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Remember that gunslinger analogy we talked about in the last lesson? Not only am I willing to 
imagine that you’ve seen that play out many times. I’m also willing to guess that you see it re-
peated between the same pairs of siblings over and over again. 
 
As you survey the landscape of sibling conflict in your home, I bet you can see that there are 
certain “ruts” that have developed over time. Sure, there are the random conflicts that spring 
up here and there, or all over the place when everyone’s tired or stuck inside after the third 
straight day of rain. 
 
But then there are the old, broken records. The ones that happen again and again. Same 
basic drama, new name or topic. 
 
You may be looking at a case of bitterness. 
 
Here are some telltale symptoms. 
 

1. Keeping lists. You are discussing a problem with one child and realize that he’s not 
really focused on the matter at hand, but rather brings up past occasions as well. He may 
use phrases like “again and again …” or “keeps on …” 
 
2. Exaggeration. Her preoccupation with his offence has encompassed her entire view of 
his character. She may use phrases like “he always …” or “he never …” “constantly …” “all 
the time …” 
 
3. Easily provoked. He seems to take offense at the slightest misstep. Even being in the 
same room as his sibling is a source of annoyance. 
 
4. Assumes the worst. He smiles and she assumes he’s laughing at her. He bumps into 
her and she assumes he did it on purpose. 
 
5. Unreasonable bias. When the object of his irritation is in a dispute with another sib-
ling, he takes sides with her opponent, teaming up against her. 

 
Dear mother, bitterness is a festering infection. It is an infection brought about by a dirty 
wound that was not properly cleaned or healed. They say time heals all wounds. This is only 
true if the wound is properly treated. Left untreated, infection can result, leaving the affected 
body part worse than when originally wounded. 
 
So how does this kind of infection occur? And what can be done to prevent it? 
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When one child wounds, sins against another, it is important that repentance, forgiveness and, 
if necessary, restitution take place. These are the means the Lord has provided to cleanse and 
bandage the wound. 
 
This is what it looks like, however, to leave contaminate in a wound. 
 

1. The other child is unwilling to repent. When he sinned against his sibling, he com-
municated that he didn’t care about her. When he refused to repent, he confirmed that 
message. 
 
2. The other child repents insincerely. Perhaps there was a kind of repentance. But 
maybe the way in which it was spoken left doubts. And perhaps the behavior that immedi-
ately followed confirmed those doubts. 

 
If you recognize the symptoms of bitterness in your home you’re going to have to do some-
thing really unpleasant. You’re going to have to re-open the wound. If you are in the middle of 
a current dispute and realize that past disputes are in the mix as well, you may have to step 
back and widen the scope of your conversation. 
 
Of course, the obvious first step is to address the offender. Emphasize the importance of gen-
uine repentance. Talk about the pain caused by an insincere apology or behavior that under-
mines its trustworthiness. 
 
But what if he won’t? Or what if two children don’t see the situation the same way? What if one 
feels there’s been a sin, and the other doesn’t? You can’t repent for what you don’t believe you 
did. And, mom, you can’t create a repentant heart in your child. 
 
It would be lovely if all wounds could be lovingly and carefully cleaned and dressed by the one 
who inflicted the wound. But if that doesn’t happen, it isn’t necessary for the wounded party to 
just resign himself to the ravages of bitterness. 
 
I once heard a pastor say that anger is a poison you take yourself. It causes much more dam-
age to the angry person than to the person who is the object of the anger. Similarly, bitterness 
is refusing to clean your own dirty wound out of spite to the person who wounded you. 
 
Like cleaning an open wound, remedying bitterness can be exceedingly painful. The first step 
may be an unexpected one. 
 

1. Reacquaint yourself with your own sinfulness. This doesn’t mean that you tell your-
self you deserved this wound. But it does mean that you remind yourself that you have 
plenty of struggles yourself, including struggles that affect and hurt those around you. You 
need grace just as much as he does. 
 
2. Remember your own forgiveness. On the heels of recalling your own sins and failing, 
recall the abundant forgiveness of which you have been the recipient. The God of mercy 
spared not his own son to bring you into fellowship with him. 
 
3. Remind yourself that people are complex. No one is all good or all bad. Bitterness 
tends to color our view of the other person, completely clouding out the light and goodness 
otherwise evident. You are not the “good guy”. He is not the “bad guy”. Even people who 
love us very much can behaving in quite unloving ways. 
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4. Forgiveness is not dependent on the other person. Reconciliation is a dance that 
takes two participants. Forgiveness is not. If you need to, review the beautiful definition of 
forgiveness in Lesson 13. 
 
5. Ask for perspective assistance. If you’re having trouble remembering the good things 
about the offending sibling, ask for someone to remind you. Mom, this is a role you can fill 
exceedingly well. 

 
If we take the time to talk with our children about bitterness and its remedies in times of non-
conflict, we’ll be prepared to remind them of it when it appears. When you hear your child say, 
“He keeps on …” or watch him jump to unreasonable conclusions, gently probe to see if you’re 
dealing with bitterness. 
 
Before we close this last lesson, I need to say something hard, but something that I think will 
give you give you a good direction and hope for change. If sibling fighting seems to have 
reached a fever pitch in your home, you may have a lot of dirty wounds to clean. 
 
Mom, if you’ve been hasty in your mediation of sibling disputes, if you’ve slapped band-aids on 
wounds with words like “sharing” and “tattle tale” and “say you’re sorry” without making sure 
the wound was properly cleaned, you might have some stinking, festering pus under those 
bandages that will need a second look. 
 
I know that thought might be deeply discouraging and even overwhelming. But the first step is 
diagnosing the problem, right? Have you ever had a persistent medical complaint, yet test af-
ter test came back negative? Normally it’s great to get negative test results...unless it leaves 
you with the same problem and no solution. 
 
This test for bitterness might be your first positive result. Scarry. Discouraging. But the first 
step to moving in a healthy direction. 
 
If you need to, hop back over to Lesson 4. Remind yourself of all the ways the Lord has al-
ready used your weaknesses to bless and grow your children. Print out the PDF activity of en-
couraging verses and quotes. 
 
And then snap on your latex gloves and prepare to assist the surgeon. The Lord is the great 
physician, the ultimate healer of wounds - yours and theirs. 
 
Print out the PDF activity below. Use it to guide you as you talk with your children about bitter-
ness, it’s causes and remedies. 


