The Power of Forgiveness in your Marriage
How can intimacy be lost?

If you asked people how important apology and forgiveness are in marriage, what do you think would be their response?
Being able to deal with the ways we hurt each other in marriage is vital if we are going to build and maintain intimacy.

The diagram of the house of cards shows why.

 [Show graphic of diagram of house of cards (also in manual).]

It shows that intimacy is built on openness (which is why communication is so important in marriage). 

Openness is built on trust. (We are not open with someone if we are afraid they might use the information against us.)

Trust is built on the ability to heal hurt within a marriage.  Otherwise the hurt undermines total trust between us, which stops us being open, and the whole edifice comes tumbling down.

We all hurt each other.  Hurt is inevitable although often unintentional.  The closer the relationship the more potential there is for hurt.  

Imagine a husband sees his wife upset and says, ‘What’s the matter with you now?’  Or a wife says to her husband as he is doing his best to park the car, ‘What are you doing?’  In each case they are going to feel hurt.

Our reactions to being hurt 

(the level of our reaction will depend on the level on the hurt).

· Anger (which comes a split second after the hurt)
While hurt is what we feel about ourselves, anger is what we feel towards those who inflict the hurt on us.  People display anger differently, as we saw in the last session.

Roughly half the population lets you know when they are angry; they are in danger of acting like rhinos  (thick-skinned / short-sighted / charging around causing damage).

The other half of the population tends to hide their anger; they might become sullen or withdrawn when angry.  They are like hedgehogs which, when they are threatened, curl up into a ball and put out their spikes to keep others at a distance.  

Hedgehog-behaviour is no less harmful than the rhino-behaviour.

Some people alternate between rhino and hedgehog behaviour - 

they let the anger smoulder inside and then they explode and act like a rhino. 

The issue is not whether we hurt each other but what we do with the anger.

· Retaliation: 

Often the next reaction to hurt is the desire to retaliate, to get our own back - hurt for hurt, rejection for rejection.  We want to show our partner what it feels like to be hurt.

· Fear

Or our reaction may be fear.  We withdraw so as not to be hurt again.   The rhino’s skin gets thicker and the hedgehog’s prickles get longer and sharper.

· Resentment 
If the hurt and anger are not dealt with, the next reaction will be resentment and bitterness.

· Guilt 
And, whether or not we admit it, we also experience guilt because hurt will always be two ways in any marriage.

If hurt is not healed effectively these reactions cause a distance to come between us. 

Imagine for a moment that each day of your marriage is like the new page of a spiral notebook.  Every day we do or say things, or fail to do or say things that hurt our husband or wife, sometimes slightly and sometimes deeply.  

On some days the list will be longer than on others, but every day there will be something on the page.  If these things are not dealt with, the page will be turned and the list left intact.   

We then start to build up a backlog of resentment and bitterness.  Even if we cannot remember the details of each list, the record of the offences remain and will in time become engraved on our relationship and quench our intimacy. 

[Use a spiral note book as a visual aid with a list of ways we hurt each other (such as angry words, selfish behaviour, moodiness, unkind remarks) written on the first eight pages – with the list sometimes longer and sometimes shorter. Turn the pages over as you talk.] 

The Bible says, ‘In your anger do not sin’  (Ephesians 4:26).  Anger is not wrong in itself; it is part of a God-given mechanism to take action, to mend the relationship. 

Anger has a purpose, but only for a short time - as the next line makes clear: ‘Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry and do not give the devil a foothold’  (Ephesians 4:27). 

Anger must be controlled and not buried.

‘An emotion is not buried dead – it is buried alive.’ 

Selwyn Hughes, Marriage as God Intended
Buried anger in time turns to hate. 

A major international dilemma that Princess Diana famously brought to the world’s attention is how to rid former war zones of landmines, which are unseen yet can maim or kill.

The domestic counterpart is where there is buried anger and unresolved hurt. There is nothing on the surface but the couple treads carefully for fear of the next explosion.  

Some of the effects of buried hurt and anger

· Physical symptoms:


Disturbed sleep patterns – we can’t go to sleep or stay asleep 

Appetite affected

Medical conditions, eg ulcers, high blood pressure, and headaches
· Affects behaviour

An inability to relax 

Low sexual desire

Obsessive behavior, eg perfectionism – trying to compensate for 

the disorder on the inside by controlling everybody and 

everything around us.

Quick temper / intolerance

Escape through drugs and alcohol or into work, or through the 

fantasy world of pornography, or through throwing all our  emotions and energy into looking after the children 

· Emotional symptoms

Loss of positive emotions e.g. romance, love, joy
Low self-esteem / depression

‘Shut down’ – people try to avoid the pain by not allowing 

themselves to feel anything any more. 

Sometimes a husband or a wife says to us: ‘I don’t feel loving, romantic, hopeful… I don’t feel anything for my partner.  I feel numb’ and they divorce.  Some then take the unresolved hurt into the next marriage – (perhaps that is why there is a higher level of breakdown for second and subsequent marriages). 

That is the bad news – we have spent some time on it because unresolved pain and buried anger destroys intimacy and destroys marriages.

How can intimacy be restored?

The passage in Ephesians goes on:
‘Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger…’ (Ephesians. 4:31). 

There is a way to heal the hurt but often people haven’t looked deeply enough  - they’ve only looked at the symptoms. 

We must face the underlying hurts. This can be a painful and messy process.

The Bible is very practical on relationships, on how to build intimacy.  It tells us how to heal the hurts.   This process acts like a drain. 

If we don’t heal the hurts, the drain gets blocked with unresolved hurt and anger.  But it can be unblocked.

The process is not complicated, but it is challenging (like deciding whether or not to get into the drain).

There are three parts to the process. We shall look at two parts before you do the next exercise and the last part afterwards.

1. Identify the hurts

We don’t like to face hurt. We may be afraid of rejection by our partner or an angry response.

But Jesus tells us what to do if we are aware of having hurt or offended our husband or wife (this is a paraphrase from Matthew chapter 5): 

‘If you remember that your brother or sister [in this case your husband or wife] has something against you [stop what you are doing]. First go and be reconciled to them’ (Matthew 5:23-24).

There is an urgency, a priority to sorting it out.  

And if we are aware of having been hurt by our husband or wife, we are told: 

‘If your brother or sister [read: your husband or wife] sins against you, go and show them their fault, just between the two of you’  (Matthew 18:15).

That means:

- if you have hurt your husband or wife, you take the initiative.  

- and if you have been hurt by your husband or wife, 

       you take the initiative.  

When we are both doing that, rather than waiting for the other, things can get sorted out quickly.

We must distinguish between irritation - caused by our differences - and when we have been wronged – when our partner has been insensitive /uncaring /selfish /unfaithful /thoughtless /cold.

We need to be able to tell each other when we have been hurt in a big or a small way – some of us find it hard.  We want to keep the peace at all costs or we are afraid of being rejected.  

Most of us hate confrontation – but we need to be able to tell our husband or wife when they have hurt us – we must talk about it.

2. Apologise

Apologising involves taking responsibility - I need to recognise what I have done.

It is so hard to admit, ‘I am sorry.  I was wrong.’   Our pride makes it difficult for us to listen to the ways we have upset or hurt our partner.

A recent survey revealed that 95 per cent of our speech is about putting forward our own point of view and defending our own position.

We need to take responsibility for what we have done wrong. The Christian perspective includes coming clean and saying sorry to God for the ways we have hurt others.  Sometimes it is only when we do this that we see the effects of our actions on our husband or wife.

And then we can apologise to each other. 

One of the worst lines from a Hollywood film was the by-line for the film ‘Love Story’ - ‘Love means never having to say you are sorry’.

By contrast the New Testament says: ‘Confess your faults to one another and pray for one another that you may be healed’ (James 5:16). That is not just for physical healing but also for the healing of relationships.  

‘I am so sorry for… I know it hurt / upset you… I am going to try not to do that again.  Please forgive me’  is so powerful in a marriage.
We are going to hear a couple called Alan and Meg, who did The Marriage Course four years ago, talking about what this session meant for them.

Explain exercise ‘Identifying unresolved hurt’

In a moment, we are going to ask you to do the exercise in your manuals, ‘Identifying unresolved hurt’. 

· Think of ways you have hurt your husband or wife

· Resist the desire to make excuses or blame, ie ‘I wouldn’t have done that if…’

· The issue is not whether you intended to hurt your husband or wife?

As one marriage counsellor said, ‘We don’t deal with many people with a pre-meditated plan of how I am going to destroy my partner’s life.’

· Then write down ways that you have been hurt that are still unresolved issues for you   

· Some may be from a long way back

You may have talked about it at one level but it still hurts because your partner hasn’t understood the effect on you and therefore you are afraid they might do something similar again.

· When you have both finished, exchange your manuals 

· Read silently what the other has written

· One of you ‘reflect back’ (as in session 2) your husband or wife’s feelings eg I realise that you felt let down / betrayed / humiliated… when I did this / that…
· That will help you see your partner’s viewpoint

· Then revise your own list

Either during this session, or on your own later, say sorry to God (and receive his forgiveness).  And as you do so he may give you new insights into how you have hurt your husband or wife.

For some couples there may be one issue to discuss – for you this session will help you to see how to keep the drain clear.

Other couples will have many issues – you will be dealing with a backlog. This may be a process that takes some weeks.  We hope that for you this evening and the homework from this week will be the start of clearing out days, weeks, months or even years of unhealed hurt and buried anger.

3.
Forgiveness 
We recognise this process of identifying hurt is a hard one and is going to take longer for some of you than for others. We’d encourage you to persevere, however difficult you’re finding it.  Take as much time as it needs.

If it seems too big to cope with on your own, please don’t hesitate to come and speak to us.

And don’t despair because even deep hurt can be healed.

This process of healing is vital for every marriage not just once but on a regular basis.

Nicky has talked about the first and second parts of the process -

1. Identifying the hurt

2.Apologising to each other
I want to look at the third part of the process - 

3. Forgiveness (you will be concentrating on the second and third parts of the process during the homework.)

Forgiveness has unparalleled power to bring healing in marriage.

 But forgiveness is very hard.

That’s because forgiveness is always costly -
- it’s costly in terms of our pride.

- it means giving up 
our self-pity

our desire for justice

our rights

Every act of forgiveness costs us something whether we’re forgiving something large or something small.

There are degrees of difficulty in terms of forgiveness. There’s a big difference in forgiving someone for being bad at leaving the house on time and forgiving someone for having an affair. 

But we must forgive.

I want to speak practically about how we do that.

· Forgiveness is a choice – not primarily a feeling (that applies whether it’s for a big or a small thing).

People have said to us, ‘But I just can’t forgive him or her for that.  You don’t understand.’

Often people are waiting for something to happen before they can forgive -

waiting for the right feelings to come – ‘Then I’ll be able to forgive.’

waiting for justice to be done – for some action to happen against the person they’ve been hurt by.

Some are
wanting revenge first 



wanting to retaliate



wanting the other person to be punished

Then they will feel like forgiving.

Very often when we say, ‘I can’t forgive’, we are really saying, ‘I won’t forgive’, or perhaps, ‘I don’t know how to forgive.’

C.S. Lewis wrote, ‘Forgiveness goes beyond human fairness:  it is pardoning those things that can’t readily be pardoned at all.’
Forgiveness is making the choice: 


to let go of our self-pity

to let go of our desire for retaliation

to let go of our anger and resentment

Forgiveness is the opposite – it means letting go of the past and choosing to forgive as an act of the will, not because we feel like it.  Sometimes that seems humanly impossible.

Sometimes we need God’s help to forgive.

In the notes we have put down some things that forgiveness is not and some things that forgiveness is.

I’m going to pick out one from each.

Firstly forgiveness is not trying to pretend that it doesn’t matter.
Nothing that happens to us is ever really forgotten.  It sinks into our subconscious and may be difficult to recall – but it’s not forgotten.  

When we’re hurt we store it as negative emotion. As Nicky mentioned that’s why we must deal with it.  

Forgiveness is not denying the hurt (and hoping it will go away). Forgiveness is not thinking, ‘Our love for each other will somehow magically resolve any ways we hurt each other so we can forget them.’   I think I thought that when we first got married.

One point on what forgiveness is:  

Forgiveness is releasing the person who’s hurt us (whether it’s our husband or wife or someone else) into God’s hands.

This applies even if they don’t apologise or recognise what they’ve done.

Wanting to get our own back is so strong in all of us – what we’re doing as we release them to God is we’re leaving the consequences to God.

Only God brings perfect justice.

If we don’t forgive, if we don’t release the other person, we’ll be the ones imprisoned by the bitterness and anger inside. 

One final point - 

The Bible talks about us all needing 


both to be forgiven by God

and to forgive those who hurt us.

It’s rather like a pond. A pond if it’s to be healthy needs an inflow and an outflow.  Otherwise it will become stagnant.

It’s the same with us – if our lives and our marriages are to be emotionally healthy there needs to be a flow of forgiveness – forgiveness from God flows into our lives though Jesus Christ, then it can flow out of our lives into the lives of others – especially those closest to us , our husband or wife.

The Bible puts it very clearly

 ‘Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you’ (Ephesians 4:32).
4.
Start again together
When we have been through this process of identifying, apologising, forgiving, then we can start again together – there is no backlog; the drain is clear.

However, don’t expect healing always to be instant – apology and forgiveness remove the distance between us but the hurt leaves a bruising that needs time to heal. 

It is like when you are stung by a bee. As soon as you take the sting out, healing can begin but it takes time for the pain to stop and for the swelling to go down.

Most of the stories we have told have been of relatively minor incidents and the healing therefore has been quick.  Where there has been deep hurt, it takes time for trust to be rebuilt – and the forgiveness will sometimes need to be an ongoing act of the will, even on a daily basis. 

We need to be gentle and understanding where there has been bruising and praying for each other enables much healing to take place.

Issues such as this can be too overwhelming to deal with as a couple.  If you feel that, do seek help.

I want to finish with a phrase from the passage describing love in 

I Corinthians 13 – ‘Love keeps no record of wrongs’.















