
January Leadership Trait: Forgiveness   

 

January is the time for beginning anew and setting new goals. A worthy goal is to be set free 

from any past bitterness or lingering regrets. As a leadership team it is important to preserve 

relationships and promote unity.  Forgiveness is an essential part of this process. We are forgiven 

and yet sometimes forgiveness is a challenge.  

 

Opening Discussion Questions: How is forgiveness an important part of leadership? How is 

a forgiving leader a more effective leader?  

 

“Forgiveness is a beautiful word, until you have something to forgive.” C. S. Lewis 

 

Some of the saddest words ever heard: “I can’t believe she said that to me.  I can never get over 

the way they hurt me.”  When hurts and misunderstandings happen in the context of ministry it is 

especially devastating and painful. Years ago I developed a workshop “Ministry would be a snap 

except for people” for the purpose of training leaders. It is often requested because the more we 

are in the people business the more we realize that forgiveness is essential in our fallen world.  

 

Over and over again we encounter situations that are fraught with relational challenges and when 

someone walks away feeling rejected, hurt or betrayed.  Too often we don’t know what to do or 

say.  As Robert Jeffress says in his book When Forgiveness Doesn’t Make Sense; “Sometimes 

the forgiven are not the best forgivers.”   

 

Forgiveness is often defined as “cancelling a debt that cannot be repaid.”  

It has also been said that forgiveness is me giving up my right to hurt you for hurting me. 

 

Steps to forgiveness are: 

Admit you’ve been hurt 

Acknowledge the debt you are owed 

Remember the forgiveness you have in Christ – how He cancelled your debt 

Release your offender of their debt to you, knowing that in the process you are also releasing 

yourself from bitterness  

Forgiveness doesn’t make the other person right, it makes you free. – Stormie Omartian 

 

Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one 

thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on 

toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.   

Philippians 3: 13-14 
 

When Paul says “forgetting what is behind” he did not mean having no memory of the past. 

Rather, he meant having a settled past.   

 

Too often we tie forgiveness with forgetting, picturing that this means “having no memory of the 

hurtful words or event.”  In actuality when we forgive we are released to another way of 

remembering. “Functional forgetting” is choosing to not remember an offense for the sake of 

relationship. 
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“Forgiving does not erase the bitter past. A healed memory is not a deleted memory. 

Instead, forgiving what we cannot forget creates a new way to remember. We change the 

memory of our past into a hope for our future.” ~Lewis Smedes 

 

The Old Testament account of Joseph provides one of the Bible’s best examples of forgiveness.  

After his brothers sold him into slavery, God’s favor allowed Joseph to be in a leadership 

position second only to Pharaoh. His brothers came to Egypt for help during the famine. Joseph 

had changed so much that his family no longer recognized him but he knew the men before him 

had betrayed him and even threatened to kill him. After a series of encounters Joseph finally 

revealed himself to his brothers. When they realized who Joseph was and the power he had 

gained, they were terrified of his impending revenge.  In Genesis 50:19-21 we read: 

 

 But Joseph said to them, "Do not be afraid, for am I in God's place?"As for you, you meant 

evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to 

preserve many people alive. "So therefore, do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little 

ones." So he comforted them and spoke kindly to them. 

 

Notice that Joseph didn’t “forget” what his brothers had done to him. He even acknowledged it as evil.  

His heart was ready to release his brothers from the debt they owed him because he entrusted himself 

to the only One who could judge his brothers. He could not only forgive them, he could be a blessing 

to them.  At that point Joseph became a godly leader, demonstrating the important character trait of 

forgiveness. He was able to deal kindly and provide for those who had betrayed him. He changed his 

past into a hope for the future. As a leadership team we need to walk in forgiveness and extend 

forgiveness to one another.  

 

Once again we consider the key scripture for the leadership character traits: 

 
 “Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, 
kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances 
you may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” Colossians 3:12-13 
 
Paul’s challenge for the believers to practice the character traits of compassion, kindness, humility, 
gentleness, patience and forgiveness starts with reminding them of their identity in Christ. We are God’s 
chosen people, holy and dearly loved!  It is important to know our position before practice. We live the 
effective Christian life from our position in Christ.   Joseph knew he was favored by God and he could 
forgive the brothers because of his relationship with God.  
 
We can forgive because God has forgiven us!  

 

Forgiveness is the key which unlocks the door of resentment and the handcuffs of hatred. It breaks the 

chains of bitterness and the shackles of selfishness. – Corrie Ten Boom 
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Discussion Questions: 

Which of the forgiveness quotes resonated with you? 

What is a definition of forgiveness? 

How can we apply the steps to forgive?  

How is forgiveness tied to forgetting?  

What does it mean to have a new way of remembering? 

How is the example of Joseph helpful in our study of forgiveness? 

How does our position in Christ aid us in the forgiveness process? 

How can we as a leadership team develop forgiveness? 

 

Forgiveness References: 

The Freedom of Forgiveness- John MacArthur 
When You Can’t Say I Forgive You- Grace Ketterman, MD and David Hazard 
When Forgiveness Doesn’t Make Sense-Robert Jeffress 
Total Forgiveness-R.T. Kendall 
How Can I Possibly Forgive?- Sara Horn 
Leading Women Who Wound- Sue Edwards and Kelley Mathews 
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