
Forgiveness versus Reconciliation

Forgiveness is very different from reconciliation, and it might help to think a little 

about the differences.

Jesus clearly warned that God will not forgive our sins if we do not forgive those who 

sin against us (Matthew 6:14-15; Mark 11:25). It's not that we earn God's forgiveness

by forgiving; instead, God expects forgiven people to forgive (Matthew 18:21-35). Yet

forgiveness is very different from reconciliation.

Forgiveness is dependent only on the person who has been hurt. Whereas, 

reconciliation is dependent on both the offended and the one who has offended.

When it comes to instructions in life, there is no better place to go to than the Bible. 

When we look in the New Testament, we find that forgiveness is not an option; it is 

required by the one who has been offended:

“If you forgive those who sin against you, your heavenly Father will forgive 

you. But if you refuse to forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins." 

(Matthew 6:14, 15 NLT)

Then Peter came to him and asked, “Lord, how often should I forgive 

someone who sins against me? Seven times?” “No, not seven times,” Jesus 

replied, “but seventy times seven! (Matthew 18:21, 22 NLT)

Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as well as all 

types of evil behavior. Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving

one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you. (Ephesians 4:31, 

32 NLT)

Since God chose you to be the holy people he loves, you must clothe 

yourselves with tenderhearted mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, and 

patience. Make allowance for each other’s faults, and forgive anyone who 

offends you. Remember, the Lord forgave you, so you must forgive others. 

(Colossians 3:12, 13 NLT)

Bless those who persecute you. Don’t curse them; pray that God will bless 

them. Be happy with those who are happy, and weep with those who weep. 

Live in harmony with each other. Don’t be too proud to enjoy the company of 

ordinary people. And don’t think you know it all! Never pay back evil with 

more evil. Do things in such a way that everyone can see you are honorable. 

Do all that you can to live in peace with everyone. Dear friends, never take 



revenge. Leave that to the righteous anger of God. For the Scriptures say, “I 

will take revenge; I will pay them back,” says the Lord. Instead, “If your 

enemies are hungry, feed them. If they are thirsty, give them something to 

drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals of shame on their heads.” 

Don’t let evil conquer you, but conquer evil by doing good. (Romans 12:14-21

NLT)

Forgiveness means letting go of the weight of resentment against the person who 

harmed you, and also of the dubious pleasures of revenge and retribution. It’s a lot 

easier to do if the other person apologizes, but it’s still something you must do on 

your own, without the other person ever having to know what you’ve done.

Forgiveness starts with a mental decision. The emotional part of forgiveness is finally

being able to let go of the resentment. Emotional healing may or may not follow 

quickly after we forgive.

Forgiveness does not mean forgetting. It's normal for memories to be triggered in the

future. When thoughts of past hurts occur, it's what we do with them that counts. We 

must not allow ourself to focus on these past hurts.

Forgiveness means letting go of the past, but reconciliation is about committing to a 

future. It means returning to some degree of friendliness, and for that to happen, trust

has to be reestablished.

Unfortunately, forgiveness alone isn’t enough to make reconciliation possible. And, 

unlike forgiveness, reconciliation can’t happen unilaterally. It’s only possible when 

both parties in the dispute have the maturity, integrity, honesty, and care that are 

essential to the process.

So genuine reconciliation can’t just be based on the desire for harmony. It requires a 

mutual commitment to shared ethical standards. There are four ethical principles 

which are indispensable foundations for meaningful reconciliation. These are:

1.  We’re always responsible for our actions

2.  We have a responsibility to put ourselves in the other person’s place

3.  The other person is always worthy of our respect

4.  There are no excuses for harming others 

If I’ve done you harm, the first step to reconciliation requires that I accept and 

acknowledge my wrongdoing. If I deny responsibility for what I did, or deny that I did 

anything wrong, we can’t really be reconciled. If I act as if your feelings don’t matter, 

or that you don’t have any right to hold me to your ethical standards, you won’t be 

able to trust that I won’t hurt you in the future.



Many people struggle to find the balance between showing mercy and enabling a 

harmful person to continue harming. We must forgive everyone who wrongs us, just 

as Jesus forgives us. Forgiveness is between our heart and God's, removing any 

barriers that unforgiveness brings. When someone continues to unrepentantly violate

another person’s boundaries, a wise person learns to set firmer boundaries. If a man 

has repeatedly punched you in the face, you can forgive him; but you don't stand 

within arm's distance until he has proved over time that he has changed.

Giving someone a second chance means we give him another chance to earn our 

trust. But that does not mean we instantly forget what experience has taught us. 

Trust must be earned over time, and we are foolish if we give trust prematurely. We 

can have a loving and forgiving heart that also practices wise guardianship over our 

lives.

When we have wronged someone, we have no right to demand another chance. But 

we should work to earn another chance by continued demonstration of repentance 

and change.

Even God has a limit on forgiveness. In Romans 1:18-32, the apostle Paul warns us 

what happens when we continue to spurn God's patience and reject His call to 

repentance. Three different times, the phrase "God turned them over" appears. 

When we insist on running our lives the way we want rather than the way God wants,

He lets us. Eventually, when our hearts are hardened against Him, He lets us go. He 

turns us over to a reprobate mind, one that can no longer seek God. At that point, sin

has become our god.

There may come a time in a human relationship when the same thing has occurred –

when forgiveness has been offered and restoration made possible, but one party 

refuses to repent and rejects all efforts to reconcile. It may be time to end that 

relationship. Second chances are no longer working. Ending a relationship is a last 

resort, but sometimes it must be done (Matthew 18:17).

God does everything possible to draw us to repentance, offering forgiveness and 

second chances (2 Peter 3:9). But if we continue to reject Him, the offer is withdrawn 

and, at death, there are no more chances (Hebrews 9:27). God’s grace is our model. 

We can offer second chances to others until a healthy relationship is no longer 

possible.

What forgiveness is and is not:

• Forgiveness is not letting the offender off the hook. We can and should still 



hold others accountable for their actions or lack of actions.

• Forgiveness is returning to God the right to take care of justice. By refusing to

transfer the right to exact punishment or revenge, we are telling God we don't 

trust him to take care of matters.

• Forgiveness is not letting the offense recur again and again. We don't have to

tolerate, nor should we keep ourselves open to, lack of respect or any form of 

abuse.

• Forgiveness does not mean we have to revert to being the victim. Forgiving is

not saying, "What you did was okay, so go ahead and walk all over me." Nor 

is it playing the martyr, enjoying the performance of forgiving people because 

it perpetuates our victim role.

• Forgiveness is not the same as reconciling. We can forgive someone even if 

we never can get along with him again.

• Forgiveness is a process, not an event. It might take some time to work 

through our emotional problems before we can truly forgive. As soon as we 

can, we should decide to forgive, but it probably is not going to happen right 

after a tragic event. That's okay.

• We have to forgive every time. If we find ourselves constantly forgiving, 

though, we might need to take a look at the dance we are doing with the other

person that sets us up to be continually hurt, attacked, or abused.

• Forgetting does not mean denying reality or ignoring repeated offenses. 

Some people are obnoxious, mean-spirited, apathetic, or unreliable. They 

never will change. We need to change the way we respond to them and quit 

expecting them to be different.

• Forgiveness is not based on others' actions but on our attitude. People will 

continue to hurt us through life. We either can look outward at them or stay 

stuck and angry, or we can begin to keep our minds on our loving relationship

with God, knowing and trusting in what is good.

• If they don't repent, we still have to forgive. Even if they never ask, we need 

to forgive. We should memorize and repeat over and over: Forgiveness is 

about our attitude, not their action.

• We don't always have to tell them we have forgiven them. Self-righteously 

announcing our gracious forgiveness to someone who has not asked to be 

forgiven may be a manipulation to make them feel guilty. It also is a form of 

pride.

• Withholding forgiveness is a refusal to let go of perceived power. We can feel 

powerful when the offender is in need of forgiveness and only we can give it. 

We may fear going back to being powerless if we forgive.

• We might forgive too quickly to avoid pain or to manipulate the situation. 

Forgiveness releases pain and frees us from focusing on the other person. 

Too often when we're in the midst of the turmoil, we desperately look for a 

quick fix to make it all go away. Some want to "hurry up" and forgive so the 



pain will end, or so they can get along with the other person. We have to be 

careful not to simply cover our wounds and retard the healing process.

• We might be pressured into false forgiveness before we are ready. When we 

feel obligated or we forgive just so others will still like us, accept us, or not 

think badly of us, it's not true forgiveness — it's a performance to avoid 

rejection. Give yourself permission to do it right. Maybe all you can offer today

is, "I want to forgive you, but right now I'm struggling emotionally. I promise I 

will work on it."

Second Chances

God is not only the God of second chances; He is the God of another chance. This is

good news because most of us mess up the second chance fairly quickly. One of the 

amazing facets of God's character is His incredible patience with us. Psalm 86:15 

says it well: "But you, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and 

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness." Micah 7:18 says, "Who is a God like 

you, pardoning iniquity and passing over transgression for the remnant of his 

inheritance? He does not retain his anger forever, because he delights in steadfast 

love."

The Bible is full of people who received second chances, and even third and fourth 

chances: Peter, Jonah, Mark, Samson, David, and others. All trophies of God’s 

grace.

Just as God is patient and forgiving, He wants His children to be patient with and 

forgiving of others. "Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe

yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience" 

(Colossians 3:12). He gives us second chances, and we must give the same to 

others. Jesus gives a stern warning to those who refuse to forgive, saying that if we 

will not forgive others, God will not forgive us (Matthew 6:15; see also Ephesians 

4:32; Colossians 3:13; and Proverbs 19:11).

How to Move from Forgiveness to Reconciliation

Forgiveness is always required by God, but it does not always lead to reconciliation.

It's possible to forgive someone without offering immediate reconciliation. It's 

possible for forgiveness to occur in the context of one's relationship with God apart 

from contact with one's offender. But reconciliation is focused on restoring broken 

relationships. And where trust is deeply broken, restoration is a process---sometimes,

a lengthy one.

Differing from forgiveness, reconciliation is often conditioned on the attitude and 



actions of the offender. While its aim is restoration of a broken relationship, those 

who commit significant and repeated offenses must be willing to recognize that 

reconciliation is a process. If they're genuinely repentant, they will recognize and 

accept that the harm they've caused takes time to heal.

In many cases, even if an offender confessed his wrong to the one he hurt and 

appealed for forgiveness, the offended person could justifiably say, "I forgive you, but

it might take some time for me to regain trust and restore our relationship." The 

evidence of genuine forgiveness is personal freedom from a vindictive or vengeful 

response (Romans 12:17-21), but not always an automatic restoration of relationship.

Even when God forgives our sins, he does not promise to remove all consequences 

created by our actions. Yes, being forgiven, restored, and trusted is an amazing 

experience, but it's important for those who hurt others to understand that their 

attitude and actions will affect the process of rebuilding trust. Words alone are often 

not enough to restore trust. When someone has been significantly hurt and feels 

hesitant about restoration with her offender, it's both right and wise to look for 

changes in the offender before allowing reconciliation to begin.

Timing of Reconciliation

The process of reconciliation depends on the attitude of the offender, the depth of the

betrayal, and the pattern of offense. When an offended party works toward 

reconciliation, the first and most important step is the confirmation of genuine 

repentance on the part of the offender (Luke 17:3). An unrepentant offender will 

resent your desire to confirm the genuineness of his confession and repentance. The

offender may resort to lines of manipulation such as, "I guess you can't find it in 

yourself to be forgiving," or, "Some Christian you are, I thought Christians believed in 

love and compassion." Such language reveals an unrepentant heart. Don't be 

manipulated into avoiding the step of confirming the authenticity of your offender's 

confession and repentance. 

It is difficult to genuinely restore a broken relationship when the offender is unclear 

about his confession and repentance. Forgiveness which by-passes the need for 

repentance issues not from love but from sentimentality. We should strive to be as 

certain as we can of our offender's repentance---especially in cases involving 

repeated offenses. Even God will not grant forgiveness to one who is insincere about

his confession and repentance. The person who is unwilling to forsake his sin will not

find forgiveness with God (Proverbs 28:13).

Of course, only God can read hearts; we must evaluate actions. As Jesus said, "By 

their fruit you will recognize them" (Matthew 7:16a). We must not allow superficial 



appearances of repentance to control our responses. Displays of tears or appearing 

to be sorry must not become substitutes for clear changes in attitude and behavior.

There are seven signs that indicate the offender is genuinely repentant:

1.  Accepts full responsibility for his or her actions. (Instead of: "Since you think I've 

done something wrong . . . " or "If have done anything to offend you . . ."

2.  Welcomes accountability from others.

3.  Does not continue in the hurtful behavior or anything associated with it.

4.  Does not have a defensive attitude about being in the wrong.

5.  Does not dismiss or downplay the hurtful behavior.

6.  Does not resent doubts about their sincerity or the need to demonstrate 

sincerity---especially in cases involving repeated offenses.

7.  Makes restitution where necessary.

Ten Guidelines for Those Hesitant to Reconcile

Those who have been seriously (and repeatedly) hurt rightfully feel hesitant about 

reconciling with their offenders. When your offender is genuinely repentant, however,

it's important to be open to the possibility of restoration (unless there is a clear issue 

of safety involved). Jesus spoke about reconciliation with a sense of urgency 

(Matthew 5:23-24). If you are hesitant to reconcile, work through these ten 

guidelines:

1.  Be honest about your motives. Make sure your desire is to do what pleases God 

and not to get revenge. Settle the matter of forgiveness (as Joseph did) in the context

of your relationship with God. Guidelines for reconciliation should not be retaliatory.

2.  Be humble in your attitude. Do not let pride ruin everything. Renounce all vengeful

attitudes toward your offender. We are not, for example, to demand that a person 

earn our forgiveness. The issue is not earning forgiveness but working toward true 

reconciliation. This demands humility. Those who focus on retaliation and revenge 

have allowed self-serving pride to control them.

3.  Be prayerful about the one who hurt you. Jesus taught his disciples to pray for 

those who mistreat them (Luke 6:28). It is amazing how our attitude toward another 



person can change when we pray for him. Pray also for strength to follow through 

with reconciliation (Hebrews 4:16).

4.  Be willing to admit ways you might have contributed to the problem. Even if you 

did not start the dispute, your lack of understanding, careless words, impatience, or 

failure to respond in a loving manner may have aggravated the situation. When this 

happens, it is easy to behave as though the other person's sins more than cancel 

yours, which leaves you with a self-righteous attitude that can retard forgiveness (i.e. 

relational forgiveness). The best way to overcome this tendency is to prayerfully 

examine your role in the conflict and then write down everything you have done or 

failed to do that may have been a factor. Such a step, however, is not suggested to 

promote the idea of equal blame for all situations (Matthew 7:1-6).

5.  Be honest with the offender. If you need time to absorb the reality of what was 

said or done, express this honestly to the one who hurt you. Yet we must not use 

time as a means of manipulation and punishment.

6.  Be objective about your hesitancy. Perhaps you have good reasons for being 

hesitant to reconcile, but they must be objectively stated. Sometimes, for example, 

repeated confessions and offenses of the same nature make it understandably hard 

for trust to be rebuilt. This is an objective concern. Clearly define your reasons for 

doubting your offender's sincerity.

7.  Be clear about the guidelines for restoration. Establish clear guidelines for 

restoration. Requirements like restitution can be clearly understood and include such 

factors as maintaining financial accountability, holding down a job, or seeking 

treatment for substance abuse.

8.  Be alert to Satan's schemes. In Ephesians 4:27, Paul warns about the possibility 

of giving Satan an opportunity in our lives. Significantly, this warning is given in the 

context of unchecked anger. A few verses later, he wrote, "Let all bitterness and 

wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice.

And be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in 

Christ also has forgiven you. Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children; and 

walk in love, just as Christ also loved you, and gave himself up for us, an offering and

a sacrifice to God" (Ephesians 4:29-5:2). Meditate on these words and put them into 

practice.

9.  Be mindful of God's control. As the apostle Paul wrote, "No temptation has 

overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow 

you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the 

way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it" (1 Corinthians 10:13). And to 



the Romans, he wrote, "We know that God works all things together for good for 

those who love him and are called according to his purpose" (Romans 8:28). When 

you are having a hard time forgiving someone (i.e. being restored), take time to note 

how God may be using that offense for good. Is this an unusual opportunity to glorify 

God?  How can you serve others and help them grow in their faith? What sins and 

weaknesses of yours are being exposed? What character qualities are you being 

challenged to exercise? When you perceive that the person who has wronged you is 

being used as an instrument in God's hand to help you mature, serve others, and 

glorify him, it may be easier for you to move ahead with forgiveness (i.e. restoration).

10.  Be realistic about the process. Change often requires time and hard work. 

Periodic failure by an offender does not always indicate an unrepentant heart. 

Behavior patterns often run in deep channels. They can place a powerful grip on a 

person's life. A key indicator of change is the attitude of the offender. While you may 

proceed with some caution, be careful about demanding guarantees from a person 

who has truly expressed repentance. If they stumble, the process of loving 

confrontation, confession, and forgiveness may need to be repeated. Setbacks and 

disappointments are often part of the process of change. Don't give up too easily on 

the process of reconciliation. Be open to the goal of a fully restored relationship. 


