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Over the years I have taught numerous times on the subject of forgiveness.  Almost every time I’ve met with an individual or a couple to talk about relationships, forgiveness has come up in the conversation.  I have files in my cabinet and dozens of files on my computer dealing with the subject of forgiveness but I have never written or taught on the subject of ‘Self Forgiveness.’

Self forgiveness is a hard concept to grasp and understand.  For many people it is significantly easier to forgive someone else than it is to forgive themselves.  I would venture to say there are more people who go to the grave with ‘regrets’ against themselves than with unforgiveness towards others. 

When people are struggling with self forgiveness, they often express thoughts and feelings such as:
· "Something happened and I can't let it go - I can't get it out of my head."

· "I've got these painful memories and I can't stop thinking about them."

· "I just want the pain to go away and leave me alone."

Self forgiveness is not excusing wrong so that I don’t have to take responsibility for my actions.  When I do something wrong, then I must take responsibility for my actions or my part of the wrong.  If necessary I need to apologize or make restitution.  When my sin has been confessed, repented of and, if necessary, restitution is made, then the matter is finished.  

What is self forgiveness?  Self forgiveness is then ending the continual reliving of the wrong over and over.  It is about letting go of the shame, guilt and weight of the sin and living shame free, guilt free and free of the weight of the past.  Self forgiveness is about ending the continual judgment of self.  

A common tendency of people who struggle with self-forgiveness is to hold themselves to a higher standard than they do others.  A person who struggles with self-forgiveness can forgive others and allows  other people to fail and ‘sin,’ as well as seek forgiveness and be forgiven.  Though they can forgive others and move forward there is this feeling of: “I am not like that, I am better than that.  I should not fail like others do.”  The attitude is similar to the attitude that a ‘perfectionist’ lives under.  It requires a large amount of energy to harbor hatred, anger and resentment toward others, but it requires even greater energy to harbor hatred, anger and resentment towards self!
Perhaps you have been one who can justify forgiving others, even for a heinous offense, yet you find no justification for forgiving yourself for an equal or lesser offense.  I hope that the following scriptures and thoughts help you.

“There is a path before each person that seems right, but it ends in death.” (Proverbs 16:25 NLT)  To many people it seems appropriate to continue to beat themselves up over their choices, failures and habits.  The energy to hold anger, hatred and resentment towards self is significant.  Every bit of energy we give to negative activities and dwelling on regrets, robs us of the energy we need to become the person God wants us to be. 

If you do not forgive yourself of past sins, it is a form of pride.  Whenever we endorse a different set of rules or require a higher set of standards for ourselves over others, that is pride and we are sinning again!  When we choose to forgive others, but not ourselves, we are saying that we are less capable of making a poor decision than others.   We believe that we are somehow more intuitive, wiser, more insightful, more careful than others, and therefore, we are without excuse and should not forgive ourselves.  Proverbs 16:18 says: "Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall."  Unforgiveness of oneself will bring self-destruction, a haughty spirit, and a fall. 

The promise of God’s Word is very clear:  “If we confess our sins to Him, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all wickedness.”  (1 John 1:9 NLT)  If God forgives each of us when we confess our sins, shouldn't we do the same towards ourselves?  “If we are living in the light, as God is in the light, then we have fellowship with each other, and the blood of Jesus, His Son, cleanses us from all sin.” (1 John 1:7 NLT)  One of the ways that a person lives ‘in the light’ is to confess their sins.  God’s forgiveness is not based on some arbitrary choice on His part.  God’s forgiveness is rooted in Jesus’ shed blood.  
1 John continues: “My dear children, I am writing this to you so that you will not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate who pleads our case before the Father. He is Jesus Christ, the One who is truly righteous. He Himself is the sacrifice that atones for our sins--and not only our sins but the sins of all the world.”  (1 John 2:1-2 NLT)

God is the ultimate Judge of right and wrong.  When we hold onto our wrongs and continually revisit them, we are actually putting ourselves in a position above God.  In essence we are saying to God: ‘Your judgment and action is incorrect.  I should not be forgiven for this.  It was too wrong for you to forgive.  Jesus’ blood was not enough for me to be forgiven.  I have to hold onto what I did.  I can’t forgive myself.’
Can you see how this is judging God’s judgment?
Forgiving yourself is simply letting go of what you are holding against yourself so that you can move on with God.   It is not bringing the offense up to yourself in negative ways.  It is saying to yourself:  ‘God has forgiven me.  I forgive me.  I am forgiven.  I will not keep visiting what I did.’
Another aspect of visiting the events of our transgression over and over is that it opposes the teaching of Philippians 4:8.  That verse tells us to: ‘Dear brothers and sisters, one final thing. Fix your thoughts on what is true, and honorable, and right, and pure, and lovely, and admirable. Think about things that are excellent and worthy of praise.’ (NLT)  
Further instruction is given in Philippians about our past.  Remember Paul, the author of this letter, was a persecutor of the church and an accomplice to the murder of Stephen.    Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit he wrote:  ‘I don't mean to say that I have already achieved these things or that I have already reached perfection.  But I press on to possess that perfection for which Christ Jesus first possessed me. No, dear brothers and sisters, I have not achieved it, but I focus on this one thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us. Let all who are spiritually mature agree on these things. If you disagree on some point, I believe God will make it plain to you.’ (Philippians 3:12-15 NLT)
Notice the two italicized phrases ‘forgetting the past’ and ‘let all who are spiritually mature agree on these things.’  God’s Word says that part of being spiritually mature is forgetting the past.  Revisiting personal wrongs doesn’t benefit anyone.
Life is full of choices and every choice we make will either take us in a positive, life-giving direction or rob us of the opportunity to be a life-giving individual.  Forgiving ourselves does not let us off the hook, it does not justify what we have done, and it is not a sign of weakness.  Forgiveness is a choice that takes courage and strength, and it gives us the opportunity to become an ‘overcomer ‘rather than remaining a victim of our own scorn. 

Self-forgiving is:

· Accepting myself as a human who has faults and makes mistakes.

· Letting go of self-anger for my past sin, failures, errors and mistakes.

· Ending the sorrow and regret over a grievous, self-inflicted offense.
· The healing of your heart by silencing self-rejection, quieting the sense of failure and lightening the burden of guilt.

· The act of letting go of the need to prove yourself or ‘make up’ for your past offenses. 

If you have confessed, repented and, if necessary, made restitution then you are forgiven.  Rejoice!
Choose to forgive yourself. 
Stop judging yourself harder than God judges you.  

Every time you begin to revisit the issue – STOP – replace your thoughts with the words:

I am forgiven by God.


I forgive myself.


Those who are spiritually mature forget the past.

