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In our continuing quest for more knowledge and wisdom on what keeps married couples together in a God-honoring fashion, we are compelled to return to one of the basics: Forgiveness.  A marriage without forgiveness is like a combustion engine with no oil.  It will soon blow up--due to the friction and heat generated by hurt and bitterness.  The purpose of this piece is to challenge our readers to take a fresh look at forgiveness toward your marriage partner.  

Forgiveness is:

· A gift to both the forgiver and the forgiven

· A tool that allows us to relate well to others

· A weapon of warfare because it neutralizes

one of Satan’s favorite tactics.

A quick review of Scripture leads us to several clear conclusions:

1. If we want to be forgiven by God, we must forgive others (Mt. 6:14; Mk.11:25).

2. We are to forgive others “just as in Christ God forgave” us. (Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13).
3. Confession and repentance is a prerequisite to granting and receiving forgiveness (I Jn. 1:9; Lk. 17:4)

4. When our marriage partner has sinned against us, we are commanded by Jesus to confront them, seek their repentance, and then forgive them:
“So watch yourselves.  If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him. If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, 'I repent,' forgive him." (Lk. 17:3).
As suggested in an excellent book by Rick Renner, “Sparkling Gems from the Greek,” this last passage from Luke 17:3 calls us to do three things with intentionality: Confront, Forgive, and Let It Go.
Honest Confrontation
When we find ourselves hurt, offended, or sinned against, most of us either “nurse and rehearse” the offense, or we strike back with a defensive counter-punch of our own.  One of the most challenging things for Christians to do is to respond correctly by honestly “speaking the truth in love” (Eph.4:15), to confront, and to “rebuke” as the Scripture commands.  According to Renner, the word for “rebuke” in Greek means to “speak frankly, honestly, and politely” as you tell a person how you feel that he or she has wronged you. Although most of us find direct confrontation very difficult to practice on a consistent basis, it sure beats the alternative: holding onto offenses year after year, fueled by a demonically-empowered diet of bitterness, resentment, and unforgiveness.  If you have not yet started practicing Scriptural confrontation, there is no time like the present.  You may need to seek some outside help to learn this important way of life.
Forgiveness
The word “forgive” in Greek means to “set free, to let go, to release, to discharge or liberate completely,” according to Renner. It includes the idea of pardoning someone from their offense or canceling a debt without it being fully paid.  Someone has also written that it means to surrender your perceived right to extract restitution or punishment.  

For those of us who like to see some level of justice in this business of forgiveness, it is very freeing to find in Scripture that repentance and confession seem to be prerequisites to our obligation to forgive.  This does not mean, of course, that we are allowed to harbor bitterness and judgmental attitudes toward those who have not yet sought our forgiveness.  Someone has written accurately that unforgiveness is like drinking poison and waiting for someone else to die. 
Letting It Go 
The “letting go” aspect of forgiveness is probably the hardest for most people.  In short, it means that once a person has confessed a wrong and sought our forgiveness, we must release them in a way similar to how God releases us (Ps. 103:12). We cannot succumb to the temptation to extract restitution, wish for their “deserved suffering,” hope they “get what they have coming,” etc. We must also give up the tendency to continually dredge up the wrong over and over until our pain is gone.  
On the other hand, we believe it is also important to focus on what forgiveness is NOT:
· It is not denying the gravity of the offense or deeming someone not guilty;

· It is not justification or making excuses for unacceptable conduct;

· It is not refusing to confront something in the name of peace and “spirituality”;

· It is not extending unsanctified mercy to the other person by not requiring confession and repentance;
· It is not allowing the conduct to continue because the offender has previously sought forgiveness;

· It is not side-stepping the need to grieve lost happiness and lost dreams; and

· It is not avoiding the need for healing of the wounds inflicted by the past conduct of your partner.

The Other Side of the Coin
As suggested by the last point above, this business of forgiveness is a two-sided coin.  One side is the “act of the will” forgiveness that we are commanded to practice as Christians, as outlined above.  The other side of the coin is dealing with the wounding and consequences that flow from the conduct being forgiven.  In short, wherever there is a need for forgiveness, there is very likely a need for healing as well.  This means that when we are the offender, even after we have confessed our offense and sought forgiveness, we must stay engaged with our marriage partner through the healing process—the pathway of restoration through prayer.  May the Lord grant to every person reading this piece a fresh calling and resolve to live a life of forgiveness in their marriage.

“A happy marriage is the union of two forgivers.”—Ruth  Bell Graham.
