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I Want to Forgive, but I Don’t Know How 

It is easy to tell a person they need to forgive those who have hurt them, but what if they don’t know how to? I have had the same people come to me over and over again, asking me to pray that they would be able to forgive their enemies. They were sincere, but unsuccessful. I have put together a process I believe we need to go through in order to experience victory in forgiving those who have hurt us. 

Prayer is vital, but we must do more than pray in order to forgive. When we pray, God always does His part, but very often we fail to do our part; then we are confused about why it seems that our prayers were not answered. For example, a person in need of a job may pray for God to provide him with one, but he still needs to go out and apply at various companies in order to be successful. The same principle applies to forgiveness. 




Desire 

The first step toward forgiving our enemies must be a strong desire to do it. desire motivates us to go through whatever we need to go through in order to reach our goal. A person who needs to lose fifty pounds won’t succeed unless his desire is very strong. Why? Because he will need the desire to keep him going when he gets hungry or he has to continually say no to high-calorie foods while watching others eat them. I have a friend who recently lost sixty pounds. It took her close to a year of continual discipline to do it, and even now she must still discipline herself daily in order not to return to bad habits. What motivates her? She would like to eat more than she does almost every day, but her desire to be healthy and maintain a weight that is proper for her is stronger than her desire to eat. 

I know we don’t like to face this, but in reality we all do what we want to do if our desire to do it is strong enough. “I can’t” usually means “I don’t want to.” None of us enjoys taking responsibility for the problem areas in our lives. We much prefer excuses and blame, but neither of them will set us free. 

When people reach retirement age and they have saved enough money over the years to be financially secure, it’s because they had a strong enough desire to motivate them to discipline themselves. They had to say “no” to some things they may have wanted in order to save for the future. 

Strong desire will produce results in every area of our lives, and living free from bitterness, resentment, and unforgiveness is no exception. If you have no desire, then start by asking God to give you one because it is the foundation of all success. 

I had no desire to forgive my father for abusing me until I started studying God’s Word. Once I did, I saw the importance of forgiveness and that it was God’s will for me to do it. I realized how much God had forgiven me for and that what He was asking me to do was no different from what He had done for me. The power in God’s Word birthed in me a desire to be obedient in this area, and I believe it will do the same thing for you. If you have no desire to forgive your enemies, then study everything God’s Word has to say about it, and I believe your heart will be changed. You will want to forgive, and once you want to, then the process can begin. 

Decide 

After you have a desire to forgive, then you must decide to do it. The decision cannot be an emotional one, but it must be what is commonly called a “quality decision.” This type of decision doesn’t change when feelings change. It is a firm decision that is determined to make forgiveness a lifestyle. This decision doesn’t necessarily change the way you feel right away, and it doesn’t mean that you will never struggle with the whole idea of forgiving people. Some people may need to be forgiven over and over and often for the same thing, and that is definitely not an easy thing to do. It is something that must be done on purpose without taking into account how we feel. 

My father was a very harsh man in all of his mannerisms, and sadly I became a lot like him. He was the last person in the world I wanted to be like, but in some ways I was. My actions and tone of voice were often harsh, and I know that Dave had to forgive me over and over during the years God was working in me and softening my hard and broken heart. My healing took time and Dave had to be patient, but thankfully he didn’t have to do it on his own. God gave him grace to bear with my weaknesses, and He will give you grace to deal with the people in your life also. 

Sometimes I have to deal with people in my life now who behave the same way I once did, and I have to remind myself to do for them what Dave did for me. It isn’t easy and I often don’t feel like it, but I have made a quality decision to obey God and not live angry and bitter. Forgiveness is one of the most beautiful gifts that God offers us, and when we are willing to give it to others, it adds beauty, peace, joy, and power to our own lives. 

God instructs us in His Word in the right way to live, but He will never force us to do what He says. He leaves the choice to each of us. There are many times in my life when I really wish I could make people I love do the right thing, but then I am reminded that God gives all of us free choice and He longs for us to choose the right thing so we can enjoy the life Jesus died for us to have. 

Any time we obey God, we are doing ourselves a favor because everything He tells us to do is for our benefit. I remind myself of this quite often when what He is asking me to do is hard. Each of us must make our own choice; nobody can do it for us. I strongly urge you to make a quality decision to forgive. Once you have done that, then you will be ready to move on to the next step in forgiveness. 

Depend 

The next step in the process of forgiving others is to depend on the Holy Spirit to help you do what you have just made a quality decision to do. Just deciding isn’t enough. It is vital but it is still not enough, because willpower alone won’t work. We need divine strength from God’s Spirit Who lives in us and is always available to help us do the will of God. 

In God’s Kingdom, independence is not an attractive trait, and it is not one that works. We encourage our children to grow up and become independent, but the more we grow up in God, or the more spiritually mature we become, the more dependent we are to become on Him. If we miss this point in our walk with God, we will always be frustrated. God does not bless what the Bible calls “works of the flesh,” which is man trying to work apart from God. Even if we are working hard to try to do God’s will, we still must depend on Him to make it successful. The Bible encourages us to acknowledge God in all our ways (Prov. 3:6). That means we should invite Him into all of our activities and tell Him that we know we won’t be successful without His help. 

Since we humans tend to be quite independent and really like doing our own thing, this dependent attitude does not always come easy. 

The Bible says in Zechariah 4:6 that we win our battles not by our might, nor by our power, but by the Spirit of God. God gives us grace, which is His power to do what needs to be done. 

I am the Vine; you are the branches. Whoever lives in Me and I in him bears much (abundant) fruit. However, apart from Me [cut off from vital union with Me] you can do nothing. 

John 15:5 


I believe that John 15:5 is a pivotal verse in the Bible. Lots of other things depend on us understanding this single verse, which tells us that even if God calls me to do something or commands me to do something, I still cannot do it unless I depend on Him. He wants us to bear good fruit, to do good things, but we cannot unless we fully and completely rely on Him. Quickly forgiving those who offend us is good fruit and it pleases God, but we cannot do it unless we ask for His help and strength. 

Are you frustrated because you’re trying to do things that are just not working and yet you really believe they are godly things that you should be doing? Maybe your problem is a self-reliant and independent attitude. Why do we like to do things ourselves without any help? Simply because we like to get the credit and we like to feel proud of our accomplishments, but God wants us to praise Him for all of our victories and thank Him that He allowed us to merely be a vessel that He used. 

We can want to do the right thing and still fail to do it time after time. The Bible says that our spirit is willing, but our flesh is weak (Matt. 26:41). It is important for us to learn that. It will help us to go to God in prayer at the beginning of every project and ask for His help. It will help us avoid wasted effort and frustrating failures. At our office we have recorded literally thousands of television shows, yet we never start one without gathering and asking God to help us. It took me years to learn that works of the flesh don’t work; the only thing that does is dependence on God. 

I well remember going to church and hearing a powerful sermon on something and being convicted in my spirit that I needed to change. Then I would go home and try to change and fail every time. This was very confusing for me until I finally realized that I was leaving God out of my plan. I had assumed that because what I was trying to do was His will, I would be successful. But I had to learn that nothing is successful if I don’t depend on Him to make it work and give Him the glory for it when it does. 

I believe that many people who truly love God are frustrated most of the time trying to be a “good Christian” because they don’t understand this truth. I wasted years “trying” to be good, but failing to totally lean on God to enable me to do it. The Bible is filled with scriptures about the importance of depending on God and examples of people who failed because they didn’t and those who succeeded because they did. 

Isaiah told the people to stop putting their trust in weak, frail, and dying man whose breath is in his nostrils for such a short period of time (Isa. 2:22). God wanted the people to depend on Him so He could give them victory. His point through the prophet Isaiah was simply, why trust in man who is filled with weaknesses when you could trust God instead? 

The prophet Jeremiah had a similar message for the people he ministered to. He said that we are cursed when we put our trust in frail man and turn aside from the Lord. But we are most blessed when we believe in, rely on, and trust in God, and put our hope and confidence in Him (Jer. 17:5,7). 

The apostle Paul wrote to the Galatians asking them if they thought after having begun their spiritual life with the Holy Spirit, did they now think they could reach perfection by dependence on the flesh (Gal. 3:3)? The obvious answer is no, they couldn’t. Paul knew they would fail even at spiritual maturity if they didn’t continue to depend on the Holy Spirit, and we will also fail at everything we try to do, including forgiving our enemies, if we don’t depend on God for the strength to do it. 

So we see that the first three steps in working through the process of forgiveness are desire, decide, and depend. Once you have done those three, you can move to the next one. 




Praying for Your Enemies 

God tells us to not only pray for our enemies, but to bless and not curse them. Wow! Seems rather unfair, don’t you think? Who would want to pray that their enemies be blessed? Probably none of us would if we were following our feelings instead of the Word of God. 

But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you to show that you are the children of your Father Who is in heaven; for He makes His sun rise on the wicked and on the good, and makes the rain fall upon the upright and the wrongdoers [alike]. 

Matthew 5:44–45 


None of this means that we are to become a doormat for people to walk all over and that we never confront them about their bad behavior. Forgiving our enemies has to do with our heart attitude toward them and how we treat them. Jesus never mistreated anyone just because they mistreated Him. He confronted them in a spirit of gentleness and then continued to pray for and love them. 

We are not to return evil for evil or insult for insult (1 Pet. 3:9). (Ouch!) Instead, we are to pray for their welfare, happiness, and protection, and truly pity and love them. I think this once again shows us that we should be more concerned for what our enemies are doing to themselves by evil deeds than what they are doing to us. Nobody can truly harm us if we obey God and put our trust in Him. They may hurt our feelings, but God is always ready to heal us. 

Pray for people to receive revelation from God about their behavior because they may be deceived and not even be fully aware of what they are doing. Bless your enemies by speaking well of them. Cover their sin and don’t repeat it or fall into gossiping about them. 

I think the failure to pray for our enemies is one of the key factors in failing to work through the process of forgiveness. We start out intending to forgive, but if we skip this vital step that God has commanded us to do, we won’t be successful. Like most of you, I have experienced some horrendous hurts at the hands of people I thought were my friends, and I admit that praying for them to be blessed was often done through gritted teeth, but I believe it is the right thing to do. Whoever forgives has power with God, and they are representing Him well. 

Will you start praying for your enemies today? Will you practice this principle until it becomes your first and automatic response to offense? If you will, you will put a smile on God’s face and yours as well. Anytime we obey God, we are doing ourselves a favor! 

The last step in the process of forgiveness is to understand how your emotions respond to the whole idea of forgiving others. To put it simply, they go wild. Emotions definitely have a mind of their own, and if they are not controlled, they will control us. I have written a book titled Living Beyond Your Feelings, and I recommend that you read it for insight into understanding your emotions. 

Our emotions are never going to completely go away, but we must learn to manage them. We must learn to do what is right even when we don’t feel like doing it. I have learned by experience that even if I am angry with Dave, I can still talk to him and treat him nicely while I am working with God on the process of forgiving him. That discovery was a great find for me because I wasted a lot of years being angry for days and shutting him out of my life until my feelings were no longer hurt. I never knew how long that would take. Sometimes it was swift if Dave apologized to me quickly. But when he didn’t apologize because he didn’t think or even realize he had done anything wrong, it took days and sometimes weeks. Finally, when I had received my apology and felt better, I treated him better. That put my feelings in control instead of me, and that is not God’s will for us. 

It’s one thing to be angry when a spouse commits a small offense and it makes us angry, but what about big offenses? Are there some that are just too heinous for forgiveness? Let me share two stories with you, and then you decide. Read them and think about how you would have responded in the situations. 

Several years ago our chief media officer for Joyce Meyer Ministries, Ginger Stache, went through a very difficult time in her marriage. She and her husband, Tim, agreed to share their story in this book because they really want to help people who have been hurt. Ginger’s heart is particularly tender toward women who have been deeply wounded in their marriages. Here is her story in her own words: 

*** 

We were college sweethearts, married for fifteen years with two beautiful daughters. He was my best friend and life was good. So when I found out that my husband was addicted to pornography, my illusions of who he was and of our relationship shattered. 

We weren’t the happy, loving couple I thought we were. We were very active in our church; I was working in ministry, but was it all a facade? I was devastated, betrayed. 

The emotions I felt were intense, swinging wildly from shock to disgust to grief. How could the man I shared my life with, the person I thought I knew best in world, do this? How could I have been so deceived? What else was a lie? But of the flood of emotions, it was anger that took root deepest. 

I was furious with him for bringing this disgusting thing into our home and into our marriage. While some may disagree that he was unfaithful, for me there was never a question. When I thought his heart and passions were mine, they were somewhere else; he was focused on images of other women, fantasies of airbrushed perfection that did not really exist. How could I compete? How could I forgive him? Why should I try? 

He was also in shambles. The dark thing he kept hidden for so long was now out in the light. He was ashamed, frightened, and somehow relieved. He promised to do whatever it took to get help, but I didn’t care what he said. How could I ever trust him again? I was strong and definitely not the type to be fooled twice. I found the safest place to be was secure in my anger, to refuse to forgive; it would shelter me from getting hurt again. 

And my anger was reasonable. You see there are two schools of thought where pornography is concerned. Some view it as harmless, victimless, nothing to get upset about. Others see it as too despicable to face, a problem for only the perverted, and much too vile for Christians to address. 

When this ugly thing crashed into my life, I knew that both lines of thinking were wrong. I was a victim and I began to discover many other people I knew who were as well. Many of those Christians who thought they would never deal with such vile matters were silently suffering. I wasn’t going to look away, and I certainly wasn’t going to stay quiet. 

I had decisions to make. Was our marriage going to survive this? did I want it to? How would this affect our children? They were my greatest concern. 

Realize it or not, you can’t isolate anger to one person without it seeping out and poisoning the rest of your life. I couldn’t allow my pain to affect my ability to be a good mother to my girls or keep me from God’s call on my life. 

Christ was always my place of refuge, and I had to be quiet in my rage long enough to allow Him to be that for me now. I sought Him in my pain, and His direction was clear. What He was asking of me was more important than my anger or my pride. It was the only answer. He was asking me to forgive. 

I knew that I didn’t have the ability in me, but forgiving Tim was the seed I must plant for healing to grow. It was a decision, not a feeling, and God promised to walk with me through it. God wasn’t asking me to trust my husband; He was asking me to trust Him. How could I refuse my Lord who has forgiven me so much? 

It was a daily choice and a very difficult one, but God is so very faithful even where we are not. He led us to a Christian counselor, an accountability group, and the seed of forgiveness I planted ever so slowly grew into fully blooming healing. 

Now more than ten years later, we are college sweethearts, married over twenty-five years with two beautiful daughters who love God. He is my best friend, and life is good. Our love is far from perfect but stronger than ever. We work hard to communicate, trust in God, and forgive daily. 



*** 

Jonas Beiler grew up like most Amish children, with a love for God and family, a good work ethic, and what many today call the trademark of the Amish community, an amazing grasp on the power of forgiveness. 

Jonas left the Amish community to pursue his dream of owning a mechanics shop. As Jonas is often quoted as saying: “I loved horsepower rather than horses.” He also married his lovely wife, Anne. Now you may know Anne better as “Auntie Anne,” the world-renowned soft pretzel mogul. 

Jonas and Anne lived a simple life on Anne’s family farm, and they were as happy as ever. Jonas was a mechanic, and Anne was busy raising their two young daughters, Lawonna and Angie. As founding members of a thriving church, most of the couple’s free time was spent working side by side with the pastor, who was also Jonas’s best friend. The pastor relied heavily on the Beilers in their roles as youth pastors. But the contentment they felt during those days was about to vanish into a darkness so deep, so horrible, that by Anne and Jonas’s own admission, it nearly claimed their lives. 

Anne and Jonas were drifting apart; each of them suffering in silence as they mourned a tragic accident, the loss of their nineteen-month-old daughter, Angie. Anne had reached a place of total despair. Jonas’s pastor had been praying with Anne one Sunday about the depression she felt over Angie’s death. After the prayer he invited her to call him. Anne told Jonas what happened, and Jonas quickly agreed that it would be a good idea for her to meet with the pastor. After all, Jonas knew he wasn’t able to help Anne, but maybe their friend could. 

From the very beginning Anne could feel that something was not right about her meetings with the pastor. She chronicles one of the meetings in her book Twist of Faith as follows: “I couldn’t believe how good it felt to talk about Angie, about the day she died, about how I felt...When the time came for me to leave...Pastor gave me another long hug, but this time when I looked up...he kissed me...Finally he pulled away and said, ‘It’s obvious to me, Anne, that you have needs in your life that cannot be met by Jonas. But I can meet them.’ As I fled to my car, only one thing seemed certain in my mind: I could never tell Jonas...he would never believe me.” 

Keeping that secret would prove to be a grave mistake. With no one but the pastor speaking into Anne’s life, she was easy prey for his manipulation. Throughout the six-year affair Jonas never once questioned his best friend’s loyalty, or that he had taken his wife for his own. 

When Anne finally broke free from the relationship, she knew she would have to tell Jonas what had happened. Jonas says, “I stared at the wall after she left...I found my mind going into some dark places...my prayer was, ‘Oh God, please don’t let me see the dawning of another day.’ ” 

The next day Jonas called a counselor who had been speaking at his church and told him what had happened. That phone call would set him on a path of forgiveness that would not only heal Jonas but also his entire family. The counselor told Jonas something that changed his life forever. He told him that “the only chance you have of saving your marriage is if you will love your wife the way Christ loves you.” 

For some people those words may have not been enough to calm the anger betrayal brings. But for Jonas it was enough. He attributes his ability to begin the forgiveness process to this: “Somehow, because of my deep faith and the rich tradition of faith in which I was raised, I reached deeper into my soul than ever before and found God giving me the grace to do things I never thought possible...it was the only hope I had: discovering how Christ loved me so that I could love my wife that same way.” 

God did bring Jonas to an understanding of His love. In return Jonas was able to show that love to Anne, forgiving her with the forgiveness Christ died to give us all. However, as Jonas will tell you, restoration of their marriage didn’t happen overnight. He says, “Somewhere in all the pain, confusion and discouragement, I made a commitment...no matter how I felt, I was going to do my best to continue...It sounds like a great story today because it has a happy ending. But...the insecurities still crop up from time to time. Recovering from something like this doesn’t mean you’ll have a pain-free marriage. But restoration is possible. Whenever I am given the chance to introduce my wife, I like to introduce her as...my best friend, my wife, the mother of all my children, and the grandmother of all my grandchildren. It has always been my dream, when we were going through those dark times, that I would be able to say that. 

“My dream came true because of Christ’s love.” 

*** 

The individuals in both of the stories above were faced with devastating situations that triggered understandable heartbreak and hurt. They could have given up and walked away from their marriages, but thankfully, by the grace and mercy of God, they were willing and able to forgive. Yes, it is amazing, but then, we do serve an amazing God! We can thank God that He has given us the tools to overcome our understandable emotional responses to the type of pain we have just read about. Truly, all things are possible with God. 

If we are controlled by our emotions, Satan has control over us. All he needs to do is give us a bad feeling, and we behave accordingly. Surely you can see that this will never do. We absolutely must learn to live beyond our feelings. We can forgive those who hurt us if we are willing to do so. We can pray for our enemies whether we feel like it or not. We can talk to people or refrain from talking unkindly about them. We can do the will of God no matter how we feel. 

Our emotions are a part of our soul, and they can be good and produce good feelings, but they can also do just the opposite. They can serve God or Satan, and we must make the choice which one it will be. When someone hurts my feelings and I let those wounded feelings control my behavior, then I am playing right into Satan’s hands. But if I do what God commands no matter how I feel, then I am exercising authority not only over my feelings but over Satan, too. I have found a great sense of power and satisfaction in being quick to forgive and praying for people who have hurt me. I know it is the right thing to do no matter how I might feel, and doing right always gives us spiritual satisfaction deep inside. 

Your feelings are not the real you. Your will energized by God’s will is the “big boss” in your decisions, even when emotions move and fluctuate. When they sink, we can remain stable. If we decide to do the right thing no matter how we feel, our feelings do eventually catch up with our decision. In other words, we can’t wait to feel right to do right; we do right and then feelings come later. They may still fluctuate, but emotions do improve as we persist in being obedient to God’s will. While you are doing what God has asked you to do, you can trust Him to heal your wounded feelings. 

A good plan is to not consult your feelings at all when you are making a decision. Be led by the Spirit of God and His wisdom and never merely by how you feel. 

We can’t control what other people do and how they decide to treat us, but we can control our response to them. Don’t let other people’s behavior control you. Don’t let them steal your joy; remember that your anger won’t change them, but prayer can. 

How to Pray for Your Enemies 

There’s no denying that it’s difficult to even think about praying for someone who has hurt you, whether it’s a friend, a stranger, or a loved one. But it can be done. Not only that, but I can assure you that like most things, it gets easier with practice. 

*** 

Therese was a
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