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How can forgiven people forgive themselves?  

August 26, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I know I say this every week, but – this morning’s question is a good one.   

 

How can people deal with forgiving themselves (even knowing that God has given forgiveness)?  [and 

then the question adds:]  (accepting God’s unfailing love).   

 

Now I take that to mean: “I know that God has forgiven my sin, but I still feel guilt or regret over what I 

did.  How can I forgive myself?  How can I accept God’s unfailing love?” 

 

Good question.  And I suspect that many of us can relate to it.  Maybe you’ve done something in past 

and confessed it as sin before the Lord and yet some lingering feeling of guilt remains with you.  What 

do you do with that?  How do you ‘forgive yourself’?   

 

To answer that question this morning, I’m going to unpack this statement: 

 

We can only forgive ourselves when we ask for, accept and apply God’s all-encompassing forgiveness.   

We can only forgive ourselves when we ask for, accept and apply God’s all-encompassing forgiveness. 

 

That’s our outline for this morning, and as you can imagine, God’s forgiveness plays a big role in this, so 

let’s start there – at God’s all-encompassing forgiveness. 

 

Turn with me to Colossians 2, starting in verse 13 – Colossians 2, verse 13.  Paul writes: 

 

13 When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive with 

Christ. He forgave us all our sins, 14 having canceled the charge of our legal indebtedness, which stood 

against us and condemned us; he has taken it away, nailing it to the cross. 

 

Let me highlight four things there –  

 

1st – We need forgiveness.  I know that there are some people who like to deny that that’s true, but 

listen to God’s assessment of the situation.  Apart from God – that’s implied by the uncircumcision part 

– apart from God, we are dead in sin.  We put our own will before God’s.  We say ‘You can’t tell me what 

to do.’  And that creates an objective, immovable debt that stands against us.  In fact, Paul says it 

condemns us.  Without God, we are objectively guilty and we need forgiveness.   

 

2nd – this is the amazing news of the Gospel – even when we were dead in sin, unable to repay the debt, 

God made us alive, and most relevant to us, He forgave us all our sins.  Now look closely at verse 13 - 

which sins did He forgive?  ALL of them.  He forgave ALL of our sins.  Does that include murder?  

Homosexual behaviour?  Lying?  Selfishness?  Abortion?  Excepting speaking irreligiously about the Holy 

Spirit, there is no sin that God will not forgive.  That’s very important as we think about forgiving 

ourselves.  The tendency might be to think that God ‘broadly’ forgives sins, but holds a grudge against 

the ones that you find particularly appalling, and maybe the ones you’ve committed.  But that’s just not 
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true.   

 

When asked a question much like ours this morning, Billy Graham wrote: “You can have this assurance 

that there is no sin that cannot be forgiven to those who desire the new life that comes about through 

our faith in Jesus Christ” (Graham, Answers to life’s problems, 131).  He forgave us ALL our sins. 

 

3rd – He cancelled the debt that condemned us.  It’s one thing to forgive a person; it’s another thing 

entirely to cancel the debt that they owe you, but that’s exactly what God did.  We went from being 

objectively ‘guilty’ to objectively ‘blameless.’  He took the list of all the sin that I would ever do, the list 

of sin that you would ever do and wrote ‘paid in full’ in big red letters across it and  

 

4th – He did that by nailing it to the Cross.  It was not just Jesus hanging on that Cross – it was my debt, it 

was your debt – God literally obliterating that record of sin against us.   

 

That’s how all-encompassing God’s forgiveness is – we were dead in sin, entirely unable to earn God’s 

love, but because God IS love, He chose to forgive us anyways, for ALL our sins, by cancelling the debt 

we owed Him and leaving it hanging there on the Cross.  God offers us complete and utter forgiveness 

from anything and everything that we have done.   

 

But here’s the thing: we need to ask for it.  We don’t just ‘become forgiven’ without taken any 

responsibility for it.  God calls us to own our sin, admit that it’s wrong, turn our backs on it and to come 

to Him to ask for His mercy.   

 

1 John 1:8-9 puts it like this - 8 If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in 

us.   9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 

unrighteousness (1Jo 1:8-9 NIV). 

 

If we come, humbly and repentantly before God, confessing our sin and trusting Him, He will forgive us 

of every sin.  He will forget every debt.  He will wipe away the guilt that our sin accumulates and declare 

us ‘NOT GUILTY’ in His sight.  The old is gone, the new is come; God makes you an entirely NEW creation 

(2Co 5:17 NIV)..  That all happens when we ask God to forgive us. 

 

Have you asked God to forgive you?  Have you admitted to God the ways that you have ignored Him and 

put your will before His and asked Him to leave it all on Jesus’ Cross?   

 

If not, I invite you to.  Ask God to forgive your sin.  And don’t worry – God will not look at your rap sheet 

and turn you away.  Jesus’ death on the Cross covers every sin.  Every sin?  Every sin.  My sin?  Yes.  Your 

sin.  All sin.  2 He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the 

whole world (1Jo 2:2 NIV). 

 

Have you asked God to forgive you?   

 

Then you are forgiven.  You are utterly, entirely, 100% forgiven.  The slate is wiped clean; the guilt is 

objectively gone.  Though your sins be like scarlet, God has made you white as snow. 
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When we ask God for His forgiveness, we are well on the way to forgiving ourselves. 

 

And I think that this is where the person asking this question is.  They’ve confessed their sin, they’ve 

asked God to forgive them, they are objectively forgiven – but they are still feeling guilt or regret over 

their sin.  How do you deal with that?   

 

This is going to sound absurdly obvious, but the next step I think is to really accept God’s forgiveness.  

Well – duh – you might say - but if you’ve spent years beating yourself up over something you’ve done, 

then it can be really hard to let go and trust that God has really forgiven it.  But He has.  And you ARE 

forgiven.   

 

If that’s you, you’re not alone.  Someone once wrote in to Billy Graham: 

 

I know God has forgiven me, but I can't forgive myself for some of the things I've done, and the way I've 

hurt some of my family. All I can think about is what a bad person I've been. I even wonder sometimes if 

God hasn't forgiven me after all. 

 

And Billy Graham replied: 

 

If you have honestly committed your life to Jesus Christ and are trusting Him alone for your salvation, 

then the Bible says that God has forgiven you — fully and freely (February 16, 2012).   

 

And Billy Graham is absolutely right – this person’s sins are completely forgiven. 

 

But it sounds to me as though this person has entirely accepted that.  It sounds as though they are 

letting their past sin define them, rather than really leaning into the new person that God has made 

them.  At the risk of being blunt, it almost seems as though they are putting more stock in what THEY 

did to sin than what Jesus did to forgive them.   

 

If that’s you, I realize that it can be really hard to accept God’s forgiveness – you probably feel like you 

need to hold yourself accountable for that thing you did.  Maybe you even think like the person who 

wrote in – what a bad person I am.  But look, Jesus came for the express purpose of redeeming ‘bad 

people.’  Jesus came for the express purpose of redeeming ‘dead in sin, separated from God’ people.  He 

knew who He were, He took that into account and He chose in His great compassion to forgive us 

nonetheless.  Who are we then to refuse to forgive the sins that God Himself has already forgiven? 

 

I read a really interesting interview this week about a Christian counsellor who counsels woman who 

have had abortions.  I’ll post the link on our Facebook site.  The counsellor says: “A woman who says she 

can’t forgive herself will say things like, “I know God has forgiven me, but I can’t forgive myself.” …  It is 

as though she is saying to herself and to God, “Your sacrifice was good enough for that sin, but not for 

this sin.” In doing so she is effectively negating the power of the sacrifice of Christ in her life.  The Lord 

doesn’t say you are forgiven if you feel forgiven. And the Lord doesn’t say you are forgiven if you forgive 

yourself. He says, “You are forgiven.” This is something that must be believed and received” (Julie 
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Ganschow, https://biblicalcounseling.com/2017/01/forgiveness-abortion-transcript/).  We need to 

accept that forgiveness.   

 

I really like how R. T. Kendall puts it – “Totally forgiving ourselves [means] accepting God’s forgiveness of 

all our past sins and failures so completely that we equally let ourselves off the hook for our past as God 

Himself has done” (Kendall, R.T.. How To Forgive Ourselves Totally (p. 6)).  Forgiving ourselves requires 

that we accept that we are holy and blameless in God’s sight and that we begin to see ourselves the 

same way (Colossians 1:21-22).    

 

21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. 

 22 But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his 

sight, without blemish and free from accusation-- 

 (Col 1:21-22 NIV). 

 

How do we do that?  Well that brings us into our final point which is applying God’s forgiveness to all 

aspects of our lives.  In a sense, it’s quite straightforward: we remind ourselves of what is objectively 

true – God has forgiven us – and we work that into our subjective view of ourselves. 

 

So let me give you a couple of exercises that will help to remind you of what is objectively true and apply 

that in your own life.   

 

The first comes from Margaret Nielsen – I went to her again for some insight from her years of 

counselling.  She suggests that when you find yourself dwelling on some past sin and beating yourself up 

over it, that you imagine gathering it all up – all the thoughts and feelings and emotions that are 

involved – and wrap it up in a mental parcel and then place that parcel at the foot of the Cross.  And 

back away.  Leave it there with Him.  He has already paid the price for that sin – for you to hold on to it 

is to deal in vain with something Jesus has already taken care of.   

 

Billy Graham writes – “You don’t need to carry the burden of your guilt any longer!   On the cross, Christ 

took upon Himself the burden you are now carrying – the burden of sin and shame and guilt (not just for 

this one sin that you have done but for every other sin you have ever committed”) (Graham, Questions, 

185).   

 

Leave it there with Him.  You will be tempted to go back and pick it up but resist the urge.  If you do, 

parcel it all back up and take it back to Him.  Corrie Ten Boom used to say imagine that there was a sign 

posted over that sin – No trespassing allowed.  Those sins have been forgiven – there’s no need to tread 

that ground again.   

 

So first exercise – parcelling – can be very helpful.  Apply God’s forgiveness by parcelling up forgiven sin 

and laying it at the foot of the Cross. 

 

The second exercise for applying God’s forgiveness is this – Charles Stanley says: “Stop replaying in your 

mind the old recording of your sin, which stirs up guilt, but instead replay the truths of God’s Word” 

(http://www.christiancounselingco.com/self-forgiveness/). 

https://biblicalcounseling.com/2017/01/forgiveness-abortion-transcript/
http://www.christiancounselingco.com/self-forgiveness/
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I want to play with that image a bit and have you think of an old tape player.  You remember those, 

right?  Tape players?  Like ‘do-it-yourself Spotify.’   

 

So think about a tape player and imagine that that sin that you just can’t seem to shake is recorded on a 

tape.  When you play that tape, you’re reminded of the wrong you’ve done, of the way you let God 

down, of the way you let yourself down – but listen – if you’ve asked for and accepted God’s 

forgiveness, then that tape and the sin it recalls should be laying at the foot of the Cross.  Instead of 

replaying that, play some of these other tapes: 

 

As believers in Jesus, we are under the New Covenant, where God promises: For I will forgive their 

iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more" (Jeremiah 31:34, Hebrews 10:17). 

 

The 2 Corinthians tape says: 17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, 

the new has come! 

 

The psalm 103 tape says:  

10 he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. 

 11 For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; 

 12 as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us. 

 (Psa 103:10-12 NIV). 

 

And listen to this one – Micah 7:18-19 - 18 Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing over 

transgression for the remnant of his inheritance? He does not retain his anger forever, because he 

delights in steadfast love. 

 19 He will again have compassion on us; he will tread our iniquities underfoot. You will cast all our sins 

into the depths of the sea. 

 

And living after the Cross, we can say without a doubt – He has tread our iniquities underfoot and cast 

ALL our sins into the depths of the sea.   

 

Friends, if you have trusted Jesus, you are forgiven.  Replay these tapes, these verses in your mind to 

apply that truth to you heart so you can forgive yourself.   

 

Now as we wrap up here, I want to very briefly point out two biblical examples of people who could very 

well have had a hard time forgiving themselves.   

 

The first one is Peter.  Can you imagine being Peter, the night of Jesus arrest, the day after His 

crucifixion?  I left the Lord of the earth in the hands of His enemies.  I could have intervened but I didn’t 

even acknowledge knowing Him.  The Gospels say he wept bitterly over that.  I’ll bet he did even more.  

And yet he asked for Jesus’ forgiveness on the sea shore after His resurrection, he accepted that 

forgiveness, he applied it in his life and went on to be a powerful witness to the forgiving power of 

Jesus.   
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Same story with Paul – before he believed, he viciously persecuted Christians, dragging people like you 

and me off to court for following Jesus and encouraging death sentences against us.  He actively 

opposed Jesus and did his best to destroy His church.  Who could forgive a sinner like that?  Jesus did.  

And I get the sense that Paul forgave himself too.  Just listen to what he says in 1 Timothy chapter 1 –  

 

13 Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy 

because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. 

 14 The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in 

Christ Jesus. 

 15 Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save 

sinners--of whom I am the worst. 

 16 But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might 

display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal 

life. 

 17 Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. 

Amen. 

 

Peter and Paul both could have sat at home, beating themselves up over the awful things that they had 

done, but they actively chose to define themselves not by what THEY had done, but by what Jesus had 

done for them – securing forgiveness at the Cross.  Jesus has secured forgiveness for you too.   

 

If you find yourself unable to forgive yourself for some sin that Jesus has already forgiven, accept His 

forgiveness.  Apply it in your life.  Parcel it up and put it at the foot of the Cross.  Throw away that tape 

and play a new one over and over -  

 

I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. 

 

Free yourself to do the same.   

 

 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

 

Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, press on toward the prize for which God is 

calling us heavenward because of what Christ Jesus did for us (Philippians 3:13-14 – TLB/ESV). 

 

 

Online resources: 

 

https://billygraham.org/answer/i-know-god-has-forgiven-me-but-i-cant-forgive-myself-for-some-of-the-

things-ive-done-and-the-way-ive-hurt-some-of-my-family/ 

 

https://biblicalcounseling.com/2017/01/forgiveness-abortion-transcript/ 

https://billygraham.org/answer/i-know-god-has-forgiven-me-but-i-cant-forgive-myself-for-some-of-the-things-ive-done-and-the-way-ive-hurt-some-of-my-family/
https://billygraham.org/answer/i-know-god-has-forgiven-me-but-i-cant-forgive-myself-for-some-of-the-things-ive-done-and-the-way-ive-hurt-some-of-my-family/
https://biblicalcounseling.com/2017/01/forgiveness-abortion-transcript/

