
Series: Unhindered 

“The Hindrance of Bitterness” 
Hebrews 12:14-15 

This past week we celebrated a special day in our country, July 4th, Independence Day. This day is 
set aside as a day to celebrate our freedom as a nation. I’m sure that we are all grateful to live in a 
land where we enjoy the freedoms that we do. Far greater than this, however, I am also grateful 
for the freedom that we have in Christ. Jesus came and gave His life for the sins of the world so 
that we might be rescued from the bondage of sin. Because of Jesus, we can be set free from the 
power of sin in our life. John 8:36 says it well, “So if the Son makes you free, you will be free 
indeed.” I am grateful that He has saved me and that I have been set free from my sins. Today, if 
you don’t know that freedom you can, by believing in Jesus to be your Lord and Savior. As 
Americans, we all share a certain type of freedom. We came here freely this morning. We dressed 
how we wanted, ate what we wanted, and when the service concludes we will have the freedom to 
leave when we want. We are grateful for this freedom. As Christians, all who know Jesus as Lord, 
also experience spiritual freedom. This doesn’t mean that we are perfect, but it does mean that our 
sin debt has been paid, and sin has been rendered powerless in our lives. We have been forgiven 
and washed clean. Spiritually we are free. We are, indeed, grateful for freedom. However, that 
doesn’t mean that we are all truly living “free” today. We can live in a free country and not feel 
free at all. We can be spiritually free in Christ, and still be in bondage and restricted because of 
our lack of faith and the choices that we make. This is certainly true when we discuss the topic at 
hand today.  

Over the past several months we have been learning about several things in the Bible that God 
specifically says will hinder us in our walk with Him and in our walk with others. While God has 
given us everything we need, to know Him and grow in Him, the fact is that we don’t always apply 
what He has given us. Sometimes we ignore it. Sometimes we go our own way. Sometimes we 
simply don’t understand all that He has given us. Sometimes we go through hardships and 
difficulties and these trials shake us and move us away from the path that God has for us. There 
are many things that we face in life that seek to deter us from the path that God has for us. This 
morning we look at God’s Word and learn about one of the most devastating and violent attacks 
that the enemy uses against us. But I warn you, this tactic isn’t glaring. It isn’t showy. It isn’t very 
obvious. In fact, like most of Satan’s other schemes against us, it is sneaky, silent, and often hidden 
so deep that you don’t know it’s an issue until it is out of hand – It is the hindrance of bitterness.  

Show Text 

Bitterness is something that we can all relate to, but we often misunderstand. Usually, we think of 
bitterness as an emotion because it involves certain feelings. The truth, though, is that bitterness is 
not an emotion. It is a state of being which results from an unwillingness to forgive and let go. 
Bitterness causes one to be in a state of resentment and antagonism towards others. Even at hearing 
the definition, I’m sure that someone is thinking, “Well, pastor, I would never be bitter. That isn’t 
right. A Christian shouldn’t be unwilling to forgive anyone.” That is definitely true, but that doesn’t 
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mean that forgiveness is easy, nor does it mean that we always forgive like we should. Sometimes 
we find it very difficult to let go of things that have been done to us. Sometimes we simply don’t 
want to forgive. No matter the situation, if we refuse to forgive, we will eventually come to 
experience bitterness in our lives. This is no minor thing. Our text this morning warns us to “see 
to it” or “be on the lookout” so that no root of bitterness springs up in our life. So, this morning I 
want us to learn several things about bitterness so that we understand how it develops in our life 
and what needs to be done to remove it. We will make four observations: 

I. The Process of Bitterness (vs. 15a-b) 

I have known several bitter people in my life, and I confess, at times, that I too have struggled with 
bitterness. While I have known many who seem to be constantly bitter, I have never known any 
that dreamed of being that way. I’ve never asked a child, “What do you want to be when you grow 
up?” and heard them answer, “an angry old guy.” I’ve never heard a couple in premarital 
counseling say, “I can’t wait to be bitter one day.” Nobody dreams of being bitter and nobody 
wants this. However, many are. You know them, and I know them, and some of us are them. How 
does bitterness occur? Well, I believe it is a process that is implied from the Biblical picture – the 
“ROOT” of bitterness. God is giving us an agricultural picture to show us how bitterness occurs, 
how it impacts our life and what must be done with it. How does it occur? 

A. The Seed…is the hurt 

A plant does not just randomly occur by chance, nor does a plant start as a root. It starts 
with a seed. I imagine that even our most inexperienced gardeners know that if you want 
to have a plant you must dig down a little ways, plant the seed, then cover it up and provide 
it with moisture. The roots will not come unless there is first a seed that is planted. The 
seed of bitterness is always hurt and pain. One of the difficulties about this is that hurt and 
pain can come from many different situations and circumstances. There are times that life’s 
trials and circumstances hurt us and overwhelm us. We discover that we have cancer, we 
lose our job, a loved one suddenly passes away, etc. – all of these things cause a measure 
of hurt and pain and are unavoidable. But this is only one type of hurt and pain. Sometimes 
we are hurt by the intentional actions of someone we love and care about. A spouse tells 
us that they are leaving, a friend betrays us, a coworker manipulates a situation to get the 
promotion, etc. This certainly leads to hurt and pain. Then there are times that we 
experience hurt and pain that is unintentional – Our friend forgot to tell us about their 
birthday party, a family member unintentionally left you off the wedding invitation list, 
someone forgot to send you a “get well” message. At other times, our hurt is simply 
imagined. We see a situation or a scenario, and from our perception, we conclude that 
someone was trying to deliberately hurt us. We think, “How could they not know? What 
were they thinking? I bet they did this on purpose?” When, in reality, the problem is often 
in our own mind. It is so easy in these moments of hurt and pain to jump to all sorts of 
conclusions where we assume that we know everyone’s purpose and motives. Bitterness is 
so common because it always begins with the seed of hurt and pain, which every single 
one of us is born into. Job 5:7 says it simply, “Man is born for trouble, as sparks fly 
upward.” In other words, this is a common, natural way of life in this sinful, broken world.  
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Typically, we do all that we can to avoid hurt and pain, but not all pain is necessarily bad. 
In fact, the context of these verses about bitterness is describing the pain that we experience 
when God disciplines us. As God’s children, when we sin against Him and go our own 
direction, He loves us so much that He gets our attention and draws us back to Himself. It 
is often a painful process – just ask Abraham, David, Sampson, etc. The pain is not joyful, 
but if we handle it biblically God will use it to help us grow. Hebrews 12:11 says, “All 
discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been 
trained by it, afterwards, it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness.” And, even if the 
pain is not a part of God correcting us, it is always a part of Him perfecting us.  James 
1:2-4 instructs us to, “Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 
knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its 
perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete lacking in nothing.” If we will turn 
to God and trust Him in the trials God will grow us, but if we don’t turn to Him, the hurts 
and pains are likely to become a seed of bitterness that is planted in our lives.  

B. The Soil…is the heart 

In keeping with our agricultural illustration, a seed will not grow by itself. I can place a 
seed here on this podium and leave it here all week, but I can come back later, and it will 
still just be a seed. In fact, I can leave it here for a year, but a seed by itself will not produce 
anything. It will sit here dormant because it doesn’t have what it needs to grow. In order 
for a seed to begin to sprout and grow, it must be in the soil. It needs the proper resting spot 
in order for the germination process to take place. The soil that holds this root of bitterness 
is the human heart. The hurt occurs, and there is nothing we can do about it. We can’t 
change it. We can’t go back in time. We can’t undo it, as badly as might want. Then we 
are faced with an important choice – we can choose to let it go, or we can harbor it. We 
can take it in and hold it in our heart. Even a Christian can struggle with this. Someone that 
we love and care about says or does something that hurts us deeply. Then, the Holy Spirit 
convicts us, “Let it go. Forgive them, just as God in Christ has forgiven you.” But, in that 
moment we have a choice to make. Honor God and let it go or go our own direction. 
Bitterness takes place when we refuse to forgive and let it go. We choose to hold onto it 
and provide a place for the hurt and pain to continue to reside. We mask it. We hide it. Like 
a seed beneath the soil, nobody else really knows it’s there. We rarely admit it, but sadly 
the very moment we choose to hold onto it, through our own thinking we begin to water it 
and nourish it as we replay the offense and hurt over and over in our minds. Most of us 
think we will never be at this place, but it is more common and faster developing than you 
could ever imagine. We must heed the words of Proverbs 4:23, “Watch over your heart 
with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life.”  

II. The Problems of Bitterness (vs. 15b) 

We all understand that there are many problems that come into our lives because of bitterness. I 
will only list two here this morning.  

A. It is Difficult to Discover    
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Where does the root system form? It forms beneath the surface. In other words, unless you 
are growing the plant in a glass vase, you aren’t likely to ever see the root. Roots are very 
easy to hide. We are also the same way with our hurts and pains. We may put on a smile 
like everything’s ok, when that may be far from reality. In fact, we often choose to ignore 
it. We think if we just move on, we will be ok. We may try to change our environment, 
change our friends, change our lifestyle, change our thinking, etc. but if the issue is still 
unresolved in our heart, it will not only form a root, the root will form tentacles that spread 
deep and wide in the recesses of our heart. Why do we often ignore it? Why do we put on 
a face and deny the roots that are growing in our heart? Usually because we know that it 
originates in something that is painful, and we simply don’t want to deal with the pain, the 
embarrassment, the time and the work that it will take to remove it. I want to remind you 
that Christ set you free so that you might live for Him. Don’t deny the hurts and pains, and 
don’t ignore those things that have wounded you so deeply that they have found a home in 
your heart. Galatians 5:1 says, “It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore, keep 
standing firm, and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery.” Paul encouraged the 
Galatian believers to keep living free, but then he asked a sobering question in verse 7, 
“You were running well; WHO hindered you from obeying the truth.” This morning I am 
reminded that the Lord came to set us free and many of us have trusted in Christ for 
salvation. We have experienced the joy of being forgiven and freed from our sins. But, 
often times along the way, Satan works through someone to discourage us, tempt us, hurt 
us or wound us – and if we just swallow it and don’t deal with it, it will hinder us from 
going further with the Lord. This is what Hebrews 12 is talking about when it says, “See 
to it that no one comes short of the grace of God.” He is not saying that you can lose your 
salvation, but you can certainly miss the opportunity to grow in grace.  

B. It is Destructive 

It seems so innocent, doesn’t it? Someone might argue, “Well, pastor, if it’s hidden in my 
heart then nobody else will ever know about it.” That might sound good, but it simply isn’t 
true. The roots always produce fruit. The roots may be hidden below the surface, but 
eventually, what is taking place below the surface will begin to manifest out in the 
open. **ILL: Have you ever seen a piece of moldy bread? It usually seems that there’s 
only one area that has been impacted, but if you were to look at the bread through a 
microscope, you would see long roots spreading throughout the entire slice. What appears 
on the surface doesn’t reflect what’s really happening below. Bitterness grows in much the 
same way. One little bit of bitterness can start to spread throughout your heart and 
contaminate your whole body. It will start to manifest itself in your attitude, demeanor, and 
even your health. 
 
When you allow bitterness into your life, it extends to everyone else involved in your life. 
**ILL: When we try to hide it, it is like trying to submerge a beach ball beneath the water. 
We may hold it under for a period of time but eventually it erupts, coming up with force 
and it splashes water on everyone nearby. When it comes to bitterness, it touches everyone 
within its reach and it can destroy everything it touches. In fact, there may not be a more 
destructive characteristic that can enter your life than bitterness. **ILL: I remember 
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several years ago, that a faithful man in our church asked to meet with me. He informed 
me that he and his family were leaving the church. From our conversation I learned that 
the reason for their leaving was because his wife had gotten upset with another lady in the 
church. I asked, “Did she talk to the lady?” He said, “Yes.” I asked, “What happened?” He 
said, “Well, the other lady apologized and asked for forgiveness. And, she has gone way 
out of her way to show my wife her love and support and has tried to encourage her.” Then 
I asked, “So, what’s the problem?” He then explained the root of the issue, “My wife just 
can’t forgive. Now every time she comes to church, she has an issue. She thinks other 
people are looking at her strange. She sees the faults of everybody around her. The building 
is now too cold. She doesn’t feel like she’s growing anymore or being challenged by the 
sermons. She doesn’t want to go to small groups.” As you can tell, there were many 
problems to address there, but ultimately, they all stemmed from the bitterness in her heart. 
I told him that day that I loved him, but I also warned him, “Until she lets go of this and 
forgives, you are going to have the same problem everywhere you go.” And, as God is my 
witness, that has sadly been true in their lives ever since, over the past 7 years. What I am 
saying is that bitterness is destructive in so many ways. Our text says, “By it many are 
defiled.” Who is that referring to? It is referring to those who are bitter and those who are 
impacted by their bitterness. Let’s consider how it destroys: 
It destroys us relationally. What are some of the “fruits” of bitterness? Here are a few: a 
person who is bitter has a critical spirit, a pattern of tearing others down, they can be easily 
angered, they often have an icy/cold disposition, usually isolate themselves and appear 
unapproachable. They often may have a showy façade, but below the surface they can be 
very harsh, judgmental, and sarcastic. A bitter person is very difficult to be around because 
they are hypersensitive – commonly upset with the actions or inactions of others. They tend 
to hold on to grudges, and often replay the offense in their mind. A bitter person at times 
seems to pick fights. They tend to emphasize the shortcomings of others but minimize their 
own. Let me ask you, does this describe you? All of these are potential signs that bitterness 
has taken root in your heart, and each of these things directly affects our relationships with 
one another. No wonder it destroys so many marriages, workplaces, and even churches, 
but that is not all.  

It destroys us physically. I think it is important for us to remember that our body is the 
temple of the Holy Spirit, therefore, we should seek to glorify God in our body. Some can 
be very legalistic in their interpretation of this, but regardless of your view, it does clearly 
mean that we are to avoid things that we know are harmful to our bodies. There are many 
things that we reject when we know they aren’t good for us, but did you know that 
bitterness has many harmful effects. For example, it weakens our immune system, causes 
issues with our blood pressure, is associated with some cardiovascular diseases, causes us 
to be lethargic. Bitterness can cause severe changes in metabolism and functioning of our 
organs. I was shocked this week, to learn that a few doctors have found over 50 diseases 
that are directly related to bitterness. It destroys health, but that isn’t all.  

It can destroy us spiritually. I am not saying that it will cause us to lose our salvation, but 
it will certainly cause us to stop growing in the Lord. Are you a Christian who feels that 
God is far away? As a believer, have you lost that sweet fellowship with the Lord and that 
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conviction from the Holy Spirit? Has it seemed lately that you aren’t growing anymore? I 
invite you to consider that bitterness may be the cause. In our bitterness, we can doubt God 
and think that He hasn’t been faithful to fulfill His promises. Or perhaps we will begin to 
blame God for the hardships that we have faced. In our bitterness we might act like the 
Israelites who continually grumbled and complained thinking that they deserved better in 
life than what they were getting, while completely ignoring what God was taking them to. 
Simply put, if we are bitter, we may get angry with God because we think that He was 
somehow unfair, He didn’t answer our prayer, or that our will is more important and our 
plans were better. In other words, we begin to take the place of God and arrogantly assume 
that we know best.  

III. The Prescription for Bitterness (vs. 14) 

You might be sitting there thinking, “Pastor, I wish I had heard this message 20 years ago. This 
describes me.” You might be thinking, “Man, I wish so-and-so was here, because they really need 
this message.” Before you feel hopeless because you don’t feel you can change, or before you 
write this message off as not for you, I think it is important for us to us understand God’s 
prescription for overcoming bitterness. Now, many will say that the cure for bitterness is to forgive. 
However, it is interesting to me that God never says that in this specific passage. If I told you to 
forgive someone for the terrible things committed against you, you may be overwhelmed, feel that 
it is impossible, and frankly throw in the towel. God doesn’t say that directly, because He knows 
there is a process that must be worked in our hearts and lives to get there. I believe God’s 
prescription for it is found in the previous verse. God tells us to pursue two things.  

A. Pursue Harmony  

The word for “pursue” describes an intentional, zealous effort. We understand that word. 
We pursue certain goals at work. We pursue certain hopes on an athletic field. We even 
know how to pursue a relationship. God says, “Pursue peace with all men.” Now, we 
readily accept the first part – that we should pursue peace with others. John Phillips said 
it well, “To be peaceable doesn’t mean we must surrender our conviction, but it does mean 
that we should be courteous, considerate, and willing to comply with legitimate social 
customs and refuse to quarrel.” This is true, but we usually don’t like the second part – 
pursue peace with ALL men. Sometimes we feel like a child saying, “But, I don’t want to.” 
All men, God? Yes, God says all men. This doesn’t mean that all are going to reciprocate. 
This doesn’t mean that you will have a great relationship with everyone you meet, but it 
does mean that we should be at peace with all, even those we disagree with or those who 
have hurt us. Just as Jesus was a perfect gentleman, gracious and thoughtful towards others, 
putting their needs above His own, we should strive to be the same. God is saying that we 
should strive to be peaceful towards all men, even those who may be instrumental in our 
sufferings. This is a hard lesson, but it is what we are called to do. It requires that we have 
a wholehearted trust God and surrender to His will. We see this perfectly in Jesus in Isaiah 
53:7, “He was oppressed and He was afflicted, Yet He did not open His mouth; like a lamb 
that is led to slaughter, and like a sheep that is silent before its shearers, so He did not open 
His mouth.” He said nothing ill against the very ones who crucified Him. In fact, it wasn’t 
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until He hung on that cross that He uttered His first words saying, “Father, forgive them, 
they know not what they do.”  

B. Pursue Holiness 

Perhaps you are thinking, “But, pastor, you don’t know what was done to me. You don’t 
know what I’ve been through. You don’t know how evil this person is.” You are right. I 
am not saying to you that the other person deserves your forgiveness. I am not even 
suggesting that they will ever be broken and recognize their need for forgiveness. 
Regardless of the other person does or not, as a child of God we are called to pursue 
holiness. The word “holiness” means set apart. The Bible tells us that God is holy. It means 
that He is set apart above all others. There are many gods and many false religions, but 
there is only One true God, Who stands apart from all the rest. Because He is holy, He calls 
His children to be holy. It means that we are also set apart. We are to live for Him, to pursue 
growing in His likeness, not living the way we want or like the world around us. Holiness 
is both a position and a pursuit. The only way that we as sinners can be holy is by believing 
in Jesus Christ to be our Lord and Savior. At the moment of belief, we are forgiven and 
cleansed and set apart to be a holy vessel for the Lord. This is our position. But, it is also 
our pursuit. Now that we have been declared holy, we seek to live it out and grow in the 
likeness of Christ. This is our calling, our goal, our hope – to be like Jesus. The old song 
said it this way, “To be like Jesus, To be like Jesus – all I ask is to be like Him. All through 
life’s journey from earth to glory – all I ask is to be like Him.” But, please understand that 
we can’t be like Jesus without facing some suffering and hardships. That’s why Paul 
prayed, “That I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of 
His sufferings, being conformed to His death,” Philippians 3:10. So, when we face 
hardships and difficulties how are we to respond? If we are pursuing holiness, with God’s 
help we will respond the way that Christ would. And what does that look like? Ephesians 
4:31-32 says it well, “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put 
away from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving 
each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.” Harmony with others and the 
holiness of God go hand in hand help us to overcome bitterness and the many destructive 
things it brings into our lives.  

IV. The Priority for overcoming Bitterness 

So, where do you start? Maybe you’re tired of dealing with bitterness. Maybe you’re not sure if 
this message is even for you. What should you do? I believe there are four steps that we must take 
always, to overcome and to prevent bitterness.  

A. Look to Jesus 

Get your attention off of others and the hurts they are causing you. Quit focusing on the 
offenses and giving in to the temptation of self-pity. Look to Jesus. Hebrews 12:2-3, says 
that we are to be, “Fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the 
joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right 
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hand of the throne of God. For consider Him who has endured such hostility by sinners 
against Himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.”  

B. Let God reveal it 

I’m sure that many of us would think, “Pastor, I know my heart. I have no bitterness in it.” 
But, friend, be careful. Jeremiah 17:9 says, “The heart is more deceitful than all else and 
is desperately sick; who can understand it?” Your heart will lie to you, mislead you and try 
to cover up the real issues. Our prayer daily should be the same as David in Psalm 139:23-
24, “Search me, O God, and know my heart; Try me and know my anxious thoughts; And 
see if there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way.”  

C. Lay it at His feet 

We have focused on the Lord, we have asked Him to reveal anything that could be a seed 
of bitterness. Next, we must choose to deliberately and willingly lay it at His feet. This 
means that we are giving it to God. 1 Peter 5:6-7, 9-10 says it well, “Therefore humble 
yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time, casting 
all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you…After you have suffered for a little 
while, the God of all grace, who called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself 
perfect, confirm, strengthen and establish you. To Him be the dominion forever and ever. 
Amen.” When we lay it at His feet, we are recognizing His care for us and His control over 
the situation. We are basically saying, “God, I trust you. I am not going to harbor this issue 
and dwell on it. I give it to You.” 

D. Let it Go 

Here is the next step, it’s hard, but it is exactly what God is calling us to do. God calls us 
to release the offense and let it go. You can’t give it to God and hold onto it at the same 
time. You cast your cares on the Lord and leave them in His care. If you let it go, you will 
be able to live in harmony with God and with others, but if you refuse to do so, you will 
enter a constant destructive cycle that will not be satisfied until it destroys everything about 
you. As I think of letting it go, I am immediately reminded of the illustration that we saw 
last week of Joseph. Remember Joseph who faced hardship after hardship. He was betrayed 
by his brothers, sentenced to live as a slave, falsely accused, imprisoned, forgotten by the 
man that he helped, and then eventually brought to a high position in Egypt. When given 
the opportunity to get back at his brothers, he showed grace and compassion. He recognized 
God’s hand in the hardship and said to his offenders, “It wasn’t you who sent me here, but 
God.” Well after that happened Joseph gave lands to his brothers and their families. They 
brought their father along with them. Jacob lived with his whole family in Egypt for 17 
years before he died. But after he died something strange happened. The brothers started 
thinking, “Joseph has been so gracious and kind. I bet he’s been doing this on the account 
of dad. Now that he’s died I’m sure Joseph is going to really get back at us.” Notice how 
Joseph responded in Genesis 50:18-21 (Show Text). In other words, He had already given 
it to God and let it go and the result was that he had perfect peace. For some of us that is 
exactly what is needed today. Don’t let bitterness hinder you another day. Turn to the Lord 
today, lay your issue at His feet and let it go – for the glory of God and for your own good! 
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**ILL: Corrie Ten Boom – Forgiveness 

“It was in a church in Munich that I saw him, a balding heavyset man in a gray overcoat, a brown 
felt hat clutched between his hands. People were filing out of the basement room where I had just 
spoken, moving along the rows of wooden chairs to the door at the rear. It was 1947 and I had 
come from Holland to defeated Germany with the message that God forgives. It was the truth they 
needed most to hear in that bitter, bombed-out land, and I gave them my favorite mental picture. 
Maybe because the sea is never far from a Hollander’s mind, I liked to think that that’s where 
forgiven sins were thrown. “When we confess our sins,” I said, “God casts them into the deepest 
ocean, gone forever.” 

The solemn faces stared back at me, not quite daring to believe. There were never questions after 
a talk in Germany in 1947. People stood up in silence, in silence collected their wraps, in silence 
left the room. And that’s when I saw him, working his way forward against the others. One moment 
I saw the overcoat and the brown hat; the next, a blue uniform and a visored cap with its skull and 
crossbones. It came back with a rush: the huge room with its harsh overhead lights, the pathetic 
pile of dresses and shoes in the center of the floor, the shame of walking naked past this man. I 
could see my sister’s frail form ahead of me, ribs sharp beneath the parchment skin. Betsi, how 
thin you were! 

Betsie and I had been arrested for concealing Jews in our home during the Nazi occupation of 
Holland; this man had been a guard at Ravensbrück concentration camp where we were sent. Now 
he was in front of me, hand thrust out: “A fine message, fräulein! How good it is to know that, as 
you say, all our sins are at the bottom of the sea!”And I, who had spoken so glibly of forgiveness, 
fumbled in my pocketbook rather than take that hand. He would not remember me, of course–how 
could he remember one prisoner among those thousands of women? But I remembered him and 
the leather crop swinging from his belt. It was the first time since my release that I had been face 
to face with one of my captors and my blood seemed to freeze. “You mentioned Ravensbrück in 
your talk,” he was saying. “I was a guard in there.” No, he did not remember me. “But since that 
time,” he went on, “I have become a Christian. I know that God has forgiven me for the cruel 
things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your lips as well. Fräulein”–again the hand came 
out–“will you forgive me?” 

And I stood there–I whose sins had every day to be forgiven–and could not. Betsie had died in that 
place–could he erase her slow terrible death simply for the asking? It could not have been many 
seconds that he stood there, hand held out, but to me it seemed hours as I wrestled with the most 
difficult thing I had ever had to do. For I had to do it–I knew that. The message that God forgives 
has a prior condition: that we forgive those who have injured us. “If you do not forgive men their 
trespasses,” Jesus says, “neither will your Father in heaven forgive your trespasses.” I knew it not 
only as a commandment of God, but as a daily experience. Since the end of the war I had had a 
home in Holland for victims of Nazi brutality. Those who were able to forgive their former enemies 
were able also to return to the outside world and rebuild their lives, no matter what the physical 
scars. Those who nursed their bitterness remained invalids. It was as simple and as horrible 
as that. And still I stood there with the coldness clutching my heart. But forgiveness is not an 
emotion–I knew that too. Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function regardless of 
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the temperature of the heart. “Jesus, help me!” I prayed silently. “I can lift my hand. I can do that 
much. You supply the feeling.” 

And so woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one stretched out to me. And as I did, 
an incredible thing took place. The current started in my shoulder, raced down my arm, sprang into 
our joined hands. And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being, bringing tears 
to my eyes. “I forgive you, brother!” I cried. “With all my heart!” For a long moment we grasped 
each other’s hands, the former guard and the former prisoner. I had never known God’s love so 
intensely as I did then. 

 


