
What Is Forgiveness?



The Lexical Conundrum: Forgiveness 

as “letting go.”

� Is forgiveness simply a matter of “letting go” in the sense of ignoring or 

forgetting sin?

� Is forgiveness simply a matter of “letting go” of all feelings of bitterness, 

resentment, or revenge?

� Is forgiveness a matter of resigning myself to the reality that there will 

never be justice or relief?

� Is forgiveness a matter of releasing the offender from all the 

consequences that accrued to him as a result of his sin and fully 

restoring him to all of the offices/functions that he previously held?

� Or is forgiveness none of the above?



Thesis 1: The idea of forgiving as 

forgetting is impossibly elusive.

� Explaining God’s promise not to “remember” the sins of his people (Isa 

43:25; Jer 31:34; Heb 8:2; 10:17; etc.; also the prayers in Ps 25:7; Isa 64:9):

�God never forgets anything.

�While we can forget things, we rarely are able to forget sin.

�God instead promises not to remember our sins against us. That is, he 

accepts the punishment of another for our sins (he forgives us “for 

Christ’s sake”), requiring nothing more. Ever.

�God does not universally forgive (Jer 14:10; Hos 7:2; 8:13; 9:9).

� Even those God does forgive do not always escape punishment 

(David).



Thesis 2: The idea of forgiving as 

concealing or ignoring sin is not biblical.

� The reason for this understanding:

� 1 Corinthians 13:5—NT love/forgiveness keeps no record of wrong.

� 1 Peter 4:8—NT love/forgiveness covers a multitude of sins.

� The pushback:

�Matthew 18 guides us in resolving sin not by ignoring but by 
confrontation—first personal, then by committee, then by the whole 
church and, as necessary, exclusion of the unrepentant offender into 
the realm of Satan. 

� Paul appeals to the state criminal/civil justice system in his pursuit of 
relief (Acts 25:11), and regularly speaks highly of that system as “a 
minister of God for good” (Rom 13:4).



The Resolution: Psalm 32

1How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered!

2How blessed is the man to whom the LORD does not impute iniquity, and 
in whose spirit there is no deceit!

3When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my 
groaning all day long.

4For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my vitality was drained 

away as with the fever heat of summer.

5I acknowledged my sin to you, and my iniquity I did not hide (i.e., cover); 

I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,” then you forgave the 

guilt of my sin.



Thesis 3: The idea of forgiving as 

abandoning all due process or hope 

for relief is unjust.

� Forgiveness is not extended irrespective of the attitude of the offender: Biblical 

forgiveness is not unconditional (at least not in the way that many people 

define unconditional).

� If by unconditional forgiveness one means that when we forgive, we forgive 

with no strings attached, then unconditional forgiveness is a biblical idea. In 

Scripture, forgiveness is always free and clear: true forgiveness never 

requires payment in the form of goods or services or enslavement. 

� If by unconditional forgiveness one means that we are to automatically 

and immediately forgive every sinner without delay or exception, this is not 

a concept found in Scripture. Instead, biblical forgiveness always occurs 

after the offender meets one very important condition—the offender must 

repent. 



Thesis 3a: Repentance is the one 

biblical condition of forgiveness.

� 2 Chronicles 7:14—Ifmy people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves 
and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from 
heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.

� Jeremiah 36:3—Perhaps when the people of Judah hear about every disaster I plan to 
inflict on them, each of them will turn from his wicked way; then I will forgive their 
wickedness and their sin.”

� Matthew 6:14–15—If you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will 
also forgive you. But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive your 
transgressions.

� 1 John 1:9—If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and 
purify us from all unrighteousness.

� Luke 17:3—If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him. If he sins 
against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, “I 
repent,” forgive him (so Matt 18:15–17). 



Thesis 3b: God sometimes refuses to 

forgive sin.

� Deuteronomy 29:18–21: Make sure there is no man or woman among 
you whose heart turns away from the LORD our God to go and worship 

the gods of those nations…. When such a person hears the words of this 

covenant and thinks, “I will be safe, even though I persist in going my 

own way,” the LORD will never be willing to forgive him; his wrath and 

zeal will burn against that man. All the curses written in this book will fall 

upon him, and the LORD will blot out his name from under heaven. The 

LORD will single him out from all the tribes of Israel for disaster, according 

to all the curses of the covenant written in this Book of the Law. 

� Joshua 24:19: Joshua said to the people,…“The LORD is a holy God; he 

is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins.



Thesis 3b: God sometimes refuses to 

forgive sin.

� 2 Kings 24:4: [Manasseh] filled Jerusalem with innocent blood, and the 
LORD was not willing to forgive. 

� Matthew 12:3: 1 I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, 
but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Anyone who 
speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who 
speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in 
the age to come.

� Mark 4:12: [Christ spoke in parables] “so that, ‘they may be ever seeing 
but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding.’ 
Otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!” 

� See also several the prayers of God’s people (Neh 4:5; Isa 2:9; Jer 18: 
23).



Preliminary Conclusion:

The counter-argument that God stands “ready to forgive,” is “swift to 

forgive,” and “abundant to forgive” (Exod 34:7; Num 14:18–19; Neh 9:17; 

Ps 86:5) inform us that we should be ready to instantly forgive sins as soon 

as repentance occurs; but the idea of automatically forgiving people 
while they are sinning or immediately after they have sinned, without 

seeking repentance, is a concept unknown in Scripture. And that is 

because forgiveness is fundamentally an act of reconciliation that cannot 

by definition be practiced alone. It is a mutual activity that necessarily 

involves TWO consenting parties (2 Cor 5:17–21). 



Thesis 3c: Forgiveness does not suspend 

justice or eliminate all consequences.

� Exodus 34:6–7—The LORD God is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, 
and abounding in lovingkindness and truth; He keeps loving-kindness for 
thousands and forgives iniquity, transgression and sin; yet he will by no means 
leave the guilty unpunished, visiting the iniquity of fathers on the children and 
on the grandchildren to the third and fourth generations.

� Psalm 99:8—O LORD our God, you were to Israel a forgiving God, though you 
punished their misdeeds.

� Leviticus 4–5 multiple times intimates that forgiveness is accompanied by 
restitution or payment (a fine or a penalty).

� The Example of David (again).

� The Restoration of fallen pastors, public officials, employees; the pardon of 
criminals, etc.



Summary: (Negatively)

God’s expectation that we forgive others as he has forgiven us
does not mean that we must (1) ignore or conceal sin (in fact, 
we must not), (2) let sins go unresolved, (3) endure sin silently, 
abandoning all hope of justice or relief. In fact, (4) if we forgive 
like God forgives, sometimes we won’t and in fact can’t forgive.



Summary (Positively): Forgiveness…

� …means that we should never harbor thoughts of vengeance or 

bitterness toward those who have sinned against us (Rom 12:19). This is 

not forgiveness per se, but it is a necessary prerequisite to forgiveness.

� …means that, like God, we must be swift to forgive whenever 

forgiveness is righteously sought (Ps 86:5).

� …means that once we forgive, we should “keep no record of wrongs” 

(1 Cor 13:5): our forgiveness should come with no “strings attached.”

� …also means that, like God, we may not cast aside the ideals of justice 

and prudence when we forgive, though mercy should also be common 

among us who have been forgiven much (Luke 18:21–35). Mercy is 

likewise not forgiveness per se, but routinely accompanies forgiveness.



Conclusion:

To forgive as God in Christ has forgiven us means that we must 
stand ready to reconcile from above (i.e., from the vantage of 
moral high ground of having been sinned against) whenever 
reconciliation is righteously sought from below (i.e., from the 
vantage of the moral low ground of having sinned).


