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1
Apology Not Accepted

The words she spoke of Mrs. Harris, lambs could 
not forgive . . 



 Apology Not Accepted

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. How have you typically defined “forgiveness”?
 2. What lessons did you learn in your family, while grow-

ing up, about forgiveness?
 3. What things have you considered “unforgivable”?
 4. What is the most difficult thing you have ever had to 

forgive?
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2
Myths and Truths 
about Forgiveness

The stupid neither forgive nor forget; the naïve for-
give and forget; the wise forgive but do not forget.

Thomas Szasz, MD

We each have our own unique set of beliefs about forgiveness. 
We have our qualifications about certain points, or our belief 
that some things are at least almost impossible to forgive. Let’s 
examine our beliefs and understanding of forgiveness before 
we begin our examination of forgiving the unforgivable. Here’s 
a short quiz that you can answer simply “true” or “false.”

True False
T F  1. When forgiving, I should always try to forgive and forget.
T F  2. It’s good to get angry when I’m trying to forgive.



 Forgiving What You’ll Never Forget

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. For which of the 10 true/false statements were your 
answers different from those in this chapter?

 2. With which of the chapter’s answers do you still dis-
agree? Why?

 3. What new insights have you gained about forgiveness 
as a result of reading this chapter?

 4. If forgiveness is not dependent on the perpetrator’s 
repenting, how does that free us to forgive?
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3
Forgiveness 

and Reconciliation

Forgiveness is no sweet, platonic ideal to be dis-
pensed to the world like perfume sprayed from a 
fragrance bottle. It is achingly difficult.

Philip Yancey1

Whenever and wherever I speak on forgiveness, I am re-
minded that the main thing keeping people in a bind over 
forgiveness is the belief that forgiveness and reconciliation 
are one and the same. If I forgive, then I must be reconciled, 
regardless of what the other person says or does. Although it 
does not feel right, it may be what we’ve been taught.

It is important that we see forgiveness and reconciliation 
as two separate processes. Forgiveness is always necessary for 
there to be reconciliation, but forgiveness does not guarantee 



 Forgiveness and Reconciliation

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. Why do you think we so often want to combine forgive-
ness and reconciliation?

 2. What are some of the reasons why the forgiven servant 
in Matthew 18 couldn’t internalize the reality of his 
own forgiveness so that he could forgive the debt of 
his friend?

 3. What might have been some of the reasons why it 
would have been so hard for John to forgive the man 
who had lied about him?

 4. If the work of forgiveness is completed, and the pres-
ent work of the church is to proclaim the good news 
of that forgiveness, how does that change how we seek 
to evangelize others?



61

4
A Radical Forgiveness

To err is human, to forgive, divine.

Alexander Pope

Many of us agree with Alexander Pope’s statement that for-
giveness is a divine action. Somehow we believe that God can 
forgive any way he wants, since he is God, but when it comes 
to humans forgiving, repentance is required. To many, Luke 
17:3–4 teaches that we should not forgive except when the 
offender repents. Jesus says, “So watch yourselves! If another 
believer sins, rebuke that person; then if there is repentance, 
forgive. Even if that person wrongs you seven times a day and 
each time turns again and asks forgiveness, you must forgive.” 
The idea that repentance and forgiveness go hand in hand is 
based on the words, “if there is repentance, forgive,” as if to 
say that we only forgive if he repents.



 Forgiving What You’ll Never Forget

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. How would you have responded to the SS man and his 
request for forgiveness?

 2. Why do you think the world cannot understand un-
conditional forgiveness?

 3. What is the hardest thing for you to accept about the 
idea of being an unconditional forgiver?
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5
Choosing to Forgive

False Paths We Can Take

The first time I visited Paris, I went to the monument 
of the deportation of the French who had died in 
German concentration camps. I was horrified by the 
inscription over the main door.

“Let us forgive but never let us forget.”

All of a sudden I realized that the real virtue came 
in forgiving precisely while remembering. If I could 
forget, I would not have to forgive. It would not even 
be necessary.

Virgil Elizondo1

It’s time now to look at how we can actually forgive what seems 
to be unforgivable. As we do, it’s important to remember that 



 Choosing to Forgive

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. What events have you denied as being hurtful in your 
life?

 2. Are you caught in a pattern of self-blame, or self-loathing?
 3. Is there someone whom you need to forgive, but instead, 

you are trying to understand why that person did what 
he or she did?

 4. Do you feel bitter toward someone? If so, keep that 
person in mind as you read the next chapter.
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6
The Path of Forgiveness

A person will find it cheaper to pardon than to resent. 
Forgiveness saves the expense of anger, the cost of 
hatred, the waste of spirit.

Hannah More

Fortunately we have a third choice, the Path of Forgiveness 
(see figure 3). The good news is that there is nothing that 
occurs in our lives that is too big for us to take this path. 
Sometimes our pain is so intense that it seems like forgive-
ness is impossible, but with time, patience, and hard work, we 
can walk down the Path of Forgiveness. The intense journey 
may seem too long, and the pain more than we can bear, but 
everything in our past can and must be dealt with through 
forgiveness.



 Forgiving What You’ll Never Forget

as all types of evil behavior. Instead, be kind to each other, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God through 
Christ has forgiven you” (Eph. 4:31–32).

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. What are some of the reasons that you have resisted 
the Path of Forgiveness in the past?

 2. In your experience, what has been the hardest part of 
grieving?

 3. Make a list of some of the people you have forgiven 
over the years. Who was the hardest one to forgive? 
Why?
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7
Forgiving Ourselves

Forgiveness is never complete until, first, we have 
experienced the forgiveness of God, second, we can 
forgive others who have wronged us, and third, we 
are able to forgive ourselves.

Charles Stanley

I remember when my book Forgiving Our  arents, Forgiving 
Ourselves was first published. Several of my colleagues wanted 
to get into a theological discussion with me over what they 
believed was an absurdity, forgiving myself. We had several 
animated discussions, with neither party giving any ground 
to the other. Inwardly, I recognized their point. Only God 
can truly forgive us for the wrongs we have done. I wasn’t 
concerned with the theological issue of our forgiving our-
selves, however; I was thinking about a man we’ll call Ray.



 Forgiving Ourselves

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. In what ways have you struggled with forgiving your-
self?

 2. What has made it hard for you to forgive yourself?
 3. When you were able to forgive yourself, what made it 

possible?
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8
A Step Beyond 

Forgiveness

Yesterday you can’t alter, but your reaction to yester-
day you can. The past you cannot change, but your 
response to your past you can.

Max Lucado

We’ve seen there are three paths we can choose when we are 
hurt. Two of them lead to destruction, and the third leads 
to forgiveness. The fruit of the Path of Denial and the Path 
of Bitterness will lead to destruction; the fruit of the Path 
of Forgiveness is freedom and new beginnings. But is there 
more we need to do beyond forgiving? Are there times we 
need to take an extra step beyond forgiveness?

David Augsburger tells a story about a scene he witnessed. 
He was at a dinner meeting where a United States senator 



Forgiving What You’ll Never Forget

 2. What are some of the situations in your experience 
where this “step beyond” could apply?

 3. If you believe that God is directing you to pray that 
God will forgive someone who has hurt you, what are 
some of the emotions you feel?

 

God was angry with Job’s three comforters. They had not 
only offended God by speaking wrongly of him, but also they 
had tried to mislead Job with their false ideas. God chose 
not to deal with them by the standards they had just been 
lecturing about to Job. The interesting thing is that God didn’t 
just forgive these three “comforters” by having them simply 
offer their sacrifices. Instead, God instructed them to have 
Job pray for them. Again, it seems that it was important for 
Job to “loose their sin on earth,” so that they could be “loosed 
in heaven.”

Perhaps Job prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they didn’t 
understand what they were saying.” We don’t know what he 
prayed, but we do know that Eliphaz and his two friends 
were not free until Job had prayed for them. There is obvi-
ously incredible power released as we forgive and then take 
that step beyond forgiveness—when we pray that God will 
forgive the one who has sinned against us.

Obviously, not every situation that calls on us to forgive 
will call for that “extra step” beyond forgiving. But once we 
have forgiven, we may find it important to pray for those who 
“sin against us,” and to ask that God will “forgive them, for 
they didn’t know what they were doing.”

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

 1. Why do you think God wants us to “loose” someone 
by praying for God to forgive them?



139

9
The Benefits 

of Forgiveness

On the day I forgave my father, my life began.

Pat Conroy

We’ve looked at three paths open to us when we are faced with 
someone sinning against us. What we also need to under-
stand is that our choosing the path of forgiveness is not only 
important for our spiritual growth, but it is also important to 
us in terms of our physical and emotional health.

Physical Benefits

A number of years ago I was talking about forgiveness on 
the Minirth-Meier Clinic radio program when an assistant 
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