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The Burden of Forgiveness: A Reflection on 
Forgiveness, Abuse, and Accountability 
Joanna Daniel - Counsellor and Author 

Forgiveness is a central tenet of the Christian faith. The Bible teaches 
that if we forgive others, our Heavenly Father will forgive us (Matthew 
6:14). This directive guides believers on the importance of extending 
grace. In the well-known exchange between Peter and Jesus, Peter 
asks how often he should forgive someone who wrongs him. Jesus 
replies, “seventy times seven” (Matthew 18:21-22), implying that we 
should consider generously offering forgiveness as Christians. 

But what happens when forgiveness is misapplied, especially in the 
context of abusive relationships? Christians get called to forgive, but 
God does not give commands meant to cause harm. So, how do we 
reconcile the principle of “seventy times seven” with the harsh reality 
of abuse, particularly in marriages? 

A Misunderstood Mandate 

From a therapeutic perspective, I have spent over two decades working 
with women, many of whom are Christian and have experienced abuse. 
A troubling pattern I’ve seen is how the burden of forgiveness often 

falls solely on the victim. The church, at times, inadvertently places the responsibility of healing the 
relationship entirely on the woman, the victim, while neglecting to hold the perpetrator 
accountable. This approach can be damaging. 

Forgiveness is also frequently misunderstood as the path to changing the abuser’s behaviour, but this 
interpretation is flawed. Time and again, I’ve seen women give their all—praying, forgiving, and 
trying to mould themselves into whatever shape their abusive spouse demands—only to discover that 
nothing changes. The promise that forgiveness will somehow transform their abuser rings hollow. 

It can be devastating when these women realise that their forgiveness will not lead to the change 
they had hoped for. The light of hope dims in their eyes as they confront the painful truth: 
forgiveness, as the church teaches, does not stop the abuse or make the abuser a better person. 

The Emotional Toll of Misapplied Forgiveness 

Forgiveness, when misapplied, places an overwhelming emotional burden on the victim. Many women 
who are in abusive marriages develop anxiety due to the constant state of hypervigilance they must 
maintain to avoid upsetting their abuser. They may also experience depression as they internalise  
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feelings of guilt, shame, fear, and sadness. When leaders frame forgiveness as the solution to abuse, the 
victim is left feeling responsible not only for the abuse but also for “fixing” their abuser. Blaming 
victims is not the type of forgiveness that Jesus meant when He instructed Peter to forgive “seventy 
times seven.” Jesus’s command does not ask us to remain in harmful situations or to bear the sole 
responsibility for someone else’s change. 

Forgiveness vs. Accountability 

In Luke 3:8, John the Baptist taught that people should “bear fruits worthy of repentance.” This 
principle is crucial when addressing forgiveness in the context of abuse. Repentance requires genuine 
change, not just lip service or empty promises. True repentance is a transformation from the inside out, 
reflected in changed actions, behaviour, and character. 

For an abuser, bearing fruit worthy of repentance means taking full responsibility for their actions, 
seeking help, and demonstrating consistent behavioural change. It means no longer insulting or 
belittling their spouse but instead building them up and living out the command in Ephesians 4:29: “Let 
no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the 
occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.” A repentant person will also prioritise their family’s 
emotional and spiritual safety. 

For a woman in an abusive relationship, actual change will be evident when her home no longer feels 
like a place of fear or dread but becomes a safe, loving environment. She will no longer have to live in 
constant anxiety, waiting for the next cycle of abuse to begin. A truly repentant man will take 
ownership of his emotional triggers, work on his self-awareness, and grow in emotional and spiritual 
maturity. 

Forgiveness alone cannot achieve this kind of transformation. Forgiveness is not a magic key that 
unlocks a new heart in someone else. Change is the external reflection of internal work that individuals 
must undertake for themselves. 

The Church’s Responsibility 

When the church places the burden of forgiveness on victims without addressing the need for 
accountability and repentance from perpetrators, it is not teaching the true gospel of Christ. Instead of 
leading people toward genuine heart transformation through God’s grace, it risks enabling abuse to 
continue unchecked. 

By failing to hold abusers accountable, the church does a disservice to both victims and perpetrators. 
Victims get tasked with the impossible job of changing someone else through their forgiveness. At the 
same time, leaders deprive perpetrators of the opportunity to confront their sins, repent, and seek true 
healing through Christ. 

What Forgiveness Looks Like 

According to the Bible, forgiveness is a powerful and necessary act of grace. However, it shouldn’t be 
weaponised against victims, forcing them to remain in unsafe situations. Forgiveness does not mean 
condoning sin, ignoring harm, or taking responsibility for someone else’s change. 

Forgiveness is about releasing bitterness and allowing yourself to heal from the wrongs done to you. It’s 
about entrusting justice to God, knowing He is righteous and will ultimately deal with those who refuse 
to change. But forgiveness does not negate the need for boundaries, nor does it require staying in an 
abusive relationship. 
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In cases of abuse, the church should empower victims to set healthy boundaries, seek safety, and 
protect themselves from further harm. Forgiveness may still be part of their journey, but it should 
never be used as a tool to control them or to avoid holding the abuser accountable. 

Conclusion 

The burden of forgiveness should never fall solely on the victim, especially in abusive relationships. 
While forgiveness is a powerful part of the healing process, it is not a substitute for accountability or 
genuine repentance. 

If done well, the church can support both victims and perpetrators, encouraging repentance and heart 
transformation while protecting the vulnerable and ensuring their safety. 

However, what often happens is that abusers are protected, not encouraged to repent and still allowed 
to serve even in leadership positions instead of stepping back in humility. And to make everyone 
comfortable, the victims are shamed for the hurt they carry. 

When understood correctly, forgiveness offers freedom and healing. But it should never shield abusers 
from the consequences of their actions. As we navigate these problematic dynamics, we must 
remember that God calls us to forgive, but He also calls for justice, accountability, and the protection 
of the oppressed. 

________________________________________________________________
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Adventists, Valentine’s Day and the Romantic Imperative 
Pr Les Ackie 

The media and retail outlets are awash with stories and merchandise, fuelling 
the romantic fever surrounding Valentine’s Day (14 February). While some 
Adventists embrace the opportunities that the day affords to declare their 
undying love to their beloved, others recoil from the occasion as a relic of pagan 
debauchery. The origin of the day is clouded in speculation. However, in spite of 

revisionist attempts to romanticise the origins of Valentine’s Day, the strongest 
evidence indicates that it has its roots firmly in a pagan ritual called Lupercalia, a feast held in honour 
of the Roman god, Lupercus. This amounted to a sexual lottery in which names were drawn out of a box 
at random to select sexual partners for a year until the next Valentine’s Day came around. The modern 
practice of giving cards to ask/tell someone to “be my Valentine” seems to be a holdover from this 
ancient sexual lottery. So, should we take a firm stand and “touch not the unclean thing” (2 Corinthians 
6:17), or can we in all good conscience separate ancient pagan practices from modern observance? 

Does Valentine’s pagan roots invalidate the modern-day practice of sharing romantic gestures that are 
consistent with good Christian values? If the mere connection to paganism was sufficient to warrant our 
rejection, we would have to go back to referring to the days of the week by their number designation 
rather than the pagan names dedicated to Norse gods that we have adopted. In the same way that Ellen 
White took a very pragmatic approach toward the Christmas season, Valentine’s Day can also be, “made 
to serve a very good purpose” (The Adventist Home, 478).  

While people’s minds are focussed on love and romance, we can use the opportunity to promote the 
best principles for healthy relationships in our programming and outreach. On a personal level, I am no 
fan of Valentine’s Day. I have a strong objection to being dictated to as to when I should demonstrate 
affection to my wife, by organisations and companies who have a vested interest in the day. A major 
part of the value of romantic acts is their unexpected nature. Giving gifts out of a sense of obligation 
can actually rob the deed of real value. Matt Groening partly expressed my objections to Valentine’s 
Day when he said, “Romance is dead. It was acquired in a hostile takeover by Hallmark and Disney, 
homogenised, and sold off piece by piece. 

While I agree with Groening’s amusing observation that ‘romance’ has been blatantly commercialised in 
the pursuit of ‘filthy lucre’, I fundamentally disagree with the view that romance is dead. Romance is 
alive and well and should always remain so in every marriage. However, if we have to rely on a ‘day’ in 
order to ‘be romantic’ we have bigger problems to worry about than the distant taint of paganism. In 
the context of marriage, far from being just a pleasant bonus, romance is an essential element of a 
healthy marital relationship. The fact that a marriage cannot depend on the warm fuzzy feelings 
generated by acts of love, does not invalidate the value of these warm fuzzies. A marriage devoid of 
affectionate emotional input becomes dry, lifeless and monotonous. 

Because there is no one size fits all, trying to define romance is like trying to nail jelly to a wall. One 
man’s romantic gesture is another woman’s passion killer. In general terms, Jimmy Evans, founder of 
Marriage Today, defines romance as “self-initiated pursuit . . . Romance says, ‘I like to think about you 
and I want to please you as a priority in my life.'” Romance shows that the object of our love is on our 
heart and that we really care. The effort and creativity that we invest to demonstrate our love 
communicates the value we see in each other. So, in the words of the Apostle, “let the husband render 
to his wife the affection due her, and likewise also the wife to her husband” (1 Corinthians 7:3). 
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Click here to download the BUC Safeguarding Policy and Procedures

https://adventist.uk/safeguarding
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2025 Dates for Your Diary 
• Christian Home and Marriage Week: 8-15 February 

• Christian Marriage Day: Sabbath 8 February (emphasises marriage) 

• Christian Home Day: Sabbath 15 February (emphasises parenting) 

• BUC Safeguarding Summit (date to be announced) 

• BUC Children's Ministries Leadership Training (to be confirmed) 

• Mother's Day: 30 March 

• Global Youth & Children’s Day: 15 March 

• Youth Week of Prayer: 15-22 March 

• TED Family Ministries Leadership Training (FMLT): 21-26 

• Possibility Ministries Day: 19 April 

• BUC Men's Day of Prayer: 26 April 

• World Day of Prayer for Children at Risk: 24 May 

• Special Needs Camp: Date to be confirmed 

• Father's Day: 15 June 

• Children’s Sabbath: 26 July 

• Education Day 16 August 

• End It Now - Abuse Awareness Sabbath: 23 August 

• Family Togetherness Week: 6-13 September 

• Family Togetherness Day of Prayer 13 September 

• Creation Sabbath: 25 October 

• Week of Prayer: 1-8 November 
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Through engaging, informative, and spiritual 
discussions about issues facing todayʼs 

families, Real Family Talk seeks to strengthen 
families and inspire hope. 

 Real Family Talk 

Click the link watch past episodes of Real Family Talk 

https://hopetv.org/shows/real-family-talk
https://hopetv.org/shows/real-family-talk


Family, Children & Possibility Ministries February 2025

￼11
Family Ministries Resource Book 2025

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/a4kdabdrqeh1pijckqanx/AE0fmtepSCJcfcmOzQNwl88?rlkey=pa8jgp3r69s41nrzsqgmnzjg8&st=47ham7cu&dl=0
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Click the link to download the Resource Book  Keys to Healthy Minds 

Click the link to learn more and download the resource 
Flourish

https://family.adventist.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/AFM_2023FTWOP-Keys_to_Healthy_Minds-ITA.pdf
https://ted.adventist.org/family/flourish/
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Useful Links 

AdventSource 

Adventist Possibility Ministries 

Adventist Single Adult 
Ministries (ASAM) 

Adventist Special Needs 
Association (ASNA) 

BUC Family Ministries 

BUC Safeguarding 

Care for the Family 

GC Children’s Ministries 

GC Family Ministries  
  
In Discipleship 

Prepare Enrich 

TED Children's Ministries 

TED Family Ministries 

TED Possiblity Ministries 

Through the Roof (Disability 
outreach) 

Women's Aid 
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Recommended Reading 

If Only He Knew. Gary Smalley explains a woman's 
deepest needs, shows a man how to meet those 
needs, and gives ten simple steps to strengthen 
any marriage. He helps men to understand not only 
how to respond to a woman's feelings, but also 
how to make her feel important. Using humorous 
and touching illustrations from his own life, as well 
as case histories and biblical examples, he maps a 
blueprint to a better marriage. 

Sacred Singleness. Leslie Ludy states that most 
Christian young women fall into one of two 
categories: those who are discontent and 
unfulfilled, and those who are consumed by a 
passionate romance with Jesus Christ and are 
living joyful, satisfied lives. She seeks to help 
readers move toward the totally surrendered and 
fulfilling experience rather than one of striving 
and disappointment. 

In Why Be Lonely, Drs Carter, Meier, and Minirth 
address a topic with which many struggle, yet is 
not often discussed. This book defines what 
constitutes loneliness and examines the causes 
and consequences. The authors then address 
biblical principles for overcoming loneliness and 
cultivating meaningful relationships. 
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