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The Bible speaks of forgiveness as both an attitude of your heart and as an 
expression demonstrating that attitude.  The attitude of forgiveness – let’s call it 
having heart forgiveness – is described in Mark 11:25a, “Whenever you stand 
praying, forgive…” There is no qualification here and no exceptions. Regardless of 
who has offended you or what they have done, you should have an attitude of 
unconditional willingness before God to forgive. Jesus’ parable of the unmerciful 
servant taught that you should be willing to forgive because you have been 
forgiven. His teaching here is that you should be willing to forgive, “…so that your 
Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses.” (Mark 11:25b). As 
you can see, Jesus taught that having heart forgiveness is a vital part of a spiritually 
healthy relationship with God.  

So then the question is, when should our inner heart forgiveness be outwardly 
expressed to an offender? Let’s look again at our model for forgiveness. We are to 
forgive “…as God in Christ forgave you.” How does God express forgiveness to us? 
– On the condition of our repentance. God doesn’t express forgiveness without 
repentance, though He always has a heart that is willing to forgive. This is our 
model. We always have heart forgiveness that is readily expressed when an 
offender repents. Further, Jesus’ taught that you should express forgiveness as often 
as the offender repents. “…if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns 
to you seven times, saying, 'I repent,' you must forgive him.” (Luke 17:4).  

The key difference between heart forgiveness and expressed forgiveness is the 
impact these have on relationships. Having heart forgiveness, the unconditional 
willingness before God to forgive, is indispensable for resolving conflict. It lays the 
foundation. But, it won’t bring restoration to a conflicted relationship by itself. 
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There may still be awkwardness, discomfort, and a desire to avoid a person or topic 
of conversation. To fully restore a healthy relationship, there must be repentance 
and the response of expressed forgiveness. Expressed forgiveness responds to 
repentance with the declaration, “I forgive you”. You shouldn’t play down the 
offense by saying, “Never mind,” or “That’s okay.” You should communicate that 
there truly was an offense that you truly have forgiven. You should also continue to 
demonstrate forgiveness by treating the repentant person as if the offense had not 
occurred. Only then, will the barrier of awkwardness and relational distance begin 
to be removed.  

The illustration on the next page may help you understand the difference between 
heart forgiveness and expressed forgiveness.  

 

 

Now, how can we apply all of this to resolving conflict in marriage? The cuts are 
often the deepest here, and the conflicts most difficult to overcome. If your 
conscience tells you that you are a contributor to marital conflict, take action now. 
Pray for a spirit of reconciliation and consider where you need to repent of your 
words and behaviors. Go to your spouse with a humble heart and fully own your 
faults without making them share partial blame. Renew your commitment to God 
and to your spouse to seek His power to follow Paul’s ten rules for preventing and 
resolving conflict.  

If you view yourself as being on the receiving end of marital conflicts – perhaps this 
goes without saying, but – your marriage is worth sacrificing and even suffering for. 
This is not to say that abuse should be tolerated, but with God’s help, let your goal 
be to do all that is within your sphere of responsibility to prevent and resolve 
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conflict. Perhaps you feel like you have suffered enough, that the cost is too great, 
or that resolution simply isn’t possible. If this is your situation, be careful. 
Sometimes the emotional web gets so tangled that your motives may be hard to see 
on your own. That’s when an outside perspective is needed. It’s ok to seek help 
from spiritually mature friends, church leaders, or professional counselors. It isn’t 
just the “weak” who need counsel, guidance, and accountability. Everyone is 
broken spiritually and emotionally to one degree or another. Even if you have to 
seek help alone without your spouse, you may find strength and encouragement in 
the wise counsel of another.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The information here has been used, with permission, from The Journey, © Randy Pope. 


