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Forgiveness: The Family Business for God’s Children 
Phil Merten, Institutional Ministries chaplain 

 
Matthew 18:21-22 – Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall 
I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” 
Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” 
 
FORGIVENESS ISN’T A TASK ON A CHRISTIAN’S TO-DO LIST; IT’S WHO WE ARE 
(and what we are growing into!) 
 

• Two thoughts on forgiveness: 
o “As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you.”  With that, he breathed on 

them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are 
forgiven.  If you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” (John 20:21-23) 

o “We will never know forgiveness until we are confronted with that which is 
unforgivable.” — author unknown 

 

• 2 Corinthians 3:7 – “If the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in 
letters on stone, came in glory… transitory though it was, will not the ministry of the 
Spirit be even more glorious?” 
o Dishing out karmic retribution feels glorious and righteous 
o God is calling us into a new and more glorious way: dishing out grace 

 

• Genuine forgiveness is a God-sized job 
o If you seem to be managing to do it on your own, it probably isn’t genuine 

forgiveness 
o If you are genuinely forgiving, look around and see where God is standing 
o We need God’s help to understand what forgiveness is, and isn’t, and how to use 

it in the most loving way 
 

• Robert Enright’s “4 Parts to the work of forgiveness” (from The Forgiving Life) 
1. Understanding 
2. Compassion 
3. Accepting/bearing the pain 
4. Giving a gift of mercy to the one who hurt you 

 

• What differences can you see between these things and forgiveness? 
o Pardon 
o Absolution 
o Tolerating 
o Excusing 
o Accepting 
o Reconciling 
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• What forgiveness is NOT: 
o Absolution 

▪ Absolution = telling the person who did wrong that they’re forgiven 
▪ A response to admitting wrongdoing (forgiveness is NOT dependent on an 

admission of wrong) 
▪ God forgives everybody, whether they care or not (“God was reconciling 

the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them” 2 
Corinthians 5:19); God calls us into that kind of forgiving life 

▪ But when is it helpful to tell the person who has done wrong that they’re 
forgiven? 

▪ People who don’t understand that they’ve done wrong, and people who 
don’t care (yet), may not be helped by hearing that they’re forgiven 

 
o Reconciliation 

▪ People are often afraid to forgive because they’re afraid to let the person 
who hurt them back into their life 

▪ Forgiveness does NOT mean “I will pretend nothing happened” 
▪ Forgiveness does NOT mean “I will let you hurt me all over again” 
▪ Phil Merten rule for sane living # 8: 

o Love is a gift: give it away 
o Forgiveness is a gift: give it away 
o Trust is earned: never give it away 

 
o Ignoring the harm done (Forget “Forgive and Forget”!) 

▪ “But doesn’t God say ‘I will forgive their wickedness and will remember 
their sins no more’ (Jeremiah 31:34)?” 

▪ “Remember” doesn’t mean “Think about”; it means “Do something about” 
▪ Joseph told Pharaoh’s cupbearer when he was released from prison, 

“Remember me and show me kindness; mention me to Pharaoh and get 
me out of this prison” (Genesis 40:14) 

▪ “I will remember their sins no more” means “I will not take action on these 
crimes”, NOT “I will give myself amnesia”  

▪ Genuine forgiveness has its eyes open; genuine forgiveness is 
completely aware of the sin, and forgives the one who did it  

▪ John 21: Jesus completely forgave Peter for disowning him, but he 
brought up the matter to Peter – Jesus knew Peter had to face what he’d 
done to Jesus so that he and Jesus could move on in their relationship 

▪ If you harm me and I pretend nothing happened, I’m not forgiving you or 
reconciling with you; I’m inventing a pretend version of you, AND I’m 
saying I don’t count 
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• Forgiveness is: 
o Recognizing the worth of the person who has harmed you 

▪ When you forgive someone, you’re saying that person is valuable 
▪ When you focus on the harm done by that person, and not the humanity of 

that person, you turn them into a thing, not a person 
▪ “Forgiving someone means welcoming him back into the human race” – Dr. 

Thomas Lehmann 
▪ “Forgiveness can restore a sense of worth toward the ones who withdrew 

love, toward oneself, and toward other people in general” – Dr. Robert 
Enright, The Forgiving Life 

 
o Something you need to do for your own sake 

▪ Resentment is a luxury you can’t afford 
▪ “Resentment… destroys more alcoholics than anything else” (Alcoholics 

Anonymous) 
▪ “Holding onto a resentment is letting someone live in your head rent-free” 

“Holding onto a resentment is like drinking poison and expecting the other guy 
to die.” (AA slogans) 

▪ “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I 
canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you 
have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?’ In anger his 
master handed him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back 
all he owed. “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you 
forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” (Matthew 18:32-35) 

▪ Living in resentment is living in a prison. Holding onto resentments is torturing 
yourself. 

▪ God is inviting us to open our eyes, see the prison, and come out and join him 
where he lives 
 

o “Giving a gift of mercy to the one who hurt you” (Robert Enright) 
▪ What kinds of “gifts” can you give the person who harmed you? 
▪ Praying for his safety, health, wholeness 
▪ Defending his reputation from unfair accusations 
▪ Doing something kind (if possible) 
▪ What else? 

 
o Cancelling the debt of the person who harmed you 

▪ Colossians 2:13-14 – He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the charge 
of our legal indebtedness, which stood against us and condemned us; he has 
taken it away, nailing it to the cross 

• Q: What do I owe God? A: NOTHING! Jesus paid all our debts 
completely 

• When you forgive someone, you’re letting go of the right to demand 
suffering, an apology, amends, ANYTHING 

• And that’s why forgiveness is so hard! 
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• John 20:19-21 — Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with 
you!“  After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were 
overjoyed when they saw the Lord.  Again Jesus said, "Peace be with you!” 
o AA’s Step 1: “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol, that our lives had 

become unmanageable” – We are powerless over our inability to forgive 
o You’re forgiven for everything, including the fact that you aren’t forgiving.  
o You’re forgiven through Jesus’ dying for you. 

 

• John 20: 22 — He breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” 
o It takes a Power greater than ourselves to turn us into forgivers (AA’s Step 2: “We 

came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity”) 
o God not only gives us information about himself and faith in himself, he gives us 

himself 
 

• John 20:21 & 23 — “As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you… If you 
forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not 
forgiven.” 
o Never mind our will; our Father’s will is that people be forgiven (AA’s Step 3: “We 

made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we 
understood him”) 

o We live in a world full of guilty people.  Everybody is at some level painfully aware 
of his failures 

o Only genuine forgiveness can heal them 
 


