Reflections

thoughts for the journey

JANUARY 2007—The Necessity of Forgiveness

One of the persistent problems that everyone encounters in life is being offended by
other people. The “other people” in question include strangers, co-workers, friends, and
family. While many of these offenses are relatively minor irritants, others are deep,
painful, and have a major impact on us. Regardless of the magnitude, in every case of
offense, we are confronted with a critical issue: will we forgive the offender?
C.S. Lewis gives us helpful insight on forgiving others:
As regards my own sins it is a safe bet (though not a certainty) that the excuses are not
really so good as I think; as regards other men’s sins against me it is a safe bet (though
not a certainty) that the excuses are better than I think. One must therefore begin by attending to everything which may show that the other man was not so much to blame as
we thought. But even if he is absolutely fully to blame we still have to forgive him; and
even if ninety-nine percent of his apparent guilt can be explained away by really good
excuses, the problem of forgiveness begins with the one percent of guilt which is left
over. To excuse what can really produce good excuses is not Christian charity; it is only
fairness. To be Christian means to forgive the inexcusable, because God has forgiven the
inexcusable in you.
This is hard. It is perhaps not so hard to forgive a single great injury. But to forgive the
incessant provocations of daily life—to keep on forgiving the bossy mother-in-law, the
bullying husband, the nagging wife, the selﬁsh daughter, the deceitful son—how can we
do it? Only, I think, by remembering where we stand, by meaning our words when we
say in our prayers each night “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those that trespass
against us.” We are offered forgiveness on no other terms. To refuse it is to refuse God’s
mercy for ourselves. There is no hint of exceptions and God means what He says.1

In comparison to sins like adultery, murder, theft, etc., unforgiveness might seem relatively minor. But Christ does not see it that way. Of all the serious sins he could have
possibly mentioned in the Lord ’s Prayer, Jesus focused only on forgiveness (Matthew
6:12, 14-15). He knew that offenses come to each of us regularly, and that we are prone
to rationalize and justify our unforgiveness of the offender. He also knew that when we
do so, we erect a barrier of sin between us and God which blocks our own forgiveness,
as well as our prayers and fellowship with him, and leads to backsliding. Unforgiveness
is a spiritual abscess that poisons the soul, the only remedy for which is forgiveness, no
matter how difﬁcult.
Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors…. For if you forgive men
when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.
But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.
MATTHEW 6:12, 14-15 (NIV)
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C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), pp. 135-136.
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