
THE PSYCHOLOGY OF FORGIVENESS  
 As we dig into the concept of forgiveness from a psychological perspective please understand that this subject is 
 far too vast to be fully explored in a session or two. Should any of the issues that are discussed during the  
 session(s) on the psychology of forgiveness prove to be more challenging to you and you need to discuss them  
 further, we have trained counselors on hand that are available upon request that will talk with you confidentially  
 concerning your particular issue from a psychological and theological perspective. 

Amidst my tenure as a gospel minister I have engaged with a myriad of individuals who for one reason or 
another have had issues with forgiveness. Through my current research coupled with the education I receive 
during my time in seminary, I have found that there are three predominant concepts that will positively or 
negatively shape an individual’s personal psychology as it relates to forgiveness. Guilt, self-forgiveness and 
forgiveness traits. In this session we will study these concepts from a psychological perspective while holding 
firm to our theological underpinning. It Is our goal to leave with at least insight as it relates to how we view 
forgiveness and engage in it from a psychological perspective.  

Guilt is where religion and psychology most often meet according to psychologist Bruce Narramore,  
an understanding of guilt feelings is essential to any understanding of psychological maladjustment.  
Several types of guilt have been identified. These can be grouped into two broad categories;  
object of guilt and subject to guilt.  
Objective guilt comes when a law has been broken and the lawbreaker is guilty, even though he or she may 
not feel guilty.  
 Legal guilt is the violation of societies laws. 
 Theological guilt involves a failure to obey the laws of God. 
 Personal guilt comes when an individual violates his or her own personal standards or    
 resists the urgings of their conscience. 
 Social guilt comes when we break an unwritten but socially acceptable rule. 
Subjective guilt refers to the inner feeling of remorse and self-condemnation that comes because of our 
actions. The subjective feelings of guilt maybe strong or weak. Usually they are unpleasant but they are not 
always bad. They can stimulate us to change our behavior and seek forgiveness from God or from other 
human beings. But guilty feelings also can be destructive inhibitory influences that can make life miserable.  
Appropriate guilt feelings are present when we have broken the law, disobeyed the teachings or   
violated directives of our conscience and feel remorse in proportion to the seriousness of our actions.  
Inappropriate guilt feelings are out of proportion to the seriousness of the act. For example, making someone 
feel guilty for your specific issues that was offended by a general statement.  

The Causes of Guilt 
 Past experience and unrealistic expectations ___________________________________________________ 
 Inferiority and social pressure _________________________________________________________________ 
 Faulty development of the conscience _________________________________________________________ 
 Supernatural influence _______________________________________________________________________ 
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The Effect of Guilt  
 Defensive thinking __________________________________________________________________________ 
 Self-condemnation __________________________________________________________________________ 
 Physical reaction ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 Moral pain _________________________________________________________________________________ 
 Repentance ________________________________________________________________________________ 

Forgiving Self 
The concept of self forgiveness is not directly spoken of in the Bible. However, there are a myriad of biblical 
principles regarding forgiveness that should not only be applied to others but also applied to ourselves.            
For example, when God forgives us, it states that He remembers our sins no more (Jeremiah 31:34). This does 
not mean that our all-knowing Father God forgets, but rather, because He forgives us, He chooses not to 
bring up our sin in a negative way. Peter said, "In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality" (Acts 10:34). 
Applying "no partiality" to the issues of forgiveness, God does not choose to forgive one person and not 
another. He forgives everyone who believes in Jesus Christ. Applying His "no partiality" standards to 
ourselves, it is just as important to forgive ourselves as it is to forgive others.  

If you do not forgive yourself of past sins, it is a form of pride. Whenever we enact a different set of rules,  
a higher set of standards for ourself over others, that is pride. When we can find it within ourself to 
forgive others, but not ourselves, we are saying that we are less capable of making a poor decision than 
others. We are somehow more intuitive, wiser, more insightful, more careful than others, and therefore, we are 
without excuse and should not forgive ourselves. When we reject the forgiveness extended to us by God and 
others, when we refuse to forgive ourselves, what we are doing is setting ourselves above others and that is 
pride! 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. Christian forgiveness will bring peace. 

At times we may unconsciously gain some personal benefit from hanging on to unforgiveness of ourselves 
and others. When we wallow in guilt and unforgiveness we are spared the responsibility of moving forward 
with our lives. 

Let's look at some active steps that we can take to reach levels of forgiveness within ourselves; Step #1, be 
honest with yourself. Step #2, you need to realize that your debt has been PAID IN FULL by Jesus. 
Step #3 allow the Holy Spirit to heal your soul. Step #4,begin to see the "new creature" of Christ within you. 
Step #5, make personal reparation. 
 1 John 3:21 “Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence before God;” 

Forgiveness Traits  
While forgiveness in general is responsive in nature, I believe we put ourself in a position to be more 
appropriately prepared to forgive when we view forgiveness from a dispositional standpoint. Not to say that 
we should prematurely forgive ourselves and others for what has happened. But rather position ourselves in 
such away that should offense arise we have already predisposed our minds and emotions towards the most 
positive resolution rather than presupposing that negativity will be the only outcome. 
 Philippians 4:8 “Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever  
 is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything  
 worthy of praise, dwell on these things.”
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