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The Forgiven Life, Part 1
Forgiveness: What it is and What it does

Psalm 32:
Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven,

whose sin is covered.
Blessed is the man against whom the LORD counts no iniquity,

and in whose spirit there is no deceit.
For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away

through my groaning all day long.
For day and night your hand was heavy upon me;

my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. Selah
I acknowledged my sin to you,

and I did not cover my iniquity;
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,”

and you forgave the iniquity of my sin. Selah
Therefore let everyone who is godly

offer prayer to you at a time when you may be found;
surely in the rush of great waters,

they shall not reach him.
You are a hiding place for me;

you preserve me from trouble;
you surround me with shouts of deliverance. Selah

I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go;
I will counsel you with my eye upon you.

Be not like a horse or a mule, without understanding,
which must be curbed with bit and bridle,
or it will not stay near you.

Many are the sorrows of the wicked,
but steadfast love surrounds the one who trusts in the LORD.

Be glad in the LORD, and rejoice, O righteous,
and shout for joy, all you upright in heart!

Intro: Stories from theforgivenessproject.com
• Susie was going through a painful divorce, and living alone for the first time. When she found 

several young men breaking into her car, she felt vulnerable and scared. One of the young men 
escaped before the police arrived, but the other was caught. Susie later met with the young man 
and his grandfather, and instead of berating and condemning the boy, she encouraged him to 
pursue the dream he was trying to fund by stealing through legitimate means. Both the boy and 
his grandfather were stunned by her attitude.

• Mark was making a film in the Colombian jungle when he and several other tourists were 
kidnapped and held captive for more than three months. Six years after his release, he returned 
to the jungle to meet with one of his captors, who apologized, and allowed Mark to unburden 
himself of his feelings.

• Geoff was abused as a young boy by a mentor that he trusted, and channeled the memory of that 
abuse into a life of violence that only ended when he nearly killed a man. When he randomly 
encountered his abuser later in life, he confronted him with what he had done, but then 
announced that he forgave him.
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• Judith had three members of her family brutally killed, but eventually found peace, and forgave 
the murderer in her heart, and cried along with the murderer's mother after he hanged himself 
before she could forgive him in person.

These stories have two things in common. First, they are all centered around forgiveness. Second, none 
of them have anything to do with the forgiveness that comes through Jesus Christ. Instead, each of 
these stories represents a counterfeit forgiveness, an example of how confused we can become trying to 
figure out what forgiveness really is. Let's look deeper at each story:

• Susie went on to say: “I was brought up in a very religious household and so forgiveness for me 
has been there since childhood but I’ve found that in order to forgive someone you have to pass 
a judgement on them in the first place. And I question that. For that young man, it wasn’t a 
matter of me forgiving him. I just saw him as being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
◦ Instead of forgiving the young man who invaded her privacy and damaged her property, 

Susie denied that he had even sinned at all. 
◦ Is forgiveness denying the reality of sin? 

• Mark received an apology from one of his kidnappers, but he went on to say: “for us his 
apology wasn’t the most important thing. We needed him to really understand what we’d been 
through and what our families had been through. As hostages we had always got the impression 
that the guards didn’t care how we felt – we were collateral damage. Now, returning to 
Colombia, and hearing Antonio say sorry, and that he regretted what they’d done, was very 
healing indeed.”
◦ Mark doesn't actually even mention forgiveness. For him it was enough that his captor came 

to understand how wicked his act had been, and what it meant for the feelings of those he 
had hurt. Getting his kidnapper to admit his wrongdoing brought some kind of healing to 
Mark.

◦ Is forgiveness coming to a mutual understanding that wrong has been done and bringing 
closure to an intense emotional experience? Is forgiveness just therapy?

• Geoff's forgiveness was all about power. In the aftermath of his forgiveness, he says: “When I 
walked away from that cafe I felt the most powerful man in the world. I had taken all my power 
back from him...Forgiveness gives you power not only over the here-and-now and over the 
future, it also deems you impervious to your past...Forgiveness is the only revenge.”
◦ For Geoff, forgiveness was a tool to gain power over his life. He wanted to be in control. 

His abuser had taken his power, and in forgiveness, Geoff found a way to get it back.
◦ Is forgiveness a tool for regaining power and control? Is forgiveness “the only revenge”?

• Listen as Judith credits her ability to forgive to Zen Buddhism: “Distraught, I took refuge in 
Zen. It was only then I got some relief from my grief and confusion – through stopping and 
calming my breath. The fruits of the practice came slowly. Stilling my body/mind day after day, 
I inched toward the faith that led to forgiveness.

• ...what happened next, to my absolute shock and surprise, was that I began to identify with the 
rage of the boy who was stabbing and bludgeoning Allen and Bobby, killing and raping their 
mother, dear Connie. Suddenly ... I seemed to inhabit his body! I felt blind, out of control, out 
of my own body and mind. I went numb. I felt only rage, hatred and stabbing, my pounding 
heart.

• That was the day I stopped thinking of Charles as the beast and began thinking of him as a boy 
in whom something had gone awfully wrong. The pain of resentment vanished! Breathing out, I 
saw in me the seeds of murder, seeds which have never been watered and so they have 
withered. Still they are there. I saw within me not only the victims, but also the perpetrator.”
◦ But in order to find this forgiveness, Judith has taken the truth that we are all sinners, which 
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leads to a certain empathy, and flattened it out into the pagan lie of “interbeing”, the idea 
that we are all ultimately one, removing all distinctions of being and behavior. Buddhist 
forgiveness depends on recognizing that I am you and you are me, and thus if you kill 
someone, I too have killed someone, so how could I condemn you? By becoming one with 
the perpetrator, Judith lost the ability to condemn his sinful actions. Buddhist forgiveness 
closely mimics Christian forgiveness on the outside, but it does so by completely destroying 
justice in that it flattens out all sin and eliminates moral distinctions.

◦ Is forgiveness the recognition that we are all sinners, and thus unable to make moral 
judgments concerning the actions of others?

What forgiveness is: The Bible teaches that forgiveness is the remission or pardon of sins, based 
on the atoning work of Christ, in response to repentance.

Forgiveness is the remission or pardon of sins:
• sins “forgiven” taken away, removed. They are gone. The Israelites would immediately think of 

the day of atonement, described in Leviticus 16, when in addition to a goat being burned as a 
sin offering, the sins of the people would be ceremonially transferred onto another goat who 
would be sent out into the wilderness, taking the people's sins out of their midst. The picture 
was that their sins were gone, taken away. Where is our sin? It's not here anymore.

• A covering for sin (v.1)
◦ Our sins are covered, or hidden from God's sight, so that when He looks at us, He no longer 

sees our sin, because it has been dealt with. Don't think of a thin coat of paint, or sweeping 
dirt under the rug – think instead of Genesis chapter 3, and how God provides animal-skin 
coats to cover the nakedness of Adam and Eve. After sin, we can't stand naked in God's 
sight. We need a covering for our shame, and God provides it.

• A reckoning of righteousness – sin no longer counts against you (v.2)
• But how can God do that?

Forgiveness is based on the atoning work of Christ
• initially, on blood atonement

◦ Numbers 15:27-28
 “If one person sins unintentionally, he shall offer a female goat a year old for a sin offering. 
And the priest shall make atonement before the LORD for the person who makes a mistake, 
when he sins unintentionally, to make atonement for him, and he shall be forgiven.

◦ Hebrews 9:22
Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there 
is no forgiveness of sins.

◦ Hebrews 9:26
But now, Christ is that sacrifice: Christ has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin 
by the sacrifice of himself.

◦ It's important to understand that forgiveness needs a basis, because justice demands 
satisfaction. There must be atonement for sins to be forgiven. To simply decide to pardon 
someone without atonement is not forgiveness, it is injustice, a horrible crime against God 
and your neighbor.

◦ Many people think that forgiveness takes the place of a payment. If a payment is made, they 
might ask, what is it that forgiveness does? Too often we think of forgiveness as something 
that is automatic, that works like a vending machine: We put in the quarters of repentance, 
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and out comes the candy bar of forgiveness. But forgiveness is not mechanical, it is 
personal. Our sins offend a personal God, and He is under no obligation to forgive us. We've 
incurred a debt that must be paid, but God is not obligated to accept our payment.

◦ Forgiveness is God's mercy in willingly accepting payment from someone else, and 
crediting their payment to your account. Notice that this drives us to Christ – no one else 
can afford it! Everyone else is behind on their own payments; they certainly don't have 
enough to help pay for you. But Jesus has no debt of his own to pay, because He never 
sinned! Because of this, His sacrifice pays your debt, and you are forgiven.

Forgiveness is in response to repentance.
• Repentant confession (Psalm 32:5) – verbal faith

◦ acknowledging sin – we can no longer keep silent about our sin.
◦ not covering iniquity – all of our attempts at covering are cover-ups, but Jesus truly covers. 

Remember again, the fig leaves that didn't work as a covering.
◦ confessing transgression. 

• Here's an example of forgiveness responding to repentance from Luke's gospel:
◦ love – Luke 7:36-60 

▪ tears – confession, 
▪ actions of love = visible faith

• Synthesis: Faith produces repentance which results in love. This whole process is what God is 
responding to when He forgives, even though different parts may be highlighted in different 
accounts of forgiveness.

Well, if forgiveness is the remission or pardon of sins, based on the atoning work of Christ, in 
response to repentance, faith, and love, then this means that forgiveness is not:

• forgetfulness, repression, denial – eventually, resentment and bitterness will manifest itself, and 
blow up. Forgiveness is your means to freedom from bitterness and resentment.
◦ And note carefully, when the Bible talks about God's promise to remember our sins no 

more, this doesn't mean, as RC Sproul puts it, that He's had an attack of divine amnesia. 
What it means is that God will not use His memory of our sins against us; He will treat us as 
if nothing had ever happened. So for us as well, forgiveness doesn't erase painful memories, 
(although it may lay the groundwork for that to happen), but it means that we are 
committing to not allow that sin to affect how we think of the sinner. It's been forgiven, 
covered, put away.

• doing nothing now, but keeping score for later. Forgiveness doesn't store up little sins until they 
equal a big wallop. Forgiveness doesn't say “Once, I didn't mind, twice, I overlooked it, but this 
is the third time, and now you'll pay for all three!” Forgiveness can't count past one. You can't 
forgive someone, and then later tell them “You're always doing this.” Or, “You've said that 
hurtful thing a million times.” Or, “I would forgive you, but remember last time...” Forgiveness 
can't count past one. Resentment is a pencil in a tight fist, bitterly making marks for each 
offense. Forgiveness is the eraser that love uses to remove the record of wrongs.

• lack of concern, thinking that it doesn't matter – rape, murder are not forgiven just because you 
didn't care about the victim

• a cure-all for the pain you've received – it may take time and much grace before the pain is 
gone, but forgiveness is a commitment to not channel the pain into bitterness against the 
offender. Forgiveness is a promise to never bring up the issue again.

• Now that we've seen what forgiveness is, let's look at what it does.
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What does forgiveness do? The Bible teaches that forgiveness replaces enmity with peace, 
restores broken relationships, and opens the door to reconciliation.

• Forgiveness replaces enmity with peace
◦ First, let's look at the presence of enmity – Psalm 32:3-4

▪ The root of the enmity is that God hates your sin, and will destroy you unless you repent
▪ His hand is heavy against you. Your sin creates a heavy burden of guilt, which your 

conscience (as God's servant) takes like a club, and continues to beat you with it. 
▪ Which means misery for you – wasting away. While the physical descriptions of David 

may just be a poetic device for describing misery, I think that it's very common for the 
unrepentant, conscience-stricken person to actually suffer physical effects from spiritual 
sin. This is what sin does – it wears you down, and grinds you into dust.

▪ When faced with God's displeasure, David ends up groaning all day long
• really, roaring in distress, usually referring to the sound a lion makes.

▪ When it isn't your sin, but a sin against you, resentment and bitterness try to imitate the 
conscience, and repeatedly bring that painful memory back to mind, and you just can't 
let it go, and keep thinking about it, until you become Gollum, and the sin against you 
becomes your precious. It consumes your mind, it eats away at your heart, it dries up 
your soul. Cast it into the fire! Let it go! Forgive! Because when you do, that enmity is

◦ replaced with peace –  [read Psalm 32:6-7, 10-11 again]
▪ steadfast love surrounds the one who trusts in the Lord
▪ When you either turn to God in repentance and receive his forgiveness, or open your 

heart to forgive someone who has wronged you, it's as if you had been weighed down 
with a heavy chain for years, and at last you are set free. Psalm 32 describes David as 
having dried up, shriveled by the heat of God's hand, wandering through the desert of 
sin and resentment. But then he confesses, and forgiveness comes washing over him like 
a cool rain. Forgiveness replaces enmity with peace.

◦ Or think about it this way: Sin turns on the faucet in your kitchen sink, leaving you with two 
options: either choose bitterness and resentment, which leaves the faucet running until your 
house floods, or choose forgiveness, which turns it off. Notice that choosing to do nothing is 
to choose bitterness, because the water is still running. Sometimes it's just a continual 
dripping that takes years to overflow, but it is still running. Only forgiveness solves the 
problem by replacing enmity with peace.
▪ Notice also, instead of the roaring of verse 3, the forgiven man shouts for joy in verse 

11. God doesn't mind loud noises! Enmity has been replaced with peace, and to sit 
quietly and murmur soft amens to ourselves is the wrong reaction! Is this what happens 
in your heart when you experience the forgiveness of God? Just a few moments ago, 
God spoke through your pastor, and assured you that through the work of Christ, all 
your sins were forgiven. If your response is not tears of joy, or shouts of joy, extreme 
emotion in reaction to extreme pardon, something is wrong with you! We have either not 
understood the depths of our sin and despair, so we never roared in grief and agony, or 
we really don't think God's forgiveness is all that great, so we don't shout for joy. So 
repent of a hard heart that can go untouched by forgiveness! And shout for joy! When 
we come soon to God's table, the table of forgiveness, sing for joy! You are forgiven, 
and you above all other people in the world are blessed, because you have peace with 
God. Shout for joy!
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• Forgiveness restores broken relationships
◦ if a brother or sister repents, you are required by God to forgive them. This means not 

holding their sin against them, and treating them as any other brother or sister in Christ. You 
must see them not as a thief, not as a liar, not as a gossip, not as whatever it was, but you 
must look on them as God sees them: His precious children, called by His name, bought 
with the blood of His Son, someone He loves enough to die for.

◦ Sharing a meal at God's table, and the passing of the peace are two tests of forgiveness – if 
you can take the Lord's Supper together, and if you can truly from the heart offer them the 
peace of Christ, then forgiveness has taken place. If you can't, don't even think about 
approaching this table – instead, remember the depths of your own sin that God has 
forgiven, and pray to God for grace to extend a tiny fraction of that forgiveness to your 
brother or sister.

◦ Forgiving an unbeliever has more twists and turns, but the principle is the same: If they 
repent, you must forgive, if they don't repent, you may forgive, but you don't have to, as 
long as you forsake bitterness, and maintain an attitude of forgiveness that is ready to spring 
into action as soon as repentance does come. Now, this can be very difficult, and it may be 
the case that forgiveness is easier that resisting bitterness. The Holy Spirit will guide you. 
But if you do forgive them, then as far as you are concerned, the relationship is restored, 
whatever it was – business, friendship, etc. What they do is their business. Pray for 
complete resolution, but don't expect it from an unbeliever.

◦ The restoration will look different, since the relationship is different. In many ways, it is 
easier to forgive an unbeliever, because your relationship is always at a distance, not having 
the depth and love you share with fellow Christians. Forgiving an unbeliever doesn't mean 
that you have to like the person, be friends with them, have them over for dinner, or any of 
that. It just means that their sin against you isn't the thing that prevents you from doing so. 

• Forgiveness opens the door to reconciliation.
◦ Forgiveness is not a transaction like paying off a credit card, where you are automatically 

okay after you pay. Just because you aren't in debt doesn't mean you have any money. Sin 
locks the door between you and God, and between people and each other. Forgiveness opens 
the door, and other factors will determine whether or not you walk through. For example, 
Stephen forgave his murderers, but they weren't reconciled. Joseph forgave his brothers, and 
they were reconciled. Both men truly forgave, but the outcome was different.

◦ Just because you've been forgiven, doesn't mean you don't have to make restitution. 
Restitution is simply making good on repentance, repentance with hands and feet. Just as 
faith without works is dead, so repentance without restitution is dead.

◦ Forgiveness makes a restored relationship possible, but not necessary. An adulterous 
husband who repents may be welcomed back as a brother in Christ by the wife he wronged, 
and she might still proceed to divorce him, even after forgiving him from the heart. 
Forgiveness is not a magic get out of jail free card that removes all the consequences of sin, 
as David sadly learned when God refused to spare the life of the child born from his 
adultery with Bathsheba. God is free to give special grace to enable some people to 
overcome heart-wrenching, covenant-breaking sins, but we cannot assume that just because 
everything isn't the way it was before, that someone is withholding forgiveness.

◦ But without forgiveness, (and this is the point) there is no reconciliation, no relationship, 
just enmity and wrath, a “fearful expectation of judgment”, as Hebrews puts it. Forgiveness 
doesn't change the past, but it can change the future. Sin always wrecks your life. That's 
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what it does, and that's why we should hate it wherever we find it in our lives, and hate it 
when we see it in the lives of our brothers and sisters. But forgiveness heals, forgiveness 
restores, forgiveness makes the impossible possible. Could God really forgive and love 
sinners like us? Could it be that He really invites us to His house, to share a meal with Him? 
That's impossible. But through the atoning sacrifice of Jesus, the forgiving love of God, and 
the sanctifying intercession of the Holy Spirit,  what was impossible becomes a glorious 
reality.

Conclusion:
◦ Remember the stories we began with. These people put away their anger at horrible sins like 

abuse, rape, and murder, without any true basis for doing so. How much more should we 
forgive one another knowing that Jesus has paid the penalty for all of our sins! If you are 
struggling to forgive, ask yourself whether or not Jesus can make good your loss, whatever 
it is. Of course He can. Horrible things may have been done to you, worse things than some 
of us could imagine. You may have suffered more than anyone in this room, but you haven't 
suffered more than Jesus, who willingly chose suffering so that we might be forgiven. 

◦ So the point of the message today is that you would know what forgiveness is, rejoice in 
what it can do, and make every effort to practice it in your lives as sons and daughters of the 
God who forgives.

◦ One more thing: don't attempt forgiveness without first knowing and loving the gospel. If 
you haven't been absolutely overcome by the love of Christ in coming to die in your place 
so that your sins against a holy and righteous God might be forgiven, then there is no way 
you will be able to really grasp the heart of forgiveness. Within yourself, you do not have 
the ability to truly forgive from the heart. The ability to forgive is a gift of grace, so let us 
pray to God for that gift.


