
Forgive Us Our Debts
Asking Forgiveness from Those We Have Injured

Forgiven (Part 4)

Text: Psalm 32:1-5; 51:1-10, 16-17
Theme: Just as our relationship with God is marked by contrition and seeking His 
forgiveness, a sign that we have caught the heart of God is our humility to ask for 
forgiveness from those we have injured in word or deed. 

Introduction:

Read Psalm 32:1-5; 51:1-10, 16-17

The Ogden household received a most unusual phone call this past weekend. 
During our recent vacation we had stayed at a hotel that is a national chain. In the early 
morning, our toilet was stopped up and threatened to overflow with each flush. We 
naturally called the front desk to see if we could get this corrected. We were informed that 
the maintenance personnel would not arrive for another 90 minutes, but they would be glad 
to provide us with a plunger. The man from the front desk arrived at our door, handed me a 
plunger and left. I thought to myself, “This is kind of unusual, don’t you think?  Since we 
are guests in your hotel, don’t you think that you should come in and do a little plunging 
yourself.” Yet I didn’t say what I was thinking. After some exertion the plunger did the 
job. But the more I thought about it, the more it seemed a little strange to have the guests 
acting as their own plumbers. So later that morning I mentioned to the woman at the front 
desk in a polite tone that I thought it was not proper to put guests in the position of 
plunging their own toilet. She agreed with me but without any affect that showed regret. 
She said she would put my comments into the notes in the computer. My wife duly noted 
the same on the comment cards. She had noticed “100% satisfaction or you don't pay” sign, 
but we said nothing about it. It was just a bit of inconvenience but in the grand scheme of 
things; no more than blip on the screen of life. Frankly, Lily and I didn’t think much about 
it nor mention it after we had left. It was out of our mind. 

The phone call on Sunday was from the manager of the hotel, some two plus weeks 
after we had stayed there, terribly embarrassed that we had to plunge our own toilet. She 
called to apologize for this. She said that a guest should never be put in that position. It was 
very wrong of the staff to do so. In fact, she told us that she had reversed the charges on 
our credit card and it should be recorded in the next day or two. She then wanted me to 
describe the person on the staff who handed me the plunger so that she could make sure 
that this behavior would be corrected. She could not have been more contrite over our 
experience. This is not the way they want to represent themselves to their guests.



This story sets up the point of our focus on forgiveness this morning.  Through the 
first 3 weeks of our Lenten series Forgiven, we have been focused on our forgiving others 
when we are the wounded party. Yet as my opening story of the contrite hotel manager 
indicates, we are going to turn the tables today. We are going to address the question, what 
is involved in order to offer an apology or ask for forgiveness from someone we have hurt? 
What do we do if we are the guilty party who has inflicted some pain upon another? This 
hotel manager is a very good model for how to express an apology.   

Can we acknowledge from the outset that it is far easier to recognize when we have 
been hurt than when we have hurt someone else? We far more quickly come to terms with 
the faults of others than recognizing the faults within ourselves.

One of the reasons for this is that being a victim of someone’s injury leads to a 
perverse sense of superiority. When some injustice is inflicted on us we feel righteously 
indignant. Hurt causes a rush of moral purity to flow through our veins. We replay the 
dastardly deed; re-watch the movie until it becomes cocaine for the soul. We can become 
addicted to the pain. Dwelling on our injury makes us feel virtuous for a while in a twisted 
sort of way. After all we are good, and they are bad. We then only see the person who has 
hurt us through the lens of their injury and turn them into a one dimensional creature. Of 
course, we know that if we fail to let go of our righteous anger it will eventually sour into 
bitterness and resentment and then destroy our soul. 

But when it comes to acknowledging that we may have done something that could 
have violated a bond with another, it seems to take much longer to come to terms with what 
we are capable of committing. Yet as a follower of Christ, forgiveness is a core mark of a 
Christian. Whether it is offering forgiveness or asking to be forgiven, we should be known 
for this quality. This is what Christians should excel at. Hopefully as we grow in the love 
of Christ we are inflicting less pain, even though we know that at times we will hurt the 
ones we love. We are fallible, limited people. I often think that in the multiplicity of 
relationships that I am called to maintain, I am sure I must be failing someone at any given 
moment. 

So today we are going to look at what is required to offer a sincere apology in a 
way that can be embraced by the one we have hurt. 

Let me start with a general reminder. We can never genuinely and authentically give 
forgiveness nor ask for forgiveness unless we have received forgiveness from God. All 
forgiveness proceeds from the recognition of our own need and appreciating the cost that 
has been paid by Christ to purchase our lives.

This is the point of Jesus’ story that has been dubbed the parable of the unmerciful 
servant. In this story we are told that a king is settling in his debts. He has a servant who 



owes him 10,000 talents. Jesus chooses a ridiculous amount. He might as well have said, 
“There was a servant who owed the equivalent of the national debt.” By one calculation 
10,000 talents was equivalent to 5,000,000 denarii. The denarii was the same as one day’s 
wage. If the servant had worked 365 days a year to pay off his debt it would have taken 
him 13,698 years. So what is Jesus’ point? We have incurred an un-repayable debt before a 
holy God. When Jesus offers us forgiveness through his payment on the cross he is 
canceling a debt which we could never get out from under. Never!

Let me see if we can grasp this on an emotional level before we begin to talk about 
what it takes to ask forgiveness. Becky Pippert tells the moving story in her book Hope 
Has Its Reasons of a young woman who wanted to talk to her after a conference speaking 
engagement. In a private space, the woman made a confession.  She had been engaged to be 
married to a youth pastor, and became pregnant prior to their wedding. If anyone had found 
out, his career as a youth pastor would be over. In her words, “So we made the most 
excruciating decision I have ever made. I had an abortion.” Her wedding day was the worst 
day of her life, she said. All she could think of as she was walking down the aisle was, 
“You are a murderer. You were so proud that you couldn’t bear the shame and humiliation 
of being exposed for what you are. But I know who you are and so does God. You have 
murdered an innocent baby.”

Sobbing she said to Becky, “I just can’t believe that I could do something so 
horrible. How could I have murdered an innocent life?” Becky had a thought come to her 
that she was very hesitant to say, but she felt it was from God. She took a deep breath and 
said, “I don’t know why you are so surprised. This isn’t the first time your sin has led to 
death, it’s the second.” This young woman was stunned. Becky went on, “My dear friend, 
when you look at the cross, all of us show up as crucifiers. Religious or non-religious, 
good or bad, aborters or nonaborters—all of us are responsible for the death of the only 
innocent person who ever lived. Do you think there were any sins of yours that Jesus 
didn’t die for? The very sin of pride that caused you to destroy your child is what killed 
Christ as well. We all sent him there. So if you have done it before, then why couldn’t you 
do it again?” 

The young mother stopped crying. She said, “You’re absolutely right. I have done 
something even worse than killing my baby. My sin drove Jesus to the cross. Do you 
realize the significance of what you are telling me, Becky? I came to you saying I had done 
the worst thing imaginable. And you are telling I have done something worse than that. But 
Becky, if the cross shows me that I am far worse than I had ever imagined, it also shows 
me that my evil has been absorbed and forgiven. If the worst thing any human can do is to 
kill God’s Son, and that can be forgiven, then how can anything else—even my abortion—
not be forgiven?” Then a look of awe filled her eyes and quietly she said, “Talk about 
amazing grace.” Now her tears were not of sorrow but relief and gratitude. The cross tells 
us all that we have been accepted at our worst. We are all capable of far worse than we 
imagine and are forgiven by Christ. 



What we need in order to forgive or to ask forgiveness is the humility that comes 
from knowing that Christ felt the wounds of our sin and turned them into the means of our 
forgiveness. From this reservoir of grace we draw the strength we need to both look at 
ourselves and then to get down on our knees and ask for forgiveness from God and from 
those we might hurt.  

So what are the elements necessary to attempt to make it right with those we have 
wronged? I am going to give you 6 steps to a full apology. I want to reference two 
resources for further study and reflection that I am drawing heavily on for today’s teaching. 
They are The Five Languages of Apology by Gary Smalley and Jennifer Thomas and 
Peacemaker by Ken Sande. As we explore each of these elements that make for a thorough 
apology, I want to you to have a context in mind. What situation in the past or present 
comes to your mind where you have been in the wrong and you needed to humbly go to 
another and ask for forgiveness? [If you can’t think of anything, I will pause so that you 
can leave now.]

Step 1 is to live with the truth of your injurious word or deed, until you can 
acknowledge the hurt you have inflicted. 

In my experience it takes time and self-examination before God to come under 
conviction that we were in the wrong. The situation I bring to this message occurred when I 
mishandled the letting go of a fellow staff person when I was senior pastor of a church in 
Northern California. It took me a full 18 months of reflection until I was ready to say 
before God and to this person, that the way I, and the Personnel Committee, handled asking 
him to move on was wrong.

In our Scripture reading from Psalm 32 King David ran from God for about a year 
after his violation of Bathsheba and the murder of her husband, Uriah. God would not let 
him go. During this time he was experiencing the debilitating effects of his seared 
conscience. He wrote, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all 
day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in 
the heat of summer” (Psalm 32:3-4). 

Followers of Jesus must be friends of truth. We must be willing to sit before God 
and allow him to press in upon us until we can see what we have done and what this says 
about us. Gerald May, a Christian psychiatrist, elevates this practice of truth seeking. 
“Honesty before God requires the most fundamental risk of faith we can take; the risk that 
God is good, that God does love us unconditionally. It is in taking this risk that we 
rediscover our dignity. To bring the truth of ourselves, just as we are, to God, just as God 
is, is the most dignified thing we can do in this life.” David showed evidence of wrestling 
with truth when wrote, “Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in 
the inmost place” (Psalm 51:6). 



So the first step is to allow ourselves to come under the conviction of the Holy 
Spirit about what we have said or done. 

Step 2 is to go to the person(s) involved to express regret by saying, “I am sorry.” 
When we offer our confessions of our sinfulness before God, we do it with an 
acknowledgement of the pain we have inflicted on our God that took him to the cross, just 
as the young woman did who had an abortion.

When we go to those we have hurt, “I am sorry” cannot be just words, or a cavalier 
expression of going through the motions. In order for the injured party to receive our 
apology there must be some empathy regarding the pain that the person must have lived 
through because of our actions. We might say something like, “I know now that I hurt you 
deeply. That causes me immense pain. I am truly sorry for what I did.” The manager from 
the hotel convinced me of her contrite spirit by her persistent apology and concern for our 
inconvenience. 

Pastor Meyer last week took us into the story of the wrong that Joseph’s brother 
had done in selling him into slavery that ultimately landed him in Egypt. Through God’s 
guiding hand, Joseph rose to the second in command next to the Pharaoh. There came the 
moment of reckoning, when they had to place themselves in the hands of Joseph. Their 
survival was at stake and they worried that this might be the moment when Joseph would 
settle the score. With their father Jacob’s instruction, they cast themselves at the feet of 
Joseph in sincere contrition. “His brothers then came and threw themselves down before 
him [Joseph]. ‘We are your slaves’, they said” (Genesis 50:18). This was their means of 
acknowledging their sorrow for the pain that their deeds had done. 

The book Picking Cotton tells the remarkable story of reconciliation between Ron 
Cotton and Jennifer Thompson-Cannino. As a college student Jennifer was brutally raped 
and fingered Ron Cotton as her attacker. She was convinced that his face was fixed in her 
mind. No doubt about it. Yet after 11 years in prison DNA evidence exonerated Ron 
Cotton and identified another man of very similar appearance. Of course, Jennifer was 
mortified that she could have ruined an innocent man’s life. The moment came when they 
would meet outside the prison walls in the neutral ground of a pastor’s office. Hear 
Jennifer’s expression of sorrow, “Mr. Cotton. If I spent the rest of my life telling you how 
sorry I am, it wouldn’t come close to how I feel. Can you forgive me?” Ron Cotton records 
his sense of Jennifer’s contrition. “Sometimes people don’t have to say a thing. If you look 
directly in their eyes, it’s all there. I could see that she was truly sorry. If was as plain as 
day. If she could’ve gone back and turned the hand of time to change what happened, she 
would have.”

He was able to receive her expression of sorry, because he felt her pain over what 
she had inflicted upon him.



Step 3 is to accept responsibility for the injury by saying simply, “I was wrong.” No 
excuses. No qualifications. Just own up to what we have done. This was what David did. 
God sent to him the prophet Nathan who trapped him with a story of a rich man who took 
the property of a poor man. David becomes righteously indignant over this injustice of the 
rich man’s exploitation of the poor man. Nathan says to David, “You are the man!” (II 
Samuel 12:7) This stops David in his tracks. He was caught. Exposed. Nowhere to hide. 
He then simply says, “I have sinned against the Lord” (II Samuel 12: 13) and I might add a 
few others as well. When David wrote his Psalm of confession as an expression of his 
contrition, he pulls no punches about his deed, “For I know my transgressions, and my sin 
is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your 
sight” (Psalm 51:3-4a).

David made no excuses or qualifications. So if you want to ruin a sincere apology, 
you offer excuses or qualification. Say something like, “I am sorry if I have done 
something to upset or offend you.” What the person hears is, “I am sorry that you are so 
easily offended and you have such thin skin that I have to make this apology. I actually 
don’t even know what I have done wrong, so I don’t even know what to do differently. I 
hope you can get over it.”

So anytime we hedge by softening our apology with words like, “Perhaps I was 
wrong” or “Maybe I can try harder” or “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings, but you really upset 
me”, this is heard as a non-apology.

Take full responsibility for your part in the hurt regardless of your estimation of 
how much the other person is at fault. You are only responsible for yourself before God. 
The humility born of God’s grace should allow us to not defend ourselves but accept what 
we have done. Period.

Step 4 If possible make restitution, “What can I do to make it right?” If there is 
something you can do to make it right, demonstrate the sincerity of the apology by doing 
so. The hotel manager refunded our money. When Zacchaeus, the tax collector and cheat, 
received the salvation of Christ and invited him into his home, his response to grace was to 
offer restitution, “Lord, Look! Here and now I give half my possessions to the poor, and if 
I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount” (Luke 
19:8). 

Jennifer Thompson-Canino could not restore to Ron Cotton the 11 years that were 
taken from him. But when the state wanted to give him only $5000/year in restitution for 
his wrongful sentence, she threw her support behind him by writing a letter to the state 
officials recounting the injustice she and the state had inflicted on this man and asked that 
they do the right thing. She wrote, “Can you give back his years, that life, those moments? 
No. But we can try to make his new life, his future, and his dreams easier and real. Please 



consider his requests. He is an extraordinary man, with extraordinary potential. As a 
society, let’s not make another mistake!

Today Ron Cotton and his family are dear friends with Jennifer and her family. 
They regularly appear together speaking on behalf of victims who are unjustly accused.

Step 5 is to genuinely repent which means, “I will change my ways.” After David’s 
tragic abuse of power with Bathsheba and her husband Uriah, his desire was to live 
differently. He did not want to ever relive this behavior. He not only wanted to be forgiven 
and cleansed of the guilt for his sin but set out on a new path. “Create in me a pure heart, O 
God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me…Restore to me the joy of my salvation and 
grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me” (Psalm 5:10, 12). 

In II Corinthians 7 the apostle Paul makes a distinction between what he calls 
Godly sorrow and worldly sorrow. Worldly sorrow is simply being sorry that one has 
gotten caught. Worldly sorrow is the shame of being exposed and the inconvenience of it 
all. In a recent interview Bernard Madoff showed only evidence of wordly, not godly 
sorrow. Though he is willing to ask himself how he could have done this, he immediately 
qualified it by saying, “I’m not the kind of person I’m being portrayed as…I am a good 
person.” Paul contrasts this attitude with godly sorrow when he writes, “Godly sorrow 
brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings 
death” (II Cor. 7:10). 

The hotel manager expressed repentance when she wanted to know who had 
handed me the plunger without offering to help himself. She didn’t want this to happen 
again. That’s repentance. When I spoke to the former member of the church staff who I had 
injured, I wanted to learn from the way I handled that situation, so as not treat someone like 
that again. When we offer an apology to those we have hurt, we pledge to make real 
change. 

One of the ways we convey our sincerity to change is to actually engage a friend, 
confidant, or counselor to help us understand our behavior in order to not repeat it.  Why 
do I say those biting, sarcastic comments; why do I consistently shade the truth; why do I 
over commit and not follow through? I want to get to the bottom of this behavior and live 
differently. That is repentance. 

Step 6 is to request forgiveness by saying, “Will you forgive me?” This is the most 
humbling moment in the restoration process. Just imagine those words coming from your 
mouth and how you might feel, “Will you forgive me?” David says to the Lord, “Have 
mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion 
blot out my transgressions” (Psalm 51:1). In Psalm 32:5 David puts it this way, “Then I 
acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, ‘I will confess my 
transgressions to the Lord’—and you forgave the guilt of my sin” (Psalm 32:5). The same 



spirit that David brought to the Lord, we need to bring to those we have harmed.

When we are asking the injured party the question, “Will you forgive me?”, this is 
our most helpless moment. We are placing ourselves in the merciful hands of another. We 
are asking someone for grace. Hamilton Beazley speaks to the fear of asking for 
forgiveness, “Apologizing is making an admission that we have erred, and we don’t like 
having to do that…It makes us vulnerable because we are requesting something—
forgiveness—that we think only the other person can grant, and we might be rejected.” 
There is a very good chance if we have evidenced the spirit of these first five steps that 
forgiveness will flow quite naturally. Our hearts are predisposed to respond with 
forgiveness when we see true contrition. But asking for forgiveness should never be used 
as a pressure point as if you are trying to simply tidy up business. 

If the offense being confessed is particularly injurious, the person may simply need 
time to gather themselves. Ken Sande suggests this language, “I know I have hurt you 
deeply, and I can understand why you would have a hard time forgiving me. I hope you 
will soon be able to forgive me, because I very much want to be reconciled. In the 
meantime, with God’s help I will do all that I can to repair the damage to our relationship.” 

Of course, the ideal conclusion to the process is reconciliation. To reconcile is to 
bury the hatchet; to declare a truce and establish peace. This is the first step to the long 
process of rebuilding trust. This is not always possible, as the apostle Paul reminds us, “As 
far as it depends upon you, live at peace with everyone” (Romans 12:18). In other words, 
the only one you can control is you. 

As we conclude let me remind you of the steps that honor God when we seek the 
forgiveness of another.

Step 1 is to live with the truth of your injurious word or deed, until you can 
acknowledge the hurt you have inflicted. 

Step 2 is to go to the person(s) involved to express regret by saying, “I am sorry.”
Step 3 is to accept responsibility by saying simply, “I was wrong.”
Step 4 If possible, make restitution, “What can I do to make it right?”
Step 5 is to genuinely repent which means, “I will change my ways.”
Step 6 is to request forgiveness by asking, “Will you forgive me?”

As I have listened to the first three messages in this series by Pastor Meyer, and 
worked to prepare this one, I became aware that I bring a lot of human data to this topic. 
Unfortunately it is all too easy to relate to this subject of Forgiven. I have lived on both 
sides of this ledger: needing to forgive an injury done to me and having to go as it is said, 
“hat in hand” in raw humility and plead for the forgiveness of others. Yet forgiveness is the 
very distinctive of the followers of the One who said, “Father, forgive them for they know 
not what they do.” We are called to do all that we can to forgive and ask for forgiveness. 



This is the distinguishing mark of a Christian. 
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