
WEEK 1: REPENTANCE, FORGIVENESS & RECONCILIATION 
 
Repentance (2 Corinthians 7:10-13) 
 
The process of repentance is simple, though it is not easy. Real repentance involves trust in the 
sufficiency of Christ for you which leads to sorrow for sin, determination to change, and pursuit of 
reconciliation. It should be offered without reserve – whether the offended party is willing to forgive, 
or repent (if necessary) for their own sins. True repentance looks like the following: 
 
1. An honest admission of your part of the wrong. Only offer to analyze and describe the part of the 

mess for which you are responsible. Even if the other person needs to repent, do not bring up their 
issues for the time being. Your goal should be to take responsibility for your own actions. 

2. Make no excuses.  Do not explain your sin away. Treat “triggering” factors as occasions not causes. 
Your own selfishness, insensitivity, or other sins were the real cause, and what other people did to 
you only occasioned an expression of those sins. 

3. Be willing to listen to a realistic account of what your sin cost the other person. Do not attempt to 
shut down the offended party. Sometimes we use overly-dramatic pleas on our part to shut down 
the painful conversation. Sometimes we offer a quick and cold apology, and expect it to be enough. 
Heartfelt repentance is willing to listen. 

4. Provide “fruits” of repentance, rather than just an expression of sorrow. Offer to make changes 
that would restore or remunerate, as best you can, for the damage done. This is the beginning of 
reconciliation. 

 
Clarification: Do not repent for things you do not believe were wrong. Sometimes others who are not 
ready to forgive or to take responsibility for their sins will insist on repentance for other things which 
upset them. Do not fall prey to it. It is not helpful in the long run for either party. 
 
Forgiveness (Matthew 18:21-35; Ephesians 4:30-32) 
 
Forgiveness means giving up the right to seek repayment from the one who harmed you. But it must be recognized that 

forgiveness is a form of voluntary suffering. 
v Timothy Keller, "Serving Each Other through Forgiveness and Reconciliation" 

 
Forgiveness is the determination not to exact the price of the other person’s sin from them. To some 
extent you absorb a cost of the debt yourself. Therefore, forgiveness is (a) a determination of the heart 
and then (b) actions to release someone from guilt. Forgiveness can even begin without repentance 
from the other person, though it will remain incomplete in its expression. 
 
Our forgiveness must imitate God's forgiveness in Christ. We are told that he does not “remember” 
them. That cannot mean that God no longer knows what happened – it means he “sends away” the 
penalty for them. He does not bring the incidents to mind, and does not deal with us according to 
them. The Father gave up his Son, and the Son gave up his life. God absorbed the cost in himself. 
 
The practical steps of forgiveness ought to take the following shape: 
1. Acknowledge the sin. It’s important to be honest about the wrong(s) committed. You can’t forgive 

something that was not real. Sometimes we have to recognize that we’ve made too much of a 



particular incident. Sometimes we have to recognize that we’ve been afraid to admit the depth of 
the evil committed against us. Regardless, forgiveness requires an accurate assessment of sin. 

2. Determine not to take punishment into our own hands. Forgiveness requires nothing of the other 
person to begin. You have to recognize that bitterness will eat you up, and that God calls you not to 
take the punishment of them on yourself. This begins with a decision on your own part to treat 
them differently.  

3. Pursue a tender heart. The heart usually takes time to follow the decision. You should not repress 
your feelings, but rather acknowledge them and work on them. This process may take significant 
time, but it is the path to freedom from the tyranny of the other person’s sins. 

4. Remain open to reconciliation. The process of forgiveness may take significant time, depending on 
the severity of the sin. But forgiveness remains open to the possibility of reconciliation, if heartfelt 
repentance is offered. 

 
Clarification #1: Forgiveness does not mean that you automatically trust the other person, only that 
you will not hold a grudge or seek to punish them! The process of reconciliation is distinct from it. You 
may forgive yet wisely guard yourself from someone who has injured you. 
 
Clarification #2: Forgiveness does not mean allowing someone to continue in evil. When someone 
refuses to acknowledge sins that are particularly cruel and repeated (e.g., abuse or sexual assault), 
forgiveness does not imply that church discipline or even legal action are out of the question. Indeed, if 
you really want what is best for them, they need accountability and restraint on their sinful behavior. 
 
Reconciliation (Hebrews 12:12-15) 
 
Reconciliation is the ultimate goal. It is not easy to define because the practical steps may look very 
different depending on the individuals involved and sins committed. However, throughout the New 
Testament we’re urged to live in peace with one another. Reconciliation is the process of rebuilding 
trust and learning to live in peace after a sin has been committed. 
 
The shape of reconciliation should consider the following: 
1. Restoration of damage. Obviously physical objects may be replaced, but the more personal and 

less concrete the more thoughtful the offender needs to be in restoring as much as possible. 
2. Changes in behavior that would protect the offended party. These may well be permanent 

changes – a recognition that the offender does not want to fall prey to sin again. You may need to 
revisit communication habits. It may take time to figure out. 

3. Third-party accountability. More significant issues may require some kind of third party 
accountability. It should be a person or organization that both trust. They can keep you 
accountable to the ground rules, and can be a sounding board for whether each is acting fairly. 
Some forms of accountability are: 
a. Friends. Sometimes inviting some mutually-trusted friends more deeply into your relationship 

can help. However, it may be a significant burden on the friendship, so this may not always be 
appropriate. 

b. Pastoral counseling. Since you’re dealing with issues of sin, it may be wise to seek the prayer 
and counsel of pastors. Pastors and the church elders may also provide a form of accountability. 

c. Professional counseling (individual and couples). The more persistent the pattern or damaging 
to the relationship the more necessary some form of professional counseling. 


