgiving
ourselves requires that God’s forgiveness comes first.

But if we confess our sins to Him, He is faithful and just to forgive us and to cleanse us from every wrong. |
John 1:9 (NLT)

Finally, I confessed all my sins to you and stopped trying to hide them. | said to myself, “l will confess my
rebellion to the Lord.” And you forgave me! All my guilt is gone! Psalm 32:5 (NLT)

People who cover over their sins will not prosper. But if they confess and forsake them, they will receive
mercy. Proverbs 28:13 (NLT)

3. We must recognize that the consequences of our sin are not God’s way of punishing
us, but His way of rescuing us.

Consequences are the natural result of an occurrence. | remember learning this very
simple concept in my High School’s Physics class. If you drop something, the
consequence (the result) is that it will fall. There may be other consequences - it may
land on something, it may break something or itself, it may break into tiny pieces and
those pieces of broken substance may injure someone else, it may bounce and roll
away, etc. All consequences of one simple act: dropping. The same applies to our
actions in life. Each action (each statement, even) will have some consequence.
There is a resulting reaction for every action (that is a basic Physics concept).

When you make a bad decision in life and something not-so-great results
from it, you cannot blame God or think of Him as punishing you for it. You have to
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recognize that certain things will happen as a result of your action. That said, God
will definitely use those consequences to get your attention focused on Him. He is
pretty amazing in the way that He can take a horrible consequence and make it a
maturing experience of getting your focus back on Him. He is not mad at us. He is
not punishing us. The challenge is asking and allowing God to work through these
consequences to bring us closer to Him and back in line to what He has called us to
while we are here on earth. He loves us and is using those moments to get us back
on the right path. There are definitely consequences of any sin, but they in and of
themselves, will not keep us from heaven.

He has removed our rebellious acts as far away from us as the east is from the west. Psalm 103:12 (NLT)

Yet Jerusalem says, “The Lord has deserted us; the Lord has forgotten us.”
“Never! Can a mother forget her nursing child? Can she feel no love for a child she has born? But
even if that were possible, | would not forget you!” Isaiah 49:14-15 (NLT)

For the Lord your God has arrived to live among you. He is a mighty savior. He will rejoice over you with
great gladness. With His love, He will calm all your fears. He will exult over you by singing a happy song.
Zephaniah 3:17 (NLT)

4, We must not set up a “hierarchy” of sins and decide that what we have done is the
worst and, therefore, can never be forgiven.

Not too long ago, a college student at our church asked to meet regularly with me to
discuss an issue from her past. She had been trying to deal with this particular issue
and was having a hard time forgiving some people who had hurt her. In particular,
some very bad things had happened to her at a party while she was drunk and not of
the state of mind to properly defend herself. She was left with a patchy memory of
all that had happened. We talked at length about these issues and her seeking God
for healing and the ability to forgive those who had harmed her.

A few months after the semester had ended, she e-mailed me to meet up
again. At this meeting, she started to cry. She told me that she had not been
completely honest with me about what had happened at the party those years
before when she was in high school. She informed me that she was not a victim on
that night, but a willing participant. She told me that the guilt about those events
was weighing so heavily on her that she did not think she could move forward. She
also was carrying a lot of guilt about not being honest with me.

Now it was easy for me to forgive her for not telling me the truth for obvious
reasons. But | could see that the issue was not me forgiving her or even God
forgiving her. She was struggling with forgiving herself. As we began to talk
through the reality of what happened at the party, | began to sense that the actions
she had partaken in were things that she considered to be the “worst of the worst of
sins.” In her mind, she had done the worst thing ever known to mankind and,
therefore, could not forgive herself. | pointed out to her the example of Paul and
how God had gotten his attention through the bright light and resulting temporary
blindness. | asked her if her sinful actions were as bad as the mass-murdering that
Paul (Saul at the time) had done. She smiled and admitted that they were not that

A resource of Lily7 | www.lily7.com Forgiveness | 14



bad. We then talked about whether or not there is a hierarchy to sins. | asked her if
we had a list to show us the “least worst” and the “most worst” sins? If there was
such a list, where was it? More importantly, what did the scriptures tell us about this
issue? Does God not see all sin as equal?

“Teacher,” they said to Jesus, “this woman was caught in the very act of adultery. The law of Moses says to
stone her. What do you say?”

They were trying to trap him into saying something they could use against him, but Jesus stooped
down and wrote in the dust with his finger. They kept demanding an answer, so he stood up again and
said, “All right, stone her. But let those who have never sinned throw the first stones!” Then he stooped
down again and wrote in the dust.

When the accusers heard this, they slipped away one by one, beginning with the oldest, until only
Jesus was left in the middle of the crowd with the woman. Then Jesus stood up again and said to her,
“Where are your accusers? Didn’t even one of them condemn you?”

“No, Lord,” she said.

And Jesus said, “Neither do I. Go and sin no more.” John 8:4-11 (NLT)

For all have sinned; all fall short of God's glorious standard. Romans 3:23 (NLT)

5. We must recognize when we were not responsible for what we are feeling quilty
about.

A friend of mine was brutally raped one evening when she went out forarun ata
local park. The attack was later determined as a random act of violence, and the
assailant was never found. My friend was able to eventually experience healing
(physically and emotionally) after walking through a time of Christian counseling and
with good friends who surrounded her. But one of the things that she struggled the
most with was feeling that the violence done to her was somehow in her control -
that she was somehow responsible for it. She went over and over it in her mind as
she pinpointed steps she should have taken differently. Ifonly | hadn’t gone running
on that night; If only  hadn’t run at that park; If only | had run an hour earlier, etc. The
thoughts were weighing her down. She was completely healed outwardly, but
inwardly she was carrying a huge amount of guilt for something she had absolutely
no control over.

Part of the reality of living in a fallen world is that we will be hurt by other human
beings. Our legal system calls it being a “victim” and there are legal punishments for
certain types of harm done to another human being. It's important that we
recognize when something horrible has happened and be able to see when it was
not our fault. | know too many students who have been victimized by sexual, mental,
and/or physical abuse, rape, and other types of violence. If this is part of your past,
then you need to recognize the truth that you were not responsible. You had no
control over such things. As humans we want to be in control and we try to find
ways in which we can be, but the very nature of being a victim is that something was
done to you that was not of your doing. You had no say in it and you are not
responsible for it. You did not choose for it to happen. God knows this. He is big
enough to heal and to provide His own justice to the situation. And rest assured, He
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will - but you need to let go of the guilt. There is nothing to feel guilty about. You
are not responsible for what was done to you. The person(s) who harmed you is
responsible. You are free.

You are not defiled by what you eat; you are defiled by what you say and do. Matthew 15:11 (NLT)

Then Peter asked Jesus, "Explain what you meant when you said people aren't defiled by what they eat.”

“Don't you understand?" Jesus asked him. "Anything you eat passes through the stomach and
then goes out of the body. But evil words come from an evil heart and defile the person who says them. For
from the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, all other sexual immorality, theft, lying, and slander.
These are what defile you. Eating with unwashed hands could never defile you and make you unacceptable
to God!" Matthew 15:15-20 (NLT)

It would be better to be thrown into the sea with a large millstone tied around the neck than to face the
punishment in store for harming one of these little ones. Luke 17:2 (NLT) [Jesus speaking]

These verses have always encouraged me in ministering to students who feel
responsible for harms caused to them by others — harms they had no part in and are
not responsible for. In the book of Matthew, Christ tells us that what happens
outwardly (the act of eating with unclean hands, in this instance) is not what makes
us “unclean.” Instead, it is what is going on in our hearts -- the root of our inner
thoughts. There is not one student whom | have met with that would say that the
crime they were victimized by was something that they desired to happen. The
things that have happened to them outwardly are not their responsibility. Their
responsibility is for their own hearts and their own behavior. | also take great
comfort in Jesus’ promise that those who harm little ones — those who would abuse a
child in any way — will have a punishment beyond imagination. Human justice
systems may fail, but God'’s justice will be carried out.

6. We must believe what God tells us about His forgiveness

When | was growing up, | heard the analogy used on several occasions that not
forgiving yourself for something that you have done after you have asked for God’s
forgiveness is like nailing another spike into Jesus on the cross. A brutal analogy, yes,
but it helped me to see the reality of how ridiculous it is to not forgive ourselves after
we have asked God to forgive us. It's as if we think we are better than God because
by not forgiving ourselves we are saying that His forgiveness is not good enough for
us. We throw out everything that we know about His character, justice, and
goodness and say that there is no way that He could really forgive us.

We need to recognize the true character of God and let Him be God in our lives. We
need to acknowledge that His forgiveness does come when we ask it of Him and that
it is enough for us. End of story. We must accept that once He forgives, it is a done
deal. To bring it up again is to be the old lady from the joke at the beginning of this
chapter who nagged and nagged about things that God had put to rest a long time
ago.
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“Come now, let us argue this out,” says the Lord. “No matter how deep the stain of your sins, | can remove
it. | can make you as clean as freshly fallen snow. Even if you are stained as red as crimson, | can make you
as white as wool.” Isaiah 1:18 (NLT)

What it means is that those who become Christians become new persons. They are not the same anymore,
for the old life is gone. A new life has begun! Il Corinthians 5:17 (NLT)

... "And I will forgive their wickedness and will never again remember their sins.” Jeremiah 31:34 (NLT)

“l am the Lord, the God of all the peoples of the world. Is anything too hard for me?” Jeremiah 32:27
(NLT)

Forgiveness is a side of our character that must be given attention on a daily basis. We have to
wake up in the morning ready to forgive, forgive all day long, and then forgive as we trail off to
sleep. If our character is to be fully surrendered to Christ, we have to take His instructions that
seriously. I'd like to leave you with three steps for living this out on a daily basis. May we always
forgive each other, just as God has forgiven us.

1)

Go to God first. When something happens, ask God to help you see things from His
perspective. Confess your sin of unforgiveness in the situation and ask Him to increase your
mercy toward what has happened.

Make a choice to forgive. The power of choice is an amazing tool that we tend to overlook
in our lives. When | decide ahead of time to forgive every slow driver that is not on my
schedule and is holding me back in traffic, it is much easier for me to forgive than when |
have not previously made decisions about my attitude. A choice is an intellectual step of
maturity — it is not based on feelings, but on the desire to be obedient to God’s commands.
My husband always says that when we don’t make the choice to forgive, we end up in a
downward spiral of bitterness and unhappiness which are signs of the bondage of an
unforgiving heart. It's okay to recognize that forgiveness is a process, but the process begins
first with a choice. If we choose to forgive often enough, then over time it will become a
second-nature habit to us. In order for it to become a habit, however, we must continue to
make the choice to forgive over and over...every time we are faced with a situation calling
for our forgiveness.

“For we find that the work of forgiveness has to be done over and over again . .. we need

to forgive our brother seventy times seven not only for 490 offenses, but for one offense.”

CS. Lewis®

Release the situation to God. Let God have the situation and let Him handle it. Trust Him
to dish out the justice exactly as He provides for it. Let God have your desire for revenge
and, instead, pray for God to give you a heart of compassion for the person who has hurt
you. Pray for wisdom and discernment that helps with having mercy on others. And
remember, part of giving the situation over to God means that you do not have to worry
about it again. But if God directs you (and only if He directs you) to be reconciled to the
person, then take those steps carefully. You can only be reconciled on God’s terms and at

® Lewis, C.S. Reflections on the Psalms, p. 25.
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His leading. If you do receive reconciliation, then the issue is over and should not be
brought up again. If you do not receive reconciliation, then you do not have to bring the
issue up again unless God so directs it.

Many years ago, a family in our church experienced a horrific tragedy. Their eldest daughter (five
years old at the time) was playing in a dog house with one of her friends in their neighborhood.
Paige was sitting in the dog house while her friend, Billy, was sitting at the entrance of the dog
house. Billy had a cigarette lighter, and he began to pile-up the straw bedding in the dog house
near the entrance. Suddenly, he flipped the cigarette lighter and lit the straw. When the straw
ignited, Billy probably feared that he would get in trouble for starting the fire so he stood outside
the door, blocking the entrance, and effectively preventing Paige from escaping the flames. Paige
tried to hide in the corner of the doghouse, but realized she had to get out and to do so she would
have to crawl through the flames. She was wearing a loose smock top and jeans. The smock
immediately caught fire and she began to run. At that moment, two high school boys were driving
by and saw Paige engulfed in flames. They stopped their car, got out, and threw their jackets over
her to pat out the flames. Paige suffered severe burns over most of her body that resulted in years
of plastic and reconstructive surgery. This beautiful little girl had lost all semblance of her
appearance by the destructive act of another child. Paige’s mom, Sandra, recounts her reaction
after hearing what had happened:

The knot in my stomach grew and cut off my breath. | tried to collect myself enough to hold [Paige] and tell her
that she was right to tell me what had happened. She said, "I'm sorry, Mommy." Visiting hours [at the burn
center] were over shortly after that, and | left. | ran the 4 or 5 blocks to the boarding house, but | don't think |
was breathing. Naturally, | was crying uncontrollably. When | got to the boarding house, | went into my room
and fell to my knees, begging God to help me, to help us get through this. | really didn't know how or what to
do, but I didn't seem to have any control over myself, and that knot kept getting bigger. | didn't think | could
deal with knowing all the details. Rage, anger, pain, sapped all my strength. | prayed for a long time and lay my
head on the bed and cried and then prayed some more. I'm sure | finally let go and let God have it. Then | felt
all the emotions start to ebb, and the knot in my chest even seemed to soften. | can't say | heard His voice, but |
clearly got the message. If Paige was to survive, and if | was, | had to forgive Billy. | started praying for that
forgiveness and for the strength to do what was necessary. He answered my prayers, and the knot
disappeared. | could breathe, and | knew that she was going to make it, and that our family would survive.
Since that time, that chat with God really drove home what forgiveness means and how destructive failure to
forgive can be. There is no up side to harboring ill feelings. I'm sorry that others don't quite get it, and |
certainly wouldn't want anybody to go through what we did to learn to forgive. | think the most amazing
phenomenon is that Paige readily forgave him. She may have been only five, but she had to grow up quickly.
She is now the most amazing person | know.

Sandra says that one of the results of this experience is that she can now forgive any person for
anything at any time. It's like, as | have heard her say, she was “gifted with forgiveness” in that
moment. God gave her the ability to forgive and now she goes around forgiving without a second
thought. Paige is now a grown woman, is married, and is a successful lawyer. Sandra’s “gift” of
forgiveness, spilled over to bless Paige and allowed her to go on to live a full life. What a wonderful
example for all of us.
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FORGIVENESS: APPLICATION

You will forgive others as much as you feel you have needed forgiveness from God.” Unknown

*GOAL: we must forgive others, and we must forgive ourselves.

“If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive you. But if you refuse
to forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins.” Matthew 6:14-15 (NLT) [Christ
speaking.]

STEPS FOR CHANGING OUR HABITS AS IT PERTAINS TO OUR FORGIVENESS:

a. Memorize a verse
i. Choose a verse from the scriptures listed below
ii. Putthe verse up on a mirror, or other location, to aid in memorization
b. Spend 5 minutes each night journaling about:
i. Areas | need to ask God for His mercy and forgiveness
ii. Areas | need to forgive myself
iii. People | need to forgive
1. What makes it hard for me to forgive them - specific things that | need to
give to God
2. What would forgiving this person/these people look like?

ACCOUNTABILITY QUESTIONS (Commit to doing these suggestions — alone or with a partner - daily for the next
two weeks.)

a. Havel held a grudge against anyone recently? Am | having a hard time forgiving someone?
i. Why?
ii. What does God want me to do?
b. Have | practiced the three steps of forgiving others each day? (i.e., go to God, make a choice
to forgive, and release the situation to God)
i. Which step is the most difficult for me? Why?
ii. How can | overcome the difficult step?
Do | need to forgive myself for anything?
Do | need to ask God'’s forgiveness for anything | have said or done?
Do | “let it go” when it comes to forgiving myself or someone else who has wronged me?
Where would | be without God’s grace?

o an

**REMEMBER: Forgiveness is a process. The process can sometimes take years. It is NOT about feeling
better. The feelings will come with time. Forgiveness is about being obedient to God and trusting Him for
what He is doing and will do. It is through recognizing this truth that freedom comes.
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SCRIPTURES TO LOOK UP ON YOUR OWN (just 2 or so/day...)

Romans 8:1-2
1John 1:9

Isaiah 49: 14-15
Romans 5:6-8
Romans 12:17-21
Ephesians 4:32
Psalm 103:12
Matthew 6:14-15
John 8:4-11

Luke 23:34
Isaiah 38:17
Isaiah 1:18
Jeremiah 31:34(b)
Psalm 130:3-4
Psalm 51:4

Proverbs 24:17-19
Luke 6:35
Colossians 3:12-13

Proverbs 24:29
I Peter 3:9
Luke 6:36
Luke 6:37
Matthew 12:31
Proverbs 25:21

A resource of Lily7 | www.lily7.com

(These scriptures were originally taken from the New Living Translation Bible for this study)

1John 1:10
Zephaniah 3:17
Ephesians 2:8-9
Hebrews 12:15
Matthew 18:21-35
Isaiah 64:6
Romans 6:23
Matthew 5:43-44
Mark 11:25

Psalm 32:5

John 3:17

Il Corinthians 5:17
Proverbs 28:13
Psalm 119:45
Exodus 23:4-5

Matthew 5:38-42
Luke 17:3-4
Matthew 6:12

Romans 12:14
Micah 6:8
Matthew 5:7
Matthew 15:15-20
John 3:30
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