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HONEYCOMB 1/1 (July 2000): 1-10

Forgiving Those who Trespass Against Us

Russell H BOWERS, Jr.

othing is more important when we think about our
Nrelationship with God than is the matter of forgiveness.

Because we are sinners, forgiveness is essential if we are to
enjoy any fellowship with a holy God. But will God truly
forgive sinful people? If we do come to experience God’s
forgiveness, how should that inform our relations with those who
wrong us? How freely, genuinely, completely, and repeatedly
should we forgive them? Should our forgiveness know any limits?
Does it erase any and all consequences of the sin we have
forgiven?

This article will not discuss God’s forgiveness of us as
much as it will discuss our forgiveness of others. It will assume
that in Christ forgiveness is full and free—that our sin is removed
*“as far as the east is from the west” and “remembered against us no
more.” Using God’s pardon as a pattern, this article will explore
how the forgiven individual should treat someone who sins against
him..

Giving a name to evil.

What name should we give to those occasions when we
disobey God or wrong other people? Those which require
forgiveness must be called sin. They are not merely mistakes.
People do make mistakes, with varying degrees of guilt attached
when they do. Nor are we talking about Auman nature and the
limitations we face simply because we are human. It is true that as
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we live among our brother and sister human beings we often have
to correct their mistakes and be patient with their human
limitations. But what we will need to forgive is their sins. Sin
implies a choice to do what is wrong-—something the one who does
it either does know or should know is wrong. People are more than
machines who have to act the way they do simply because they are
made that way. At times we must choose to act against what would
for the moment give us power or pleasure, or against what other
people are thinking or doing, so that we can do what is right. A
person who finds himself in the middle of a mob of people looting
or killing must resist going along with what they are doing. The
individual has a choice; to choose to join the mob is sin.

The fact that sin exists means that there must be actions
which are always right or always wrong. There must be a law, and
someone who creates and enforces that law. That lawgiver is God.
We cannot define “right” and “wrong” on the basis of how the
people in power define them. If we do, then the terrible actions of
people like Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot were “right,” because they
defined them as being “right.” No, the standard of “right” and
“wrong” must come from outside man himself or the opinions
which happen to be popular at the time. The standard is found in
the unchanging character of God, as he reveals himself in scripture.

Biblical words further teach us about sin’s nature. It is
“missing” a goal or way (RN, QPOPTIQ), “perversion” or
“twistedness” (JW), “rebellion” or ‘“‘transgression” (YWD,
nopd Booig), “injustice” (AdLKiA), “lawlessness” (BVopial), and
a “fall” (mopantopa). Theologically, sin is when we do not
measure up to the will and moral character of God. Because we are
responsible for our actions, sinners incur “guilt” (QWX, €&voyog
[adj.]). Guilt means that sin is not beyond our control—we choose
to sin. We cannot blame either our DNA, our upbringing, the
people around us, or Satan. Attempting to evade blame is
something that is natural for us to do. Adam and Eve tried to do
that after the first human sin. But we are guilty and therefore
answerable for our crimes.
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God’s reaction.

If the way God deals with our sin is to provide the example
of how we should deal with others’ sins, we must observe what the
Bible teaches about how God reacts. Briefly, God responds with
(1) wrath and judgment, and then (2) an offer of grace. We must
not ignore God’s first reaction of wrath in our rush to enjoy God’s
second reaction of grace.

Sometimes, however, we do fail to speak seriously enough
of God’s wrath and judgment of sin. But this is both an Old
Testament (Psalm 2:5, 12; Lamentations 2:2, 4) and a New
Testament (Romans 1:18; 2:5, 8; Ephesians 2:3; 5:6; Revelation
6:16, 17; 16:1, 19; 19:15) teaching. In His holiness God will judge
sin; in His justice He will do so fairly. The rich and powerful will
receive no special treatment in God’s court. God’s wrath and
judgment are not trivial matters, because as Hebrews 10:31 says,
“it is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”

Having announced his hatred and approaching judgment of
sin, God turns and offers forgiveness through Christ. This is the
gospel Christians value so highly. God’s holiness and justice move
Him to judge, while His love prompts Him to reconcile the sinner.
The interplay between the need to judge and the urge to forgive is
captured by Ezekiel—“1 will judge you, each one according to his
ways, declares the Sovereign Yahweh. Repent! Turn away from
all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid
yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new
heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I
take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign
Yahweh. Repent and live!” (18:30-32).

What we must do to avoid the judgment God threatens and
instead enjoy the forgiveness he offers is described by the words
“confession,” “repentance,” and “faith.” These three words
describe parts of what is really a single reaction. The source of the
Greek word OULOAOYE® confess is two words which when put
together mean “to say the same.” Therefore its definitions include
“agree, admit, confess, declare (publicly), acknowledge.” To “say
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the same” thing regarding our sin that God says means to admit
that what we have done is sin (and neither an innocent mistake or
the fault of limited human nature), that it is wicked, and that it
deserves God’s judgment. Biblical confession is neither reciting a
list of things we may have done wrong without really thinking
about it, nor is it a hazy general admission “I have sinned.” Itis a
specific acknowledgment, with the same sense of sin’s seriousness
as God expresses. “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but
whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy” (Proverbs
28:13).

Repentance—the word Ezekiel uses—means a complete
change of mind which results in a change of our lives. I had one
way of thinking, one set of values, one way of behaving; I now aban-
don these and think, value, and act in the opposite direction.
Repentance may include grief, but grief is not its chief
component—its chief component is a change of mind and life.
Luke clearly shows that repentance precedes forgiveness (13:1-5;
24:47). Thus, though God forgives it does not come easily even for
the sinner, let alone for God who paid sin’s price. If we understand
confession and repentance in this way, it should silence critics who
suggest that the Christian gospel offers a cheap forgiveness based
on a lighthearted understanding of sin’s seriousness.

Forgiveness is further tied to faith. Faith means that I rely
upon the grace that God offers through the death and resurrection
of Jesus of Nazareth. Even though it might seem unlikely that the
majestic and holy God should think kindly toward sinners, he in
fact wants to forgive and reconcile us, and by faith we accept the
offer he extends through his son. This is faith.

Based on Christ’s sacrifice, God forgives when we confess,
repent, believe. The biblical words which describe forgiveness are as
rich as those which describe sin. The most common Old
Testament word is 1YY “to forgive, pardon” (always with God as
the subject). Also used are mp'; “to lift up, bear or carry, take
away,” 183 to cover over, pacify, make propitiation,” 92¥ “to pass
over, overlook, forgive,” and NNR “to wipe or blot out.” The New
Testament overwhelmingly uses & $inpL “to let go, send away,
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cancel, remit, pardon,” but also employs xopifopot “to act
graciously,” &TOAVW “to set free, release, pardon, send away,
dismiss,” 1Aew¢ “gracious, merciful,” and TA.PeCLE “passing
over, letting go unpunished.” These words point out to us different
facets of “the incomparable riches of [God’s] grace, expressed in
his kindness to us in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:7).

Our imitation of God’s pattern.

How should we use God’s pattern of dealing with sin to
direct how we respond when wronged? First, we must give the
wrong its proper name. When someone sins against me I must call
it sin. I must help the one who has done the wrong to see that it is
sin. Jesus instructed, “If your brother sins against you, go and
show him his fault” (Matthew 18:15). He has a fault, name it a
fault, and show him that it is a fault. I must not ignore it, leave it
unnamed, and allow it to continue to anger me. Jesus’ instruction
reminds us of Leviticus 19:17—“Do not hate your brother in your
heart. Rebuke your neighbor frankly so you will not share in his
guilt.” Leaving sin unnamed and unconfronted allows it to simmer
into hatred, so that sin has multiplied. Because I am nurturing ill-
will toward another person, now I am as guilty as he. So the first
step in dealing with sin is to name it as sin.

To illustrate, an unfortunate pattern among many
Cambodians in the years following Pol Pot has been to deny or
ignore the past. Too painful to face, Khmer Rouge crimes have
been essentially dismissed from the conscious mind, leaving its
victims to fight against them alone and subconsciously, and so fall
prey to depression and post-traumatic stress syndrome. “Let
bygones be bygones,” some people suggest. But mass torture and
murder are not “bygones.” They are sins, they are crimes—and
they need to be named such if healing is ever to take place.

Once a “fault” or “sin” has been named, we must face its
seriousness. A sin which is left unaddressed and unforgiven
shatters any sense of goodwill among family, friends, and
neighbors. One reason to confront the sin, then, is to mend
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relationships. Ignoring it allows a division to continue and grow.
Confronting with a view to correcting also helps us fight the
temptation to seek personal revenge, which is clearly forbidden in
scripture (Romans 12:17-21).

As I confront my brother with his sin, my goal—as
God’s—is to urge him to repent so that I may extend my
forgiveness. Jesus’ command to “show him his fault” is followed
by “If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.” The rift
is healed. Elsewhere Jesus expands this idea: “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” (Luke 17:3-4).

If human forgiveness is to match God’s it must be 1)
sought by the offended party (Luke 19:10), 2) extended generously
(Psalm 103:12), 3) extended permanently (Hebrews 10:17), 4)
extended repeatedly (Luke 17:4), and 5) extended even to those
who have sinned atrociously (2 Chronicles 33:9-13).

Forgiveness vs. consequences.

Forgiveness both cancels the judicial punishment which
the sin deserved and allows the relationship between offender and
one offended to be restored. But these do not necessarily mean that
all the consequences of the sin are erased. If a woman should
choose to wallow in drunkenness for years and then repent, God
will forgive the sin, but not necessarily replace her damaged liver
and restore her health. If a man should choose to beat his wife and
neglect his children, God can forgive that sin but will neither
restore the years lost nor erase the memories of what he has done.
Forgiveness does not necessarily erase consequences.

The Bible shows that this is true. When David sinned and
confessed, Nathan assured him, “Yahweh has taken away your sin.
You are not going to die [that is, you are forgiven].” But he
continued, “Because by doing this you have made the enemies of
Yahweh show utter contempt, the son born to you will die [that is,
you and your family will suffer consequences].”
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By application, we must forgive a brother who sins against
us and repents—that is, we enjoy fellowship with him again
without holding a grudge. But his forgiven sin may nevertheless
alter my future relations with him. I may decline to lend my
computer to a person who has already twice damaged it through
neglect on previous occasions when I let him borrow it. A church
treasurer who embezzled funds may be forgiven upon genuine
repentance but never entrusted with such a position again. A pastor
who fails to remain sexually pure may be forgiven by God and his
church, but may find himself no longer “above reproach” (as 1
Timothy 3:2 requires of overseers) and therefore disqualified from
continuing as pastor. Sins may be genuinely forgiven but still bear
consequences.

This is true of the way both a nation as well as the way an
individual forgives. Someone who has committed gross crimes
against humanity and repents (as did Manasseh—see 2 Chronicles
33:1-20) may be forgiven both by God and his victims. Yet the
nation may still try and punish him for those crimes. God’s
forgiveness—and ours—may not eliminate all consequences.

It’s good for us.

For many years psychologists did not study forgiveness.
But now it is being discovered to contribute significantly to a
victims’ emotional and physical healing and wholeness. Although
the sinner gains through being forgiven, the victim who does the
forgiving gains as well. Further, forgiveness breaks the cycle of
repaying vengeance with vengeance, which can cause any family
or society (one thinks of Kosovo, Israel, and Northern Ireland) to
spiral ever deeper into violence.

A Cambodian statement.

On 17 May 1999 about a dozen Cambodian church leaders
met to discuss the issues of crimes against humanity, repentance,
forgiveness, and judicial consequences. As a result of this and two
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subsequent meetings a statement was drafted on these issues. A
copy of that statement follows:

Forgiveness of Those Guilty of Atrocities

God, creator and lord of all, hates oppression and genocide. He
regards them as evils which should not be simply dismissed no
matter how much time has passed since they were committed. He
promises to judge those who perpetrate such crimes.

Gen 6:5~7; Deut 25:17-19; Ezek 18:20

God, however, loves everyone—even those responsible for these
atrocities. He declares that he will forgive all who honestly
confess their sin to him, when such confession is accompanied by a
commitment to believe in and follow his son Jesus. This
forgiveness is not granted the penitent based on his merit, no
matter how good he may subsequently become, or how many good
deeds he may promise to perform. It is an undeserved gift from
God, who is merciful toward even the worst offenders. His grace is
sufficient to forgive all sin when the guilty person repents and
trusts in Jesus.

Jn 3:16; 6:37; 1 Tim 1:12-16

But where is the justice in free eternal forgiveness? Surely all
guilty of high-handed oppression should be punished by God
forever? The answer is this—God’s judgment due the sinner was
placed on another. Jesus was sent to die—to be executed—in the
place of others. He himself was innocent, but died the death
deserved by sinners, including those guilty of gross crimes against
humanity. Because Jesus is uniquely God’s son, his death provided
sufficient punishment for the sins of all humanity, though it proves
effective only for those who repent and believe. Belief in the Lord
Jesus, accompanied as it must be by a turning from sin to follow
him, can bring eternal forgiveness from God only because sin’s
penalty has been paid.

Isa 53:4-6; Mk 10:45; 2 Cor 5:21; Rom 3:9-26
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Because God forgives, he calls on his people to personally do the
same. Sometimes this seems impossible, but God assists all who
ask for help to forgive those who have abused them. It is for God
to ultimately condemn, not us. If he forgives, we must also.

Rom 12:14, 17-21; Matt 6:12; 18:15-35

God’s forgiveness, however, may not rescue the guilty from
consequences in this life which stem from their sin. Our sin may
affect our health, our relationships, and, in the case of those guilty
of crimes, our liability to judgment by the state. God regards no
one as above the law. Therefore those who commit murder and
atrocity, whether Christians or not, should face the judgment of the
court. Such judgment may even include a death sentence. God
entrusts authority to governments to punish criminals and protect
citizens through just laws and appropriate judicial procedures.
Governments, in turn, are accountable to God regarding how they
exercise this trust. God does not exempt anyone from these legal
procedures, even if he has repented and been forgiven by God.
Any sentence of the court, of course, does not revoke God’s eternal
forgiveness.

2 Sam 12:11-14; Rom 13:1-7

The state may decide that it best fulfills its God-given role of
avenger of evil by executing or punishing those it finds guilty of
crimes against humanity. However, if it determines that the
defendant has experienced a genuine change of heart over his past,
evidenced by a profound and sustained reversal of behavior, it may
choose to commute its sentence, while still deploring the
defendant’s sin. The wisdom of the court must decide what is best
in each such extraordinary case.

1 Kings 21:20-29; 2 Chron 33:9-13

Thus governments operate within their rights when they
punish even repentant criminals. The courts may, of course,
choose to lessen or forgive the sentences of the truly repentant,
recalling Portia’s words in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice that
earthly power most resembles God’s when mercy seasons justice.
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But, regardless of the consequences on this earth which may follow
a sinful action, may we as individuals follow the apostle’s
admonition to “Be kind and compassionate to one another,
forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”
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