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How Much 

Must I Forgive? 
 

 

 

    A wrong concept of forgiveness promotes a 

guilty conscience, lack of desire to come before 

God in prayer, and an unrealistic sense of the de-

mands of holiness. 

 

    On the one hand, it is quite true that simply for-

giving someone who has wronged us is a near im-

possibility to a human.  We have to use arguments 

in our minds to convince ourselves of the need to 

forgive.  We have to think of how mistake-prone 

we  are and remember that we would want others to 

be forgiving toward us when we  err.  Even then, it 

is very easy for bitterness to seize our souls when 

we once again replay in our minds the wrong done 

to us. 
 

Mark 11:25   
And when you stand praying,  

if you have anything against anyone,  
forgive it so that also your Father in Heaven  

may forgive you your trespasses.  
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    On the other hand, we tend to make greater de-

mands of forgiveness than God actually requires.  

The most common misperceived additions to for-

giveness are: 

 

 1)  That if we do not forget the offense, we have 

not forgiven it; 

 2)  That we are required to conceive of the offend-

er as though he had done no offense; 

 3)  That we are required to restore the offender; 

 4)  That we are to forgive the offender of any and 

all sins ever committed: to give him, as it were, a 

'blank slate' in our sight. 

 

    The fact is: none of these are requirements for 

forgiveness.  In fact, they are all positive hindranc-
es  to forgiveness. 

    The common denominator in all these miscon-

ceptions is that they make us more responsible than 
we are  in forgiving another.  Furthermore, they 

make us intrude into God's territory in the matter of 

forgiveness. 

    Consider, starting from the top: 

 

 1)  How can we make ourselves forget anything?  

That's like saying, "Don't think about a pink ele-

phant."  What pops into our heads pops into our 
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heads, and things we try to forget might be even 

harder to forget.   

    If remembering someone's offensive act makes 

us angry again, it may be frustrating that we have 

to deal with it all over, but we haven't lost any-

thing, except perhaps some pride and self-

confidence in our supposedly compassionate na-

ture.  We have gained, on the other hand, some-

thing very important: another opportunity to go 

back to the Cross and remember how much we've  

been forgiven; that's how I managed to forgive 

the offense in the first place.  Every visit to the 

Cross is a blessed one. 

 

2)  Why would we have to lie in our mind and say, 

"He didn't do anything wrong"?  Very likely, he did 

do something wrong.  My forgiving him won't 

wipe that away.  If he doesn't clear it up with God, 

it will still be a smirch on his character and his rec-

ord.  But that’s between Him and God.  In the 

meantime, I don’t have to pretend he didn’t do 

wrong. 

 

 3)  We cannot restore an offender.  If he is in the 

habit of doing thoughtless or mean things, he is 

probably way past my restorative powers.  If he's 

going to be restored, God will have to do it.  All I 

can do (very important words) is not  hold this 

particular offense against him.  And I can only deal 
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with one item at a time. 

 

 4)  I certainly cannot forgive an offender of all his 

sins.  Only a tiny portion of his total misdeeds are 

really against me even at the worst.  The real of-

fended party when anyone sins is God.  Whatever 

they did against me, they did contrary to His di-

rections. 

 

    We can only forgive as far as we  have been of-

fended.  We can't restore people.  We can't make 

them better or different.  We can only release our 

personal ill-will against them (a huge, often hu-

manly-impossible task).  Even then, we are not 

denying an offender's cruddiness. 

    So many people avoid prayer because they can't 

come before God with a clean conscience in the ar-

ea of forgiveness!  They have placed unrealistic ex-

pectations on themselves.  They are actually acting 

in pride, taking on more responsibility than God 

has assigned. 

    Where we have difficulty forgiving, it should be 

simply another confession of weakness, another cry 

to God for help, another trip back to the Cross. 


