
Breaking Free from the Prison of Unforgiveness1 
Ephesians 4:31-5:2 
 
Opening: Have you ever heard of a “Spite House?”2 (Pictures) A spite house is one that is built with the sole intention of 
irritating your neighbor as an act of revenge. They are found all over the world and are built on anger to block views, limit 
access or create an eye sore. In the 1970s, there was a millionaire landowner in Chicago that had a small piece of land 
between two complexes. It was only 5 yards wide. There was nothing you can do to develop it, so he went to one of the 
neighbors and offered to sell it to them to give them more space. The neighbor insulted him and offered him pennies on 
the dollar. He was upset, went to the other neighbor with the same offer, and that neighbor offered him less than the 
other guy. The man was so offended, so he researched what was legal to build and built a tiny house between them. He 
moved into it and lived there until he died all out of spite. We live in a world of spite, anger and unforgiveness always 
living in a chronic state of tit for tat. Unforgiveness is one of the most powerful, effective forms of bondage in a person’s 
life. Some of you have been hurt badly by a spouse, a friend, a pastor, a church member, a co-worker, a relative or by a 
stranger and you are locked in the prison of unforgiveness, a spite house, that you have built on the lies of the enemy.  
Context: Paul has written three chapters describing in detail all that God in Jesus and the Holy Spirit have done for us in 
the past. Starting in Chapter 4, he is teaching about believers are to live in the present and the future. Believers relate to 
everything differently than before because of what Jesus has done for them. Believers are called to follow Christ’s example 
and life by the power of the Holy Spirit especially in how they deal with hurt from other people. No one goes through life 
without being hurt by someone. It is not if I am hurt, but how do I (as a Christian) deal with the hurt when I am hurting so 
that I don’t hurt anymore? Paul teaches us that we can break free from the prison of unforgiveness when we realize the 
poison of bitterness and go through the process of forgiveness by trusting in the person of forgiveness.     
 
I. The Poison of Bitterness 
• VS. 26: Be angry and sin not: Paul did not say, “Don’t get angry.” There is a way to be good and angry. Anger is a God 

given emotion: do not let the sun go down on your wrath and give no opportunity for the devil: when we get hurt 
and we don’t deal with it we are giving Satan a place in our lives to do business and attack us. Opportunity: foothold: 
a place of weakness and vulnerability where the devil can exploit us to destroy us. (Trojan horse)  

• VS. 31: Let all bitterness…be put away: Paul says that there are two possible responses when we have been hurt or 
sinned against: bitterness or forgiveness. Bitterness has roots that can sink deep into our hearts if we let it.  

• Hebrews 12:15 See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no “root of bitterness” springs up and causes 
trouble, and by it many become defiled. Commentary: See to it means that we should assume that we are more 
resentful and less forgiving and more controlled by what people have done to us than we think we are.  

• What is bitterness? It is an inner disposition that harbors and dwells on past hurt: sometimes it comes from a slow 
accumulation over small grievances. Sometimes from a big offense. But it is poison dipped in honey. It goes down 
sweet but then it kills you from the inside out. It is a lie for the enemy that says, “I can’t believe they did that to you, 
there is no way you can ever forgive them. You must make them pay.” (Stronghold that seems bigger than God.)  

• Bitterness is often associated to how much you love the offender or how much the offense affected something that 
you love: if someone you do not know sins against you in a minor way, you are less likely to be bitter; but if someone 
you know and love sins against you, you are more likely to become bitter because you have higher expectations for 
the relationship. The person you love the most has the power to hurt you the best.  

• VS. 31b: If bitterness is not rooted out then it will escalate to wrath (irritation), anger (animosity), clamor (rage), 
slander (vilifying/gossiping) and malice (harm): when we do not deal with the wound caused by someone else then 
it gets infected and like a spiritual cancer in infiltrates every area of our lives. It becomes the very center of our being.   

• Bitterness is drinking poison and hoping someone else dies:3 It makes us sick spiritually, emotionally and physically: 
It blocks intimacy with God and hinders your prayer life. It sabotages your joy and controls your life. It creates paranoia 
with other people. It has a negative effect on your health: weight gain, heart issues, depression and brittle bones.  

 
1 Works Consulted: Timothy Keller. Forgive. Jon Tyson. Forgiveness is stronger than Bitterness. Messaged preached March 2018. 
Beth Moore. Breaking Free. Pg. 219-247. Jon Mark Comer. Transmit or Transform. May 6, 2022 podcast.  
2 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2014-07-14/a-brief-history-of-houses-built-out-of-spite 
https://www.insider.com/homes-people-built-to-spite-their-neighbors-2019-10?amp  
3 Been attributed to Carrie Fisher. It is slightly modified.  



• Bitterness makes you its slave and consumes your life: On New Year’s day, 1982, 17 year old Kevin Tunnell4 made 
the biggest mistake of his life. He got drunk at a party and drove his car, lost control and smashed into another car 
instantly killing 18 year old Susan Herzog.  He pled guilty to involuntary manslaughter and was sentenced to 3 years 
probation and one year community service telling others the horror of drunk driving. Susan’s parents, Patricia and 
Louis, were outraged and they sued him in court for 1.5 million. They unexpectantly decided to settle in court for 
$936. The settlement required that Kevin pay the $936 by sending them a check for $1 made out to the deceased 
Susan Herzog, every Friday for the next 18 years; one for every year she was alive to remind him of what he had done. 
Kevin did this for a few years and then began to miss a few payments so the Herzog’s brought him back to court. Kevin 
said that he could not do it anymore because writing Susan’s name was too unbearable. He had a box of pre-written 
checks that went through 2001. The Herzog’s said (paraphrasing), “We have no intention on letting him get off and 
forgiving him. We don’t want him to accept what he did and get on with his life.” They wanted him to be in prison but 
they were prisoners to their own hurt and anger and none of those payments could ever bring their daughter back.  

• Keller: Some people thing that by remaining angry you are giving the wrong doer what they deserve. But in reality you 
are enabling their actions to continue to hurt you. 5 

II. The Process of Forgiveness 
• VS. 32: Be kind, tenderhearted, forgiving one another: Paul says that rather than responding to hurt with bitterness 

choose forgiveness: If you do not transform the hurt and pain, you will transmit the hurt and pain: hurting people 
hurt people: How do you break free from the cycle of bitterness? Forgiveness. What is forgiveness?  

• Cornelius Plantinga: Anybody who thinks hard about forgiveness will start a lot more rabbits than he can catch. The 
topic raises a whole nest of questions, and the good answers will seldom be the easy ones.6 

• Forgive: aphiemi: to send forth or away, let go from oneself: Forgiveness is our determined and deliberate willingness 
to let something go and no longer let it occupy us. Letting go of the hurt of the past.  

• To understand what biblical forgiveness is, we have to deal with what it is not: Forgiveness is not the same thing as 
forgetting: we hear, “forgive and forget.” But we always remember; we carry the words that were spoken and the 
deed that was done. Forgiveness always requires that we face the pain that we carry and not live in denial. When we 
forgive we are remembering the sin so that we can forgive it.  

• Forgiveness is not simply excusing bad behavior: often when someone hurts us, we try to just minimize the offense. 
We shrug and say, “Think nothing about it,” or “it’s ok, let’s just forget about it.” There are times that we should do; 
it’s called forbearance. Forbearance is overlooking an unpleasant characteristic or offense that is relatively minor.  

• Proverbs 19:11: Good sense makes one slow to anger, and it is his glory to overlook an offense. (Marriage)  
• Biblical Forgiveness is not pretending sin isn’t sin or that it does not matter. It is not a denial that something did not 

happen. It is not cheap or free; someone must pay for what is done. (To forgive a $10 debt costs $10.)  
• Forgiveness is not just a feeling: it is more than a feeling; a lot of therapeutic teaching says that forgiveness is a 

unilateral, internal effort to get our emotions under control; this thinking means that forgiveness is only a private 
matter that shuts down anger, bitterness and resentment without anyone repenting or saying they are sorry. 

• There are times that the offender will not repent or can’t repent (they are dead): in those situations, you do need to 
internally forgive and ask for God to change your heart towards them. But that does not mean, that if possible, you 
should not seek their repentance. But you cannot change what you do not confront.  

• Luke 17:3 Pay attention to yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him. Matthew 18:15 
If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have 
gained your brother. (You cannot assume that people know that they have hurt you.)  

• For real Biblical forgiveness to take place, the onus is on the offended to confront their offender and if they repent 
then they are responsible to forgive. C.S Lewis: Forgiveness is a beautiful word until you have something to forgive.7  

• What is forgiveness? Chris Braun: Forgiveness is a commitment by the offended to pardon graciously the repentant 
from moral liability and to be reconciled to that person, although not all consequences are necessarily eliminated.8 

 
4 https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1990/03/30/va-couple-wont-let-driver-forget-killing-their-daughter/ce55d54a-da0c-46ac-
afa7-3f05bd01486d/ 
5 Keller. Pg. 8-10  
6 https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1996/april29/6t5031.html  
7 C.S Lewis. Mere Christianity. Pg. 79. (On forgiveness)  
8 Chris Braun. Unpacking Forgiveness. Pg. 72-73.  



• Keller: Forgiveness is granted (event) before it’s felt (process). It’s a promise before God not to take revenge on a 
wrongdoer for his or her sin against you. Making that promise entails three practical commitments. You promise (1) 
not to constantly bring the sin up to the wrongdoer in order to browbeat and punish her, (2) not to constantly bring 
the sin up to other people in order to hurt the wrongdoer’s reputation and relationship with others, and (3) not to 
constantly bring the sin up to yourself—not to keep the anger hot, not to replay the video of it in order to cherish the 
feeling of nobility and virtue that comes from having been treated unjustly.9 

• How can we do that? We Must Tell the Truth: expose the hurt rather than cover it up with half-truths or excuses. 
What you did was wrong. You must admit that you were really hurt and name it for what it is. You must confront the 
person with the truth that they hurt you. You can’t just say, “Oh, I’m fine. No, I’m not angry, just a little upset.”  

• Have Compassion for the Offender: Miroslav Volf: “Forgiveness flounders when I exclude the enemy from the 
community of humans even as I exclude myself from the community of sinners.”10 We have a lot more in common with 
the sinner harming us than we want to admit. They are a human like us, and we are a sinner like them.  

• Cancel the Debt: absorb the loss; rather than making them suffer, you refuse to do so. You inwardly pay the debt of 
the wrong doer yourself rather than make him pay for it. You are denying your right of revenge and not just suspending 
payment for the debt for a later date. You are saying, “The debt between us is cancel and gone forever.”  

• Let Them Go: Release them from the prison in your mind; do not see them as a violator or a debtor. This means that 
you are not going to dwell on it in your heart and keep replaying the wrong doing in your imagination. This does not 
mean that they do not have to pay the consequences of their actions or that you should abandon the penalty that 
human law requires. Keller: “Christian forgiveness never undermines the pursuit of justice but promotes it.”  

• When you forgive someone you are setting two people free: them and you. Level one of forgiveness is releasing 
others; level two is releasing yourself. You are no longer living in the prison you built around the hurt and offense. The 
ultimate aim is for reconciliation and restoration of the relationship that was broken by the wrong doing.  

III. The Person of Forgiveness  
• You may say, “This seems unrealistic. I can’t forgive anyone like that.” Elie Weisel, Jewish author who survived the 

Holocaust in Auschwitz, was asked if he could forgive his captors, he said, “Who am I to forgive? I am not God. No, I 
cannot forgive.”11 He was right in one sense we do not possess in our self the ability or capacity to forgive like this.  

• VS. 31: Forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you: To err is human, to forgive divine. When you forgive, 
you are letting go of your power and latching on to His. As you have received the grace, you are to give it to others. 
We do not forgive because we are loving and forgiving people but because we are loved and forgiven people.  

• 5:1-2: Be imitators of God; walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us: Jesus forgave me by paying 
my debt that I could never repay for all eternity to Him. He did not claim to be a victim but was the agent of healing. 
The Father cancelled the debt that stood between He and me. I am now reconciled and right with God.  

• Jesus does not ask us to do what He has not already done. On the Cross, Jesus said, “Father, forgive them. They 
know not what they do.” Who are the “they?” The context refers to the “they” as his executioners: the Roman 
soldiers. Jesus endured the ultimate injustice for us. No one will ever be as mistreated as Jesus was mistreated.  

• We must consciously base our forgiveness of others on God’s forgiveness of us: If God can forgive me in Jesus, 
then by the power and grace of Jesus, He can help me forgive them. Forgiveness is fundamental to being a Christian 
and we are never more like God then when we forgive other people.  

• Corrie Ten Boon12 was placed in a Nazi Concentration camp for hiding Jews in her house in Haarlem. While at this 
concentration camp at Ravensbruck, she was humiliated, tortured, raped, abused, and starved. By the Grace of God, 
she survived it. In 1947, she was speaking to a crowd about God’s love and forgiveness. In the crowd that day was a 
former guard in that camp that was one of her abusers. After the speech, he came up to her and wanted forgiveness. 
He told her how he had become a Christian after the war. Then he extended his hand and said that he sought 
forgiveness for “all the cruel things I did there.” Corrie said, “I stood there. I whose sins had ever day to be forgiven 
and could not. Betsie had died in that place. Could he erase her slow terrible death simply by asking?” She stood there 
looking at his hand. Her dilemma was she knew about Christian forgiveness; that “it is not an emotion but an act of 
the will.” She silently prayed, “Jesus help me. I can lift my hand, I can do that much. So woodenly, mechanically, I thrust 

 
9 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/tim-keller-forgive/  
10 Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace. Pg. 124.  
11 https://www.timesofisrael.com/holocaust-survivor-preaches-forgiveness-of-nazis-as-ultimate-revenge/  
12 Corrie Ten Boom, “Guideposts Classics: Corrie ten Boom on Forgiveness.”  https://guideposts.org/positive-living/guideposts-
classics-corrie-ten-boom-forgiveness/  



my hand into the one stretched out to me. And as I did, an incredible thing took place. The current started in my should, 
raced down my arm, sprang into our joined hands. And then this healing warmth seemed to flood my whole being, 
bring 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.” 

• Later on, she recounts: I wish I could say that merciful and charitable thoughts just naturally flowed from me from 
then on. But they didn’t. If there’s one thing I’ve learned at 80 years of age, it’s that I can’t store up good feelings and 
behavior, but only draw them fresh from God each day. (We draw from the resources Jesus purchased on the cross.)  

 
Application: When you get old, what kind of person do you want to be? Do you want to be grumpy or godly? Nasty or 
kind? Joyful or bitter? Sweet or sour?  
 
Richard Rolheiser in his book, Sacred Fire: A vision for Deeper Human and Christian Maturity, said that when we are in 
our 20-30s, our greatest temptation is lust. But in our 40-60s, our greatest temptation is anger. We look back over our 
lives, our hurts, our wounds and we get frustrated, angry and bitter. He says, “As we age we need to forgive—forgive 
those who hurt us, forgive ourselves for our own mistakes, forgive life for having been unfair…all of this so that we do not 
die bitter and angry, which is perhaps the greatest religious imperative of all.” 13 
 
Jesus has come to set you free from the prison of unforgiveness by giving your fresh grace every day for you to live and 
for you to share. Come to Him every day and draw “fresh from Him” the strength you need to love and forgive.  

 
13 Ronald Rolheiser. Sacred Fire. Pg. 180.  


