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Raise your hand if you’ve ever told a kid “You need to say you’re sorry” and your kid respond-
ed with a nasty, snarky “SorREE!” Perhaps your next command was “No, you need to say sor-
ry and mean it!” Pardon me, but do you, mom, actually know what that means? 
 
The problem we run into (as kids and as parents) is that we completely skip the meaning and 
foundation of “sorry”. We think it means an admission of wrong. It can include that, but that 
isn’t the basis. 
 
Did you know that the Bible never commands people to “say you are sorry”? But here’s what it 
does call us to do. 
 
“Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.” (Rom 12:15) 
 
Before we even get to the point of distributing blame, the first response of a true and loving 
friend is to weep with those who weep. If someone I love is sad, I am sad for them and with 
them. And I want to know how I can help. 
 
In English, the word “sorry” shares a root with the word “sorrow”. According to Google the first 
dictionary definition of “sorry” is “feeling distress, especially through sympathy with someone 
else's misfortune” 
 
We use the word sorry when we have no part in the suffering at all. When you say “I’m sorry 
your grandma died” you are not confessing to murder. You are expressing that you are griev-
ing along with your bereaved friend. 
 
But your first instinct as a parent is right. When you say “sorry” you need to mean it. So what 
does that look like? 
 
You’ve heard the phrase “actions speak louder than words”? You can really expand “actions” 
to include all of the context of our words. 
 
If you say you are sorry someone’s grandmother died, but you show up at the funeral to prac-
tice your latest stand-up comedy routine while they cry in the corner, your attitude and behav-
ior undercut the sincerity of your words. 
 
Another important part of sincere sorrowing is taking responsibility for any role you may have 
played in that suffering. 
 
You can’t be sincerely sad for your sibling while also refusing to admit to the wrong you did to 
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cause that suffering. If your first priority is avoiding blame, then you aren’t sympathizing with 
your sibling. You are focusing on your own interests at the expense of his. 
Things get a little muddier in those situations where one sibling actually did cause the suffering 
of the other, but it was accidental. In these cases, it’s understandable why a sibling might be 
focused on self-defense. This is especially true if the sorrowing sibling is pointing an accu-
satory finger at him. 
 
You can quickly get to the bottom of the matter, however, if you remember that “sorry” means 
“I am sorrowing with you”. It means that your first priority is weeping with your brother. 
 
There is a way to point out that the action was accidental that causes more hurt, and there is a 
way to point it out that soothes the hurt. It all comes down to your priorities. 
 
Think about the difference between these two statements: 
 
“But I didn’t mean to step on your toe! It was an accident!” 
 
“Oh no! I’m so sorry I stepped on your toe! I really didn’t mean to hurt you!” 
 
In the first scenario, the focus is self-defense. The speaker communicates “I don’t really care 
about you, so long as I don’t get in trouble.” 
 
In the second case, the priorities are reverse. The primary concern is “I feel so bad that you 
are hurting”. And then to further relieve hurt, “I want you to know that it wasn’t intentional.” 
 
Here’s the bottom line. When your mouth says “I am sorry” but your heart is anything but sor-
rowful and sympathetic, what we call that is deceptive. It’s actually a form of lying. 
 
So, what if your child doesn’t feel sorry? Do we force them to say it even if they don’t mean it? 
I definitely don’t recommend putting your child in a corner where her only options are punish-
ment or lying. You’d actually be training her to improve her skill at lying effectively. 
 
On the other hand, I do think it’s completely appropriate, even necessary, to train and require 
your children to apologize. 
 
In our home, our children are allowed to say, “I’m not ready to apologize yet.” The key, howev-
er, is that this is not a free pass back to life as usual. See, an unwillingness to apologize, at its 
core, communicates “I do not care that you are sad.” And joyfully running back to playtime just 
adds salt to the wound. 
 
Depending on the child, my follow-up to “I’m not ready to apologize yet” might be something 
like one of these … 
 
“OK, why don’t you work on emptying the dishwasher and let me know when you’re ready.” 
 
“OK, then I want you to sit here with me while you get your thoughts together.” 
 
Usually the child who is waiting for an apology is free to go until the offender is ready to re-
store fellowship. 
 
If the offence was particularly painful, if the weeping child was particularly grieved, I may do a 
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little pre-apology assessment with the child claiming he’s ready to repent to ensure that he’s 
not about to emotionally kick his sibling while she’s down. 
 
Now let’s talk a bit about the nuts and bolts of an apology. I mentioned above how an apology 
could be formatted if the offense was accidental. Let’s talk about how to go about apologizing 
for an intentional wrong. 
 
Remember The Cycle of Relationship Cause and Effect we talked about at the beginning of 
the course? We’re going to pull that back out again, because it makes a great template for 
thinking through how to word an apology. 
 

1. Remember that the focus is to show that we are weeping with the one who weeps. This 
isn’t the time to point out what they did wrong. This isn’t the time to talk about other unre-
lated issues. Focus on the thing for which you are apologizing. 
 
2. It’s OK to begin with context. While we don’t want to blame the person to whom we are 
apologizing, it’s OK to start with the circumstances in which we found ourselves. “When 
you picked the cupcake I wanted …” or “When you won the game …” 
 
3. Be open about your feelings and thoughts. Letting the other person know that you see 
and understand the inner process behind your actions is immensely comforting. It shows 
that you are taking full responsibility for your choices. It is also a very selfless act that 
demonstrates great love. “When you picked the cupcake I wanted, I felt angry and I told 
myself that you did that on purpose to be mean …” 
 
4. Explain your actions as a result of your thoughts, not circumstances. The most im-
portant way to do that is to pay attention to the order. Instead of saying, “I hit you because 
you took the cupcake I wanted” say, “I felt angry and I handled my anger by hitting.” 

 
 
So, in the end, a full and thorough apology might look something like this: 
 
“I’m sorry. When you took the cupcake I wanted, I was really angry because I thought you did 
it on purpose to be mean to me. And then I handled my anger in a bad way by hitting you.” 
 
Now, I bet when you hear that, your reaction is something like, “You have got to be kidding 
me. My kid is never going to say anything close to that. I’m kicking my heels with glee if he just 
mumbles ‘I’m sorry’ without being grumpy!” 
 
Please hear me. I’m not suggesting you make this the new standard of obedience in your 
home. I’m not even suggesting that you require them to walk through this every time for every 
offense. If you accidentally spill something, it’s perfectly fine to just say a quick, “Ooops! Sor-
ry!” 
 
But in those situations where one sibling has been grievously wounded (either physically or 
emotionally) and especially if it’s taken a while to help the offender to come to a place of con-
trition, walking through this Cycle with him can provide a structure for working towards an apol-
ogy. 
 
The PDF Activity for this lesson is another copy of The Cycle of Relationship Cause and Ef-
fect, annotated with suggestions for structuring an apology. 


