doctrine of forgiveness

I. Preliminary considerations.

A. It is clear from both the Old Testament and the New Testament that the doctrine of forgiveness is an essential part of God’s plan and occupies a very important place in theology.

B. What makes forgiveness so important is the matter of sin and the guilt that one contracts when he sins against God or others.

C. What makes sin and guilt issues before God is His absolute righteousness and justice; thus, He cannot ignore moral failure and sin but must act in righteousness and justice in order to maintain His perfect integrity.  Job 37:23; Ps. 33:4-5, 89:14; Ex. 34:7

D. In that regard, when Satan introduced sin into the universe, God was forced to deal with Him in righteousness and justice, which eventuated in a guilty verdict on Satan (and those angels that followed him); that condemnation was followed by a sentence of eternal death in the Lake of Fire.  Jn. 16:11; Matt. 25:41

E. Similarly, when Satan induced mankind to rebel against the clear commandment of God, God righteously and justly judged Adam and Eve by imputing their sins to their physical bodies; they contracted a sin nature which in turn produced spiritual death.  Gen. 2:17, 3:1-7; Rom. 5:12

F. For sinful mankind, the greatest news in all of history is that the eternal, sovereign, righteous, and just God formulated a plan by which He could offer forgiveness to all men without any violation of His own righteousness and justice.  Rom. 3:26
G. God has clearly revealed Himself to be a God of compassion and forgiveness.  Ex. 34:6-7; Num. 14:18; Ps. 86:5

H. Careful study of the Word of God reveals that God expects His children to emulate Him; thus, if God loves and forgives, then those who are His adopted children (Jn. 1:12) are expected to do the same.  Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13

I. Thus, forgiveness is a fundamental doctrine that is critical to the Christian way of life; the believer must understand the nature of God’s forgiveness if he is to enjoy the benefits of that forgiveness.

J. Additionally, believers must recognize that God’s desired dynamic within the Royal Family is greatly hindered when believers do not forgive; in that regard, forgiveness is critical to the matter of conflict resolution within the Royal Family.

K. The fact that the believer is going to experience antagonism and hostility in a fallen world should not come as a surprise.  Jn. 15:18-20

L. However, that conflict strikes closer to home when it does not originate from the source of demons and unbelievers but originates from other members of the Royal Family.  
Phil 3:18-19; ICor. 5:1ff; ITim. 1:19-20

M. Therefore, the ability to resolve conflicts via doctrinal principles is critical to the spiritual health and well-being of any local church.  Eph. 4:1-3

N. Knowing and applying the principles related to this matter of forgiveness is key to maintaining the unity of the Spirit in any local body.  Eph. 4:3
O. Although the two concepts are related, there is a distinct difference between forgiveness and reconciliation; one may forgive and not reconcile (based on various factors), but one cannot reconcile apart from forgiveness.

II. Vocabulary.

A. Hebrew vocabulary.

1. af'n" (nasa’), verb, to lift up, to take away; this verb is used both literally and figuratively. One of the figurative uses is found in regard to taking away sin and refers to the pardon or forgiveness of sin, iniquity, or transgression.  (Mic. 7:18) That passage also uses the verb rb;[] (‘abhar—pass over) to denote the forgiveness of sins.

2. xl;s' (salach), verb, 47X; all forms of this verb are only used of God to refer to His offer of pardon and forgiveness to the sinner; they are never used of humans forgiving others.  Isa. 55:7
a. xL's; (sallach), masc.adj. 1X, ready to forgive, forgiving.  Ps. 86:5

b. hx'ylis. (seliychah), fem. noun, 3X; forgiveness; only used of the forgiveness God offers.  Neh. 9:17; Ps. 130:4; Dan. 9:9
3. rp;K' (kaphar), verb, 102X; the only use of the Qal stem means to cover or to cover over.  (Gen. 6:14) All other usages are in the intensive stems and have the idea of atoning by offering a substitute.  The verb is always used in connection with the removal of sin.  Lev. 4:20,31
4. hs'K' (kasah), verb, literally, to cover over, to conceal or hide; in some contexts, it deals with the covering of sins, which is tantamount to forgiveness.  Ps. 32:1, 85:2
5. hx'm' (machah), verb, 36X; literally, to wipe or blot out; figuratively, the wiping away or blotting out of sins refers to God’s action in forgiveness.  Neh. 4:5; Ps. 51:1,9
6. rhej' (taher), verb, 98X; in the Qal stem, the verb means to be clean and is normally used of ceremonial cleanliness; in the intensive stems, it means to cleanse, purify, or pronounce clean.  Lev. 16:30

B. Greek vocabulary.

1. avfi,hmi (aphiemi), verb, 143X; the basic meaning of the verb is to dismiss someone or to send him away from one’s presence; it comes to have the idea of releasing someone from the moral or legal consequences of his actions.  Finally, it has the idea of remitting or forgiving sins.

2. a;fesij (aphesis), fem.noun, 17X; the act of freeing or liberating someone from something that confines him, to release from captivity; in a moral sense, it refers to the letting go of sins, freeing one from the obligation, guilt, or punishment for sins.
3. evpikalu,ptw (epikalupto), verb, 1X; similar to the Hebrew hs'K' (kasah); literally, to hide by covering; it is used figuratively for covering up or forgiving sin.  Rom. 4:7

4. cari,zomai (charizomai), verb, 23X; first, it means to give freely, to grant favor or grace to another; it is used in some contexts to denote the idea of demonstrating oneself to be gracious by forgiving or pardoning sins, gracing a person out.  IICor. 2:7; Col. 2:13
5. a;spondoj (aspondos), adjective, 1X, unforgiving, unwilling to reconcile with another, implacable.  IITim. 3:3
III. Definition and description.

A. Webster defines forgiveness as the act of forgiving or the state one enters when he has been forgiven; this doctrine will primarily focus on the active part of forgiving rather than the more passive idea of receiving forgiveness.

B. Webster defines the act of forgiving as giving up any claim to requital (something given in return, compensation) or retribution (dispensing punishment) upon the offender.

C. He goes on to state that forgiveness also involves the cessation of hostility or resentment toward the offender which often results from the wrong he has committed.

D. The first thing that this definition makes obvious is that there is a perpetrator, one who has committed a sin or an offense of some sort against another person or a sin against God.

E. The offended party has the right to satisfaction; thus, he has the moral and legal right to compensation and to the appropriate retribution for the wrong he has suffered.

F. Generally, dictionaries tend to focus on the legal or accounting aspects of forgiveness and often define it in terms of a legal pardon or the cancellation of a debt.

G. The Bible also tends to emphasize those things as well, focusing on the cancellation of the debt, (Col. 2:13-14) the action of forgetting the offense, and the refusal to harbor resentment. 

H. In that regard, it is readily observed that the Bible uses the imperative mood when dealing with the need for forgiveness, which means that forgiveness does not originate from the emotions but, rather, from an act of the will.  IICor. 12:13; Eph. 4:32

I. In other words, forgiveness is a choice that the believer can and must make if he expects to function properly and honorably in the Christian way of life.

J. While it has been suggested that one can only sin against God (based on David’s comment in the Psalms), the Bible makes it plain that people not only sin against God, they sin against other people as well.  Ps. 51:4 cf. Gen. 20:9, 42:22; Matt. 18:21; Lk. 17:3-4; ICor. 8:12

K. Just as offenses against the righteousness of God must be addressed if forgiveness is going to become a reality, even so, believers must be willing to address their own offenses, and those of others, as necessary.

IV. The forgiveness of God.

A. Ph1 forgiveness.

1. The necessity for forgiveness.

a. Mankind was created in a state of perfection and placed in a perfect environment; Adam and Eve were subjected to only one prohibition.  Gen. 2:17

b. Man was informed that violation of God’s command with respect to the Tree of Knowledge would result in death, which is the divine penalty that justice demanded for sin.  

c. Because Adam violated the righteousness of God, as the offended party, God had the right to demand the just satisfaction for sin; the satisfaction or penalty for sin is death (first, spiritual death, then physical death, and, in the extreme, eternal death).

d. When Adam violated the righteous command of God and sinned, that sin was imputed to the body that produced it; this produced a genetic alteration in the flesh of Adam which resulted in his spiritual death.  Rom. 5:12

e. The old sin nature was recognized by God as a sinful condition and was judged with spiritual death, just as God had warned it would be.  Gen. 2:17
f. As the sin nature reigned in the sphere of spiritual death, the natural result for all mankind was further sinning, resulting in greater guilt and more demand on the justice of God to judge those violations of His righteousness.  Rom. 5:20-21

g. Thus, with sin, mankind comes under the displeasure of God; as the offended party, God has the right to demand requital or retribution from the one who has violated His righteousness.

h. Because of spiritual death, mankind is unable to do anything to extricate itself from God’s wrath and God’s righteous judgment on mankind’s sins.  Eph. 2:1

2. The atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ provides the basis for forgiveness.

a. If God were to resolve the matter of sin, it should be evident that He could not do so in any fashion that violated any of His attributes (immutability applied).  Ps. 55:19; Mal. 3:6

b. Simply put, no matter how much God loved the world, He could not remain righteous and fail to address the violations of His righteousness.  Ex. 23:7, 34:7

c. The Old Testament makes it plain that the method for dealing with sin involved atonement for sin, resulting in the benefit of forgiveness.  Lev. 4:20,26

d. Some have expressed the fallacious idea that the atonement was actually accomplished by virtue of an animal sacrifice; however, the author of Hebrews clearly states that rituals do not remove sin or bring forgiveness.  Heb. 10:1-4

e. Rather, the animal sacrifices were simply rituals that provided a physical portrayal of the principle of substitutionary atonement on behalf of the guilty.

f. The English term atonement is literally derived from the idea of being at one; it refers to the act of bringing two opposing parties into a state of harmony or reconciliation.

g. It further involves the reality of providing a satisfactory reparation to the offended party who has the moral and legal right to demand satisfaction for the wrong suffered.

h. Beginning with Adam and Eve, it is evident that God dealt with sin by means of a substitutionary sacrifice; an innocent victim provided the covering Adam and Eve needed.  Gen. 3:21

i. What was seen in the Old Testament in terms of rituals and shadows is fulfilled in the New Testament by means of the perfect sacrifice of Christ, the substitute that made atonement.  IPet. 2:24

j. On the cross, between the hours of 12-3 PM, all the sins of all the members of the human race who had ever lived, or would ever live, were imputed to the body of Jesus Christ, where God judged them with spiritual death.  Matt. 20:28; IICor. 5:21

k. Thus, with sins having been addressed, any barrier between God and mankind has been removed; the offenses that God suffered from the source of human sins were removed.  Col. 2:13-14

l. Therefore, God’s displeasure toward mankind (due to its sin) was removed as well, along with any future claims for restitution or judgment.

m. In Christ, God reconciled the world to Himself positionally (IICor. 5:19) and has offered mankind the conditions of peace and forgiveness.  Acts 10:43

n. However, although mankind has been positionally reconciled to God, one does not receive that reconciliation and forgiveness experientially until such time as he accepts God’s terms in Christ.  Lk. 3:3; Acts 26:18

3. The results of forgiveness.

a. When Christ bore the sins of each individual on the cross, He removed them from consideration; God could then deal with people in terms of grace and mercy, since righteous and justice had been satisfied.

b. At the point of faith in Christ, each individual experientially receives forgiveness of all his sins.  Rom. 4:7; IJn. 2:12

c. In that regard, salvation is viewed as a bath which provides cleansing (forgiveness) from all the sins one committed prior to salvation.  Tit. 3:5

d. The displeasure of God is experientially removed as well. The believer is declared righteous, acquitted of all previous crimes, and enjoys the status of reconciliation (peace) and fellowship with God.  Rom. 3:22-24, 5:1; Col. 2:13; IJn. 1:3

e. There are two theological terms that deal with the issue of personal sins and their removal--propitiation and expiation.
1.) Propitiation deals with the matter of sins as they impact the righteousness and justice of God; propitiation means that the righteous demands God had against sin (death) are satisfied by virtue of the spiritual death of Christ on the cross.  IJn. 2:2
2.) Expiation refers to the actual removal of the legal guilt that one incurs when he sins; the same sacrifice of Christ that averted God’s righteous wrath also removes the guilt that results from sin.

f. In that regard, the vocabulary of propitiation and expiation comes from the same Greek verb i`la,skomai (hilaskomai), which means to cause one to be favorably disposed or inclined toward another.  Lk. 18:13; Heb. 2:17
1.) In terms of deity, it has the idea of wiping out or removing any impediments that cause alienation from God.

2.) The noun i`lasmo,j (hilasmos) refers to the instrument or means that brings about atonement or appeasement.  IJn. 2:2, 4:10
3.) The adjective i`lasth,rioj (hilasterios) can refer to either the means by which sins are forgiven and God is satisfied, or to the place where one can gain forgiveness.  Rom. 3:25; Heb. 9:5
4.) In that regard, the adjective is used some 21 times in the Septuagint to denote the place of forgiveness in the tabernacle--the mercy seat.  Lev. 16:14-15
5.) What is clear is that the ritual of placing blood (from the substitutionary sacrifice) upon the altar to gain God’s favor is analogous to believing in the spiritual sacrifice of Christ, which is the real means of propitiation.  Rom. 3:25
g. Therefore, at the point of salvation, the believer should recognize that he has been reconciled to God, has peace with God, is not subject to God’s wrath, and has been acquitted of his sins and the guilt associated with them.

h. The Scriptures make it plain that when God forgives the sins of people, He also chooses to forget those sins: He refuses to call them to mind or dwell on them.  
Job 11:6; Isa. 38:17, 43:25; Micah 7:18-19

i. In an interesting incident, Jesus makes it clear that there is some correlation between the pre-salvation status of people (in terms of their relative sinfulness and need for forgiveness) and the post-salvation orientation to the plan of God.  Lk. 7:37-47

B. Ph2 forgiveness.  IJn. 1:9

1. Following salvation Ph1, the believer is still in possession of a functional and active sin nature which has not changed in any way at salvation and which certainly has not been eradicated.  Rom. 6:1; IJn. 1:8

2. Thus, the believer will continue to commit personal sins following salvation.  ITim. 5:20; IJn. 1:10

3. Although the believer has been adopted into God’s family and shares in all the great blessings of salvation, God has not changed His views with respect to sin and the necessity of judgment on it.  

4. Since God is immutable and has no experiential knowledge of sin, He cannot have or maintain fellowship with one who  has sinned.  Isa. 59:2

5. However, given that all the believer’s sins have already been legally and morally addressed at the cross through the sacrifice of Christ, God only requires the simple, non- meritorious act of confession of sin, which provides temporal forgiveness.

6. Although the Old Testament prescribed a series of rituals for dealing with sins, it should be clear that rituals cannot remove sin or guilt.  Heb. 10:1-2; IPet. 3:21
7. Thus, one may observe the fact that Old Testament believers recognized that confession of sin was the principal issue, and not the offering of a ritual sacrifice.  Ps. 32:5, 38:18, Ps. 51; Prov. 28:13

8. Jesus Christ has already atoned for any sin a believer commits; the law of double jeopardy indicates that no one can be legally charged with the same crime at a later time.

9. This is something that is addressed in any good system of justice; the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution prohibits re-prosecution after acquittal, and/or subsequent prosecution after conviction.

10. Therefore, when the believer acknowledges his sin before God, he is citing the legal precedent that satisfaction has been made for that sin by God’s Son.

11. God does the same thing each time (faithful) any one of His children sins and acknowledges any sin to Him; He righteously forgives that sin and cleanses (forgives) the believer for any other sins he may have committed. 

12. Thus, when a believer sins and confesses that sin to God, he should recognize that 
God instantly restores him to fellowship; God also removes the guilt that the believer incurred for said sin or sins.

13. Thus, if God has forgiven the believer based on the perfect work of Jesus Christ regarding sins, it is logical for the believer to acknowledge God’s choice, put the matter behind him, and forgive himself.  Phil. 3:13

14. In Old Testament typology regarding Ph2 forgiveness, rebound is taught by means of the washing of an extremity (hands or feet); thus, the bath points to Ph1 forgiveness, while washing an extremity is a ritual way of teaching Ph2 cleansing.  Ex. 30:18-19

15. The very critical nature of rebound as a function of the believer/priest is seen in the dire warning that was given to the Levitical priests (Ex. 30:20-21) and in what Jesus told Peter in the upper room.  Jn. 13:8

V. The forgiveness of others. 

A. The model for, and extent of, forgiveness.

1. God has revealed that He is a God of forgiveness, and the believer is exhorted to emulate his Heavenly Father by manifesting the same willingness to forgive.  Neh. 9:17; 
Ps. 86:5, 130:4; Matt. 5:48

2. Although the context in Matthew 5 is specifically dealing with those who are enemies (those who engage in persecuting the believer), the substance is very similar to the matter of forgiving others.

3. If God (who is perfect, righteous, and just) is willing to forgive the sins of the believer, what right does an imperfect, sinful believer have to withhold forgiveness from those who sin against him?  

4. However, it will be observed that even God does not always choose to forgive; there are some exceptions to God’s forgiveness.  Josh. 24:19; IIKings 24:4; Isa. 22:12-14  

5. The God/Man is set forth as the example of suffering at the hands of others and manifesting the willingness to forgive.  Jn. 13:13-15: IPet. 2:21-23

a. From His deity, Jesus forgave the sins of others, which people rightly recognized was strictly the prerogative of God.  Matt. 9:2-6, 12:32

b. In His humanity, Jesus was tested as believers are; He lived in the Devil’s world and was subjected to the offenses of others.  Heb. 2:18, 4:15

c. Nevertheless, He practiced forgiveness toward those who failed in His direction, not holding their sins against them.  Lk. 23:34

d. However, it is evident that while Jesus did not hold people’s offenses against them, He also did not simply gloss over them, but provided a corrective as needed.  Mk. 8:32-33; Lk. 10:38-42

6. The parable Jesus offers in response to Peter’s question about the number of times he was to extend forgiveness also emphasizes that God expects His people to forgive as often as is necessary.  Matt. 18:21-34

a. The king represents God the Father, while the slave who owed ten thousand talents represents all unbelievers; the debt owed was overwhelming and could never be repaid.

b. This is designed to portray the fact that the unbeliever has amassed a sin debt against God for which he can never atone.  Eph. 2:1

c. A talent was a huge sum of money, equal to 6,000 denarii, which was equivalent to slightly more than 16 years of labor; ten thousand talents represented a debt that was so large that it could never be repaid.
d. Even if the king sold the debtor along with his wife, children, and all that he had, the proceeds would not satisfy the massive debt; thus, it points to the desperate plight from which the slave could not deliver himself.

e. However, the king graciously took pity on the man and canceled his debt, which is analogous to God forgiving the sin debt of the unbeliever at salvation.

f. However, that believer proceeded to find another slave, who represents a fellow believer; this is deduced from Jesus’ final statement about forgiving one’s brother.  Matt. 18:35

g. The amount that the second slave owed the first was trivial when it was compared to the amount that the first slave owed the king.

h. This is designed to portray the reality that imperfect believers cannot offend the sensibilities of other believers more than each believer has violated the righteous standards of the perfect God.

i. Whatever sins may be committed against a believer pale in comparison to the sins each believer commits against God, both in number and, often, in degree.

j. The unmerciful approach to the second believer, viciously attacking him and offering him no chance to explain, is analogous to a believer who will not forgive someone who has sinned against him.

k. One irony in this is that the second slave used identical vocabulary and made an almost identical request to what the first slave had made toward the king.

l. One key to interpreting the parable is found in verse 30, which emphasizes the unwillingness of the slave to forgive the debt rather than his ability to forgive.

m. This is critical to the doctrine of forgiveness; each believer should be willing to forgive other believers based on the forgiveness he has already received from God.

n. The fellow slaves represent other believers who observe this behavior and whose sensibilities are offended by the lack of grace, mercy, or compassion they see in the first slave.

o. They involved themselves in the matter and reported to the king what had happened; this is analogous to believers praying about this type of injustice and lack of grace orientation.

p. The king summoned the first slave and reminded him about how he had been treated, referring to the forgiving of the debt as an act of compassion or mercy.  
Matt. 18:32-33

q. Further, it is evident from the king’s words that the manner in which he dealt with the first slave in forgiveness and mercy was the manner in which he expected the first slave to operate.

r. This is designed to teach that after God has forgiven the unbeliever, He expects those who have been the recipients of His forgiveness to act in precisely the same manner toward other believers.  Matt. 18:22

s. The king responded with anger, which in this case must be understood as justifiable righteous indignation and not capricious or sinful anger.

t. This is analogous to the fact that believers who will not forgive other believers are at odds with the righteousness of God, as well as at odds with His love, mercy, compassion, and grace.

u. The parable ends in verse 34 with the fact that the king turned the slave over to the torturers; the Greek term basanisth,j (basanistes--torturer) is used only here and refers to one who uses torment or torture to extract the truth, a merciless and oppressive inquisitor.
v. Verse 35 begins with the adverb ou[twj (houtos--thus), which is used to refer to what precedes and has the idea of in this manner, thus, or so.
w. Jesus directly states that there is a strict correlation between how the king dealt with the first slave and how His Heavenly Father will deal with those who will not choose to forgive.
x. Since the torturers were external means of dealing with the merciless slave, it seems best to understand this as God using external means to torment the believer who will not forgive; this would certainly include demonic oppression but may include other external types of torment in cosmos diabolicus.  ICor. 5:5; ITim. 1:20
y. It is apparent that Jesus does not see any contradiction between the actions of a God who forgives so readily and generously and a God who punishes unforgiveness so mercilessly.
B. The need for forgiveness.

1. The Bible makes it plain that all people come into this world in a fallen condition; that sinful nature continues to exist, producing the only thing it can produce.

2. Although all sin is, by definition, committed against the righteousness of God (Ps. 51:4), it is clear that people can also sin against other people.  Gen. 42:22; ISam. 19:4; 
Matt. 18:21

3. These sins against others may be done in ignorance or cognizance, willingly or unwillingly, and with or without malice aforethought; nevertheless, they are still offenses against others and should be acknowledged as such.

4. Since personal conflicts can arise quickly and easily, it should not be surprising that offenses will arise in the local church among otherwise oriented believers.  Acts 15:36-39; Phil. 4:2

5. Because the root of bitterness is such a destructive force in any organization, believers must learn how to resolve conflicts according to the principles of the truth and not according to cosmic principles or human viewpoint.  Heb. 12:15

6. Therefore, the need for forgiveness will be manifested on two fronts; the believer may sin against others and need forgiveness, or others may sin against the believer and he will be challenged to forgive.

7. The procedure for when the believer needs to be forgiven.  Matt. 5:23-24

a. The immediate context of this passage is one that deals with the issue of anger and bitterness, which are the mental attitude sins that lead to hatred and the overt sin of murder.  Matt. 5:21-22

b. It is evident that this section (Matt. 5:21-24) deals with issues of hostility and fractured relationships; thus, Jesus focuses on the importance of resolving conflicts and effecting reconciliation.

c. If a believer is concerned about monitoring and controlling the mental attitude of anger and hatred in himself (and he should be), he should be no less concerned about engendering anger and strife in others.

d. In this immediate context, Jesus focuses on a fractured relationship and the need to reconcile it before engaging in the worship of God.  

e. Many interpreters have recognized that the brother in view is another believer rather than a blood relative.

f. The Greek phrase e;cei ti kata. sou/ (echei ti kata sou—has something against you) is general enough but is focusing on some sinful offense the believer has committed against another believer.  Matt. 5:23
g. Given the context of anger and hatred, it would seem that what is in view involves an angry dispute with another believer that has not resolved but has been left to fester.
h. However, the phrase is general enough to apply to any situation in which the believer violates the spiritual sensibilities of another believer; this is also seen in the concept of the stumbling block.  Matt. 18:6-7
i. The importance of reconciliation and obtaining forgiveness is evident, since one is commanded to interrupt his worship of God and get the issue resolved first; the implication is that unresolved conflict interferes with the believer’s ability to effectively worship God.
j. The aorist imperative of the verb dialla,ssw (diallasso--reconcile) is a command to seek a restored relationship, to come back into harmony with someone from whom one has become alienated.  Matt. 5:24
k. What is directly stated, and is doctrinally obvious, is that the initiative to reconcile does not lie only with the offended believer, the responsibility also lies with the believer who caused the offense (sinned against his brother).
l. Thus, if a believer becomes aware that he has offended another believer by his words or actions, the offender is responsible to apologize to his brother for whatever part he may have had in the conflict. 
m. Therefore, if a believer is aware that he has offended another believer, his priority is to confess his part in the matter and seek the forgiveness of the offended brother.
n. It should be pointed out that if there is a conflict between two believers, both have the responsibility to address the issue, reconcile the conflict, and continue living the Christian way of life.
8. The procedure for the believer who is the object of the sin or sins of others: This believer needs to forgive.  Mk. 11:25; Matt. 18:15-18

a. The Bible makes it abundantly clear that believers are going to suffer offenses, which may come from unbelievers on the outside or those within the Royal Family.  
IPet. 2:12, 4:4; Acts 15:39; ITim. 1:18-19

b. The Bible also makes it clear that the believer is to be willing to forgive those who wrong him, since this is the attitude that God manifests.  Ps. 86:5, 130:3-4
c. There is a general sense in which the believer must be willing to forgive those who sin against him; he must refuse to hold grudges and refuse to become bitter or engage in revenge tactics.  Eph. 4:31-32; Heb. 12:15
d. However, it is too much to say that reconciliation is possible with everyone on every occasion, regardless of whether or not the matters of repentance and confession are addressed.  ICor. 5:1ff; ITim. 1:19-20

e. In other words, the blessings and benefits of forgiveness (reconciliation) are not guaranteed automatically to everyone apart from taking into account the matters of personal responsibility, accountability, and repentance.  

1.) First, although God has provided the potential for salvation for all men positionally, there is no actual reconciliation for those who do not orient to God’s terms of peace by exercising faith in Christ.  Jn. 8:24; Acts 10:43

2.) Second, even after salvation, there is no biblical evidence of temporal forgiveness for those who will not engage in the non-meritorious action of acknowledging their sins to the Father.  IJn. 1:9

3.) Third, when teaching about this matter of forgiveness and the need for the believer to forgive others, Jesus indicated that repentance was a factor in whether or not reconciliation could be effected.  Lk. 17:3-4

4.) Fourth, later in Matthew, Jesus provided an example in which the believer was not necessarily to extend forgiveness immediately.  Matt. 18:15-18

f. Nevertheless, the believer must have the mental attitude willingness to forgive and to refuse to hold grudges; however, overt forgiveness and reconciliation are contingent upon one or both parties acknowledging the offense and seeking to reconcile it.

g. Generally speaking, the believer is to have the attitude that he is willing to forgive, and be should be disposed to absorb most offenses, relate them to God, forget them, and move on with his Christian life.  

h. However, this matter of accountability among believers has not been addressed in many local churches, either out of ignorance, difficulty of application, or some exaggerated view of the privacy of the priesthood.

i. There are clearly times when the offense is so egregious (excessive, flagrant, outrageous) that the believer cannot simply accept it and maintain his spiritual equilibrium; in short, forgiveness and reconciliation are not possible apart from confronting the offender.  Matt. 18:15-18

1.) The context again deals with one who is a brother and should be understood as referring to any fellow believer.

2.) The context and the language used would seem to limit this to one particular assembly (the local church, in this dispensation), so this passage is not to be applied to every situation that exists in the world; it is not a mandate for a believer to police everyone else.  ICor. 5:13

3.) There is a textual issue regarding whether or not the prepositional phrase eivj se. (eis se—against you) is original (most likely, it is not); nevertheless, the very nature of this passage would suggest that this is a personal problem between two believers in the same assembly.
4.) Although the initial part of the verse is a third-class condition (it is presumed to be true), the two imperatives that follow would only be carried out if an offense actually has occurred.

5.) While it is not stated exactly which sin is in view, the rest of the passage indicates that it has to be significant enough to involve other believers and the leadership of the local church, if need be.

6.) Thus, this passage is not a justification for pursuing believers for minor slights, offenses, or failures; it is not to become a forum for venting frustrations or pursuing some personal vendetta.

7.) In fact, as with other matters of discipline in the Bible, the purpose is not retribution but remediation (correcting a fault or offense), reconciliation, and restoration.  ITim. 1:20; Heb. 12:10-11

8.) While not stated in this passage, the believer should approach this as he would any other test; he should first pray about it, seek Divine guidance, seek God’s timing, and make certain that he has the proper mental attitude.

9.) The initial attempt to resolve the problem is to be done in private, which certainly indicates that the offended believer is not to involve others; involving others often occurs when one is seeking to justify his position and convince others that he is right.
10.) Rather, the believer should respect the privacy of the offending believer and offer him an opportunity in grace to address the matter privately.

11.) In some cases, the offending believer may respond to the private rebuke, recognize his error, apologize for his offense, and resolve the conflict; in fact, that is the best-case scenario.

12.) The last statement in verse 15 uses the verb kerdai,nw (kerdaino--won), which means to acquire something by one’s effort or investment; this indicates that the effort necessary to reconcile the offense has been a worthwhile investment of one’s time and energy.  Ps. 133:1
13.) Verse 16 continues the teaching by using a third-class condition that is presumed to be true; it is true based on the fact that an imperative follows it.
14.) This second phase in attempting to reconcile the offense is one in which the offender has forfeited the strict right to his privacy; other believers are now going to become involved in the matter.
15.) The purpose of the witnesses is that they act as impartial observers to confirm the veracity of the offense and to be witnesses to the fact that the offended believer is attempting to reconcile the situation.  Deut. 19:15
16.) It would not be necessary for the witnesses to have observed the original offense (it would seem unlikely that they had); what would be necessary is that they confirm a good-faith attempt at reconciliation, observe the response of the offender, and contribute their voices in the exhortation to reconcile.
17.) Additionally, their presence would provide corroborative testimony to the local church, should the leadership be forced to take further action.
18.) If the offender responds in a favorable manner, changes his mind, and acknowledges his fault, the matter must end there.
19.) However, verse 17 begins with another third-class condition which is also assumed as true, since it is followed by an imperative that instructs the offended believer as to how to proceed if the first two attempts are not successful.
20.) Although the verb parakou,w (parakouo--listen) first means to hear alongside or to eavesdrop; it has a secondary nuance of not paying attention to something, ignoring someone, or refusing to listen or obey.
21.) It is somewhat stronger than the simple verb avkou,w (akouo—listen to) used in the previous verse; it is used in the Septuagint to convey the idea of transgression or disobedience.  Esther 3:3, “transgressing”; Isa. 65:12, “did not listen”
22.) Therefore, what is evident by this time is that this is a believer who is intentionally unrepentant, unreasonable, and obstinate.
23.) The matter has now escalated to the point where the local body is going to be involved and affected.
24.) Since there is no actual mechanic given for how the offended believer is to report this to the local church, it makes sense that the leadership is first notified, since this matter now involves the potential for church discipline.
25.) The first reason for this is that there is no scripture that supports the idea that any believer has the authority to independently enforce corporate discipline upon another believer.
26.) The offended believer needs to have the force of authority on his side if the matter has escalated to the point of corporate discipline since the command to separate from the offender must be addressed to all.  ITim. 5:20; IIThess. 3:6
27.) The final statement about treating the unrepentant offender as a Gentile or a tax collector is essentially a command for corporate separation to be enforced on him.  
28.) The first reason is that this person obviously refuses to function in a manner that normal believers and the church leadership see as the spiritually reasonable way to act.
29.) Secondly, ridding the local body of this sort of person is a warning to other believers who might be infected with a similar implacable spirit and who may act in a similar manner.  Tit. 3:10; ITim. 5:20
30.) What is very clear is that without repentance and confession to the offended party, reconciliation is not to be offered to this person by any believer in the community.
31.) While separation does not forbid all contact with the offender (for some, it may be unavoidable), it does forbid offering any fellowship, intimacy, social life, approval, aid, or comfort.  IIThess. 3:14-15
32.) It is clear from verse 17 (as well as other New Testament passages) that the local church has the power and authority to execute corporate discipline, including the most severe form--excommunication.  ICor. 5:1ff; IIThess. 3:6ff
33.) Verse 18 contains a promise from the Lord which indicates that as the local body applies these difficult doctrines biblically and correctly, God will approve and support their decisions.
C. The results of failure to forgive others.

1. As was seen in the previous parable, one horrific result of failing to forgive is that God will use various external forces to oppress/torture the unforgiving believer in time.  
Matt. 18:35

2. As Jesus made plain in the Model Prayer, the believer who will not forgive others must recognize that God will not provide the cleansing and forgiveness that he needs.  
Matt. 6:12,14-15

3. Thus, it becomes evident that the believer cannot effectively get back into fellowship if he harbors unforgiveness toward others.  

4. Logically, then, the believer who cannot get into fellowship cannot apply doctrine effectively; he cannot produce Divine Good which forms the basis for his eternal rewards.

5. Therefore, since he cannot produce Divine Good, he cannot glorify God in time and will lose whatever rewards he could have accrued had he been in fellowship.  ICor. 3:15

6. Those who will not forgive other believers for their failures will manifest their refusal to forgive by engaging in bitterness, hatred, anger, implacability, and other destructive mental attitudes.

7. Add to these sins the potential verbal and overt sins that believers may commit, which may include gossip, maligning, slander, and abusive speech; this may move into the realm of overt revenge tactics that may even include murder.

8. The believer who will not forgive may often resort to revenge tactics, attempting to poison those around him with his litany of complaints that are aimed at the offending brother.  James 4:11

9. Even if a believer’s cause is legitimate and he is in the right, his failure to forgive or attempt to reconcile the situation rather than engage in gossip or maligning will place him under God’s judgment.  James 5:9

10. Additionally, this type of believer often becomes the cause of dissension and strife in a local church, allowing the root of bitterness to sprout and adversely affecting other growing believers by destroying the unity of the Spirit.  Heb. 12:15; Phil. 2:1-3

11. Apart from the spiritual problems that arise in the life of one who will not forgive, there are mental, emotional, and even physical ramifications for those living under the arrogance, bitterness, and implacability that unforgiveness brings.

12. Those that will not forgive may manifest physical symptoms like headaches, stomach issues like ulcers, insomnia, and tension, which may lead to aggravation of any existing physical problems.

13. Emotionally, the one that will not forgive often becomes hypercritical of others; unforgiveness can be manifested by anger, resentment, anxiety, fear, depression, and other destructive emotions.

14. Given these realities, the very destructive nature of unforgiveness becomes obvious.

D. The blessings of forgiveness.

1. Since forgiveness is one of the Royal Imperatives, those that are obedient will come under the approbation of God and glorify Him in time.  Jer. 7:23

2. The willingness to forgive others also spares the believer the negative consequences (listed above) of not forgiving.  

3. When the believer forgives appropriately, he is emulating his Heavenly Father and acting in the same manner as his Savior, both of whom are the standards for forgiveness. 
Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13

4. The ongoing practice of forgiving others ensures that the believer can employ the rebound technique, get in fellowship, apply doctrine, and accrue SG3.  Matt. 6:14-15

5. When forgiveness is practiced among those in the Royal Family, the benefits of reconciliation and peace are manifested in the assembly.  IICor. 13:11; IIPet. 3:14

6. Once again, these qualities of forgiveness, reconciliation, and peaceful interpersonal relationships are critical to maintaining peace and the unity of the Spirit.  Eph. 4:3,13; 
Ps. 133:1

VI. Concluding observations.

A. The perfect person and work of Christ, who offered Himself as a substitutionary sacrifice by bearing the sins of the world, provided the potential for all mankind to experience the eternal forgiveness of God.  Mk. 10:45; ITim. 2:6

B. Following salvation, all believers continue to possess a functional and active sin nature which produces violations of God’s righteousness; nevertheless, God graciously chooses to forgive upon the simple non-meritorious condition of confession.  IJn. 1:8-10

C. As a general rule, believers are to maintain an attitude of forgiveness toward those that sin against them, resisting mental attitude sins, verbal sins, and overt revenge tactics.  
Rom. 12:18-19

D. As with the Father’s example, there are to be no limits placed on forgiveness, regardless of the number of offenses or the personal nature of those offenses.  Matt. 18:21-22

E. Any believer who does not operate consistently under the mandate to forgive will not only suffer the negative effects in his personal life and his interpersonal relationships, he will forfeit the ability to continue to grow spiritually.  Matt. 6:14-15

F. If any believer encounters another believer who is actively manifesting the refusal to forgive someone, the following doctrinal advice is in order:
1. Do not become involved by giving the maladjusted believer an audience as he marshals his arguments as to why he is justified in his disobedience toward God.  

2. Do not entertain his complaints about the object of his unforgiveness, recognizing that his refusal to forgive places him out of fellowship, which almost certainly guarantees that his views are distorted by his own sin nature.  

3. Recognize that God is not generally a fan of those who complain about Him, or about other believers, since this is an activity consistent with that of Satan.  Num. 11:1; 
Job 7:11; 
James 5:9; Rev. 12:10

4. Even if the offense was real and intended, inform him that God has provided a biblical remedy for addressing this type of problem.  Matt. 18:15-17

G. The real problem is that many believers have heard this doctrine but simply will not apply it when offenses arise; rather, they engage under the sin nature, put themselves out of fellowship, and often adversely affect other believers.

H. Unfortunately, when a believer manifests the root of bitterness (refusal to forgive), he becomes a source of division in the local church; sadly, if there is not a change of mind, he will place himself under the doctrine of separation.  Heb. 12:15; Rom. 16:17-18

I. Adjusted believers are to be discerning about these types of matters and seek to offer spiritual help when they observe someone struggling with unforgiveness or any other sin.  
Gal. 6:1-2

J. In fact, Jesus pronounced a blessing upon those who would aid others who were struggling with issues of forgiveness and reconciliation.  Matt. 5:9

K. The Greek noun eivrhnopoio,j (eirenopoios—lit., to make or do peace) refers to those who seek to reconcile two parties that have some issue dividing them, those who seek to restore friendly and peaceful relations.
L. Joseph forms a great example of a believer who suffered greatly at the hands of others but ultimately applied the doctrine, forgave, and was blessed with reconciliation.  Gen. 37, 50:19

M. Paul warns that one of the characteristics of the last days would be the refusal of people to forgive or to do the things necessary for reconciliation; implacability is clearly a vice that believers are to avoid.  IITim. 3:3

N. In short, that person is so arrogant as to think that he is actually more righteous than God, who offers forgiveness and reconciliation to all.  
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