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Forgiveness in Pilgrim's Progress

Have you ever wondered if God will forgive a person when that person has disobeyed 

him?  It was John Bunyan's belief that God's forgiveness is so great that God will forgive almost 

any transgression if the transgressor truly repents and prays to him for forgiveness.  As the Bible 

states “The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.”(Authorized King James 

Version James 5:16)  There are many times throughout Bunyan's book, A Pilgrim's Progress 

from this world to that which is to come, that he expresses his belief of God's extraordinary 

forgiveness.

An excellent example of God's forgiveness is when, quite early in the book, Christian 

meets a character named Mr. Worldly Wiseman.  This man, who is only concerned with the 

affairs of this world, tries to persuade Christian to leave the Way.  In Pilgrim's Progress, “the 

Way” or “the Way of the Lord” is a physical path to the Celestial City and the pilgrims who stray

from it are punished.  It is based on the biblical term “the Way of the Lord” which can be thought

of as the perfect way to behave, act and think, just like the way the Lord acts, hence the name 

“the way of the Lord” or “the way of God.”  Mr. Wiseman describes the village as a place 

“where there are houses now stand empty, one of which thou mayest have at reasonable rates.” 

(Bunyan 43)  Mr Wiseman continues, saying, “Provision is there also cheap and good” and 
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“there you shall live by honest neighbors, in credit and good fashion.”(Bunyan 43)  This 

reasonable offer is very tempting to Christian because he has been living in the City of 

Destruction, which is supposed to represent the wicked people on earth, which will soon be 

destroyed by fire and the wrath of God.  At the City of Destruction, everyone, even his wife and 

children, think he is insane and ignore him whenever he tries to make them understand the 

danger and come with him to the Celestial City to be saved.  He is finally persuaded to follow 

Mr. Wiseman's directions, but Mr. Wiseman's suggestion turns out to be a catastrophic plan and 

soon Christian, after seeing the dangers, stops to decide whether to go back or not.  While he is 

still thinking, Evangelist, the person who had directed Christian to the entry to the way of the 

Lord and helped him out of his misery, comes and reprimands him saying,  “Thou art the man 

that art running into this misery; thou hast begun to reject the counsel of the Most High, and to 

draw back thy foot from the way of peace, even almost to the hazarding of thy perdition.” 

(Bunyan 51)  Then Christian, repents, and, falls down at his feet, crying, “Woe is me, for I am 

undone!” (Bunyan 52)  Next Evangelist comforts him saying, “All manner of sin and 

blasphemies shall be forgiven unto men.” (Matthew. 12:31).“Be not faithless, but believing.” 

(John 20:27)” (Bunyan 52)  As John Bunyan explains in this passage, God will forgive people 

who are truly sorry and regretful of their transgressions.

Another instance of the forgiveness of God was when Christian and his friend Hopeful, 

both become footsore after the Way goes through a desert and the path is hard and dry.  Thinking 

they will not be doing anything wrong, they cross over a fence onto the soft, green grass on the 

opposite side.  Night soon comes but, being assured that they would be safe by a person named 
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Vain-Confidence who is doing the same thing, they continue.  It soon becomes so dark they 

cannot see very well and, after following Vain-Confidence for a long way, they hear him stumble

and fall into a pit.  In vain they search for the Way but it begins to rain and flood so much that 

they very nearly drown many times.  At last they find some shelter and when morning comes the 

owner of the field, Giant Despair, discovers them and takes to Doubting Castle where the lives.  

The Giant beats and starves them for four days, not giving them even a drop of water.  On the 

forth night, about midnight, they begin praying.  God heard their complaints and it was almost 

morning when Christian suddenly said “What a fool am I, thus to lie in a stinking dungeon, when

I may as well walk at liberty!  I have a key in my bosom, called Promise, that will, I am 

persuaded, open any lock in Doubting Castle.” (Bunyan 292)  Because of God’s help, they 

escaped from Doubting Castle and were soon back on the Way.  Since at first Christian and 

Hopeful did not trust in God to deliver them from the dungeon, they could not see how to escape.

“And in them is fulfilled the prophecy of Esaias, which saith, By hearing ye shall hear, and shall 

not understand; and seeing ye shall see, and shall not perceive.” (Authorized King James Version 

Matthew 13:14)  But when they acknowledged that God could save them and repented, praying 

most of the night, he showed them how to escape and kept them safe. “Because he considereth, 

and turneth away from all his transgressions that he hath committed, he shall surely live, he shall 

not die.” (Authorized King James Version Ezekiel 18:28)

One last example was near the end of the book when Christian and Hopeful came 

to a fork in the Way.  Bunyan describes it as “A place where they saw a way put itself into their 

way, and seemed withal to lie as strait as the way which they should go; and here they knew not 
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which of the two to take, for both seemed strait before them.” (328)  They do not remember to 

look at the directions that the shepherds have given them but stand wondering which way to go.  

Soon a man comes by and asks them where they are going and when they tell him that they are 

going to the Celestial City he says, “Follow me, it is thither that I am going.” (Bunyan 328)  

They follow him but before long he leads them in a large circle and into a trap.  Christian soon 

sees his guilt and says “Now do I see myself in an error.  Did not the shepherds bid us beware of 

the Flatterer?  As is the saying of the wise man, so we have found it this day: “A man that 

flattereth his neighbor, spreadeth a net for his feet.” (Proverbs 29:5)” (Bunyan 329)  Both of 

them greatly regret their carelessness and while they are contemplating over their misfortune an 

angel appears, breaks the net, and leads them back to the Way.  Then the angel questions them 

and asks why they did not read their directions and why they were not being cautious.  After 

sufficient interrogation he makes them lay down on the ground and, as Bunyan says “he 

chastised them sore, to teach them the good way wherein they should walk, (Deuteronomy 25:2);

(2 Chronicles 6:27); and as he chastised them, he said, “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten; 

be zealous, therefore, and repent.” (Revelations 3:19) (330)”  After this Christian and Hopeful 

thank the angel and continue on their way.  John Bunyan was of the opinion that if a person 

regrets and repents of his transgressions he can still be forgiven.

Bunyan believed that God’s kindness is so immense that if a person prays to him for 

forgiveness and laments over yielding to temptation then very often God will forgive them.  

Bunyan professes his belief many times throughout his allegory,  A Pilgrim's Progress from this 

world to that which is to come.
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