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We’ve talked about apologizing. We’ve talked about making restitution. Now let’s turn the ta-
bles and talk about forgiveness and the responsibility of the wounded party. 
 
As we did with apologizing, let’s begin by discussing what exactly forgiveness means. 
 
My mother, Donna Westcott, is a licensed practicing counselor and she’s spent a fair amount 
of time thinking, researching, and teaching about forgiveness. Here is the definition she 
shares. It’s lengthy, but so beautiful and I’ve included it here with her permission. 
 
Forgiveness is  
a disposition of the heart and mind 
to forgive as Christ did,  
graciously, willingly, and freely committing  
to pardon the offender from moral liability,  
to relinquish the right to seek revenge, or harbor negative feelings toward the offender,  
or to ruminate on the offense,  
and to replace those negative feelings with altruistic, beneficent feelings and intentions. 
 
It the duty of the Christian,  
based on the debt for which Christ has forgiven him and  
grounded in his gratitude for that forgiveness. 
 
Further, it is a willingness to be reconciled to that person,  
as long as good moral norms can be re-established.  
Forgiveness does not preclude justice or self-preservation. 
 
I’m going to summarize that in seven bullet-points. 
 

1. Forgiveness is a willingness to pardon the offender from moral liability. 
 
2. Forgiveness relinquishes the right for revenge. 
 
3. Forgiveness is a promise not to dwell on the offense. 
 
4. Forgiveness is a commitment to replace negative feelings with good will. 
 
5. Forgiveness is our Christian duty in response to Christ’s forgiveness of us. 
 
6. Forgiveness is a desire to be reconciled if possible. 
 
7. Forgiveness does not preclude justice or self-preservation. 
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Let’s look at each of those in greater detail. 
 

1. Forgiveness is a willingness to pardon the offender from moral liability.The natural con-
sequence of sinning against someone is to be alienated from that person in relationship. 
When we forgive, we waive that natural consequence and instead, absorb the cost our-
selves. 
 
2. Forgiveness relinquishes the right for revenge. When we forgive, we refuse to contem-
plate or carry out plans for hurting the other person as payment for how they treated us. 
 
3. Forgiveness is a promise not to dwell on the offense. When we forgive, we wipe the 
slate clean and refuse to hold a grudge. 
 
4. Forgiveness is a commitment to replace negative feelings with good will. Instead of 
thinking of the person in the context of their sin, we think of them as a beloved brother or 
sister. Yes, a sinner. Just like we ourselves are sinners. 
 
5. Forgiveness is our Christian duty in response to Christ’s forgiveness of us.We don’t 
forgive based on how much or little the offender deserves it. We forgive even the unde-
serving because we are the undeserving recipients of abounding forgiveness and Christ 
calls us to emulate that mercy. 
 
6. Forgiveness is a desire to be reconciled if possible. Forgiveness is not just an internal 
heart attitude. It is a sincere desire to be outwardly reconciled with the person who did us 
wrong. Since relationship reconciliation depends on the attitudes and desires of two or 
more people, it isn’t totally in our control. But forgiveness means that for our part, we are 
willing. 
 
7. Forgiveness does not preclude justice or self-preservation.Forgiveness involves forget-
ting the offense in terms of holding on to anger or a desire for revenge. However, for-
giveness does not mean that we need to become ignorant or forgetful. It does not mean 
that we need to give up the option of protecting ourselves our our property from the possi-
bility of future damage. 

 
As you can see from what we discussed above, forgiveness involves making promises and 
commitments both in your own mind and also out loud to the person who wronged you. But 
what if the offended child isn’t ready to make those kinds of promises? 
 
As with apologizing, I do require my children to forgive, because Christ requires them to for-
give. However, I also allow them to say “I am not ready to forgive you yet.” And, as with a child 
who is not ready to apologize, a child who is not ready to forgive needs to set aside his other 
activities and focus on working through his thoughts and feelings, moving towards a point of 
forgiveness. 
 
Running back cheerfully to life as usual while holding back forgiveness from a sibling com-
municates that the child places a very low value on the health and fellowship of that relation-
ship. It can cause a great deal of emotional pain. 
 
It’s also important to give the wounded child the opportunity to freely express his hurt. Some-
times the offender will quickly rush to say “I’m sorry” because he doesn’t want to spend any 
more time listening to someone (you or his sibling) talk about what he did wrong. 
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However, it is unfair to the wronged child to expect him to let go of his hurt if he feels like it’s 
been pushed aside or not given due respect. Even if our children are not old enough to realize 
it, rushing to apologize and then demanding forgiveness so that the conversation can be trun-
cated is an emotional power play. It’s like an end run on the process. 
 
Since forgiveness involves a willingness to no longer dwell on the offense and to replace neg-
ative feelings with good will, it’s crucial to allow the wounded child time to work through his 
feelings and to do that out loud if needed. 
 
It’s also important to note that forgiveness is something for the offended part to grant, not for 
the offender to demand. An apology that is an acknowledgement of wrong is an admission that 
the offender has damaged the relationship. She is “begging” for forgiveness, not “demanding” 
forgiveness. 
 
Finally, how is it possible to “forgive and forget” while also maintaining access to justice or the 
right to self-preservation? To answer that question, let’s look at how God forgives. 

 
The LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. He 
will not always chide, nor will he keep his anger forever. He does not deal with us ac-
cording to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens 
are above the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him; as far as 
the east is from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions from us. As a fa-
ther shows compassion to his children, so the LORD shows compassion to those who 
fear him. For he knows our frame; he remembers that we are dust. (Psalm 103:8-14) 

 
This passage tells us that God removes our sins from us “as far as the east is from the west”. 
That’s really far! But it also tells us that he “knows our frame” and “remembers that we are 
dust”. When he forgives our sin, he treats us as if we’ve never sinned. But he also continues to 
remember that we are weak, that we need help. 
 
Siblings can forgive each other in this way, too. They can remove the sin from their thinking, 
while also remembering the weakness of their siblings in “steadfast love” and “compassion”. 
 
If a little brother has damaged his sister’s doll, it’s not necessary that she allow him to play with 
it. She needs to love and show compassion to her brother, and remove any desire for revenge. 
But it’s also OK for her to remember his weakness and not put him in a situation he is not 
ready to handle, not lead him into temptation. 
 
Here are some practical strategies and applications: 
 

1. Remind your children that they may certainly ask for forgiveness, but not demand it. 
 
2. Ask the offended child if he is ready to forgive. If he is not, ask if there is more he need 
to discuss, or if he just needs some time. 
 
3. Once forgiveness has taken place, there still may be a need for restitution or conse-
quences. Being faithful to carry this out will build your children’s confidence that it is safe to 
forgive, that forgiveness does not leave them without your help and protection. 
 
4. Once reconciliation has taken place, remind the offended sibling not to bring up the is-
sue again. If she continues to struggle with hurt or anger, encourage her to come to you for 
counsel before talking with the forgiven sibling. 
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Print out the extension activity. Read through the passage with your children. Then, read 
through the seven parts of forgiveness. Talk about what forgiveness looks like. 


