
MAY 2006—Now You See It, Now You Don’t

Someone once humorously remarked that, “the capacity of the human mind to rationalize is
infinite.” If we have the least bit of self-awareness, we know how true this is of ourselves –
how easily we rationalize away our sins with endless excuses.

C.S Lewis understood this problem and has helpful insight for those of us who struggle in
this area.

I find that when I think I am asking God to forgive me I am often in reality (unless I watch
myself very carefully) asking Him to do something quite different. I am asking Him not to
forgive me but to excuse me. But there is all the difference in the world between forgiving
and excusing. Forgiveness says “Yes, you have done this thing, but I accept your apology; I
will never hold it against you and everything between us two will be exactly as it was
before.” But excusing says “I see that you couldn’t help it or didn’t mean it; you weren’t
really to blame.” If one was not really to blame then there is nothing to forgive. In that sense
forgiveness and excusing are almost opposites. Of course, in dozens of cases, either between
God and man, or between one man and another, there may be a mixture of the two. Part of
what seemed at first to be the sins turns out to be really nobody’s fault and is excused; the bit
that is left over is forgiven. . . . . But the trouble is that what we call “asking God’s forgive-
ness” very often really consists in asking God to accept our excuses. What leads us into this
mistake is the fact that there usually is some amount of excuse, some “extenuating circum-
stances.” We are so very anxious to point these out to God (and to ourselves) that we are apt
to forget the really important thing; that is, the bit left over, the bit which the excuses don’t
cover, the bit which is inexcusable but not, thank God, unforgivable. And if we forget this,
we shall go away imagining that we have repented and been forgiven when all that has
really happened is that we have satisfied ourselves with our own excuses. They may be very
bad excuses; we are all too easily satisfied about ourselves.1

Unacknowledged sin is unconfessed sin, unconfessed sin is unforgiven sin, and unforgiven
sin blocks our fellowship with God and leads to spiritual stagnation and eventual backslid-
ing. The way forward is simple and clear: ruthless honesty with ourselves and with God,
which restores fellowship and the joy of our salvation.

If we confess our sins,
he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins

and purify us from all unrighteousness.

I JOHN 1:9 NIV

1 “On Forgivenss” C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, a division of HarperCollins, 2001),
pp. 178-179.
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