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FORGIVING OTHERS 

Forgiveness is a huge subject and certainly one in which the Bible is not silent. In the Bible we 
can read about our amazing and loving Heavenly Father who forgives us of all trespasses. 
God calls sinners to seek Him and promises them forgiveness. It is because of His great mercy 
and grace that God rescues the believer from the dominion of darkness that began way back 
in the Garden. Jesus extends a loving invitation for forgiveness of sins which is only possible 
through His shed blood. He gave His life so that we may live. We are forgiven because He was 
forsaken – That is amazing love!  

Forgiveness is the wiping out of an offense from memory; it can be effected only by the one 
affronted. Once eradicated, the offense no longer conditions the relationship between the 
offender and the one affronted, and harmony is restored between the two. The Bible stresses 
both human forgiveness and divine forgiveness which is the divine act by which the removal of 
sin and its consequences is effected.  

FORGIVING – DICTIONARY DEFINITIONS 

➢ To stop feeling anger toward someone who has done something wrong. 
➢ To stop blaming someone. 
➢ To forgive someone for something wrong. 
➢ To stop requiring and grant relief from payment for something that is owed. 
➢ To give up resentment of or claim to requital for. 
➢ To cease to feel resentment against an offender. 
➢ Able or willing to forgive someone or something. 
➢ Allowing room for error or weakness.  

10 ENCOURAGING BIBLE VERSES ON FORGIVING OTHERS 

FORGIVING someone can be difficult. The Bible can provide inspiration and direction on why 
and how to forgive others. Most of us need encouragement to offer up forgiveness to others 
that have hurt us. Here are 10 encouraging Bible verses on the topic of forgiveness.  

#1 Because we are sinners we should forgive others: 14 For if you forgive other people 
when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 15 But if you do not 
forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. (Matthew 6:14-15) 

#2 Be ready to forgive over and over again:  21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, 
how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” 
22 Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. (Matthew 18: 21-22) 

#3 Confess and God will forgive you for your sins: 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful 
and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  (1 John 1:9) 

#4 Love will lead to forgiving others: 19 In accordance with your great love, forgive the sin of 
these people, just as you have pardoned them from the time they left Egypt until now.” 20 The 
LORD replied, “I have forgiven them, as you asked. (Numbers 14:19-20) 

#5 Priority when it comes to forgiving others: 22 But I tell you that anyone who is angry with 
a brother or sister will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, 
‘Raca,’ is answerable to the court. And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire 
of hell. 23 “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your 

http://www.whatchristianswanttoknow.com/15-inspirational-psalms-about-mercy/
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=gen%203:1-6&version=ESV
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brother or sister has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go 
and be reconciled to them; then come and offer your gift. (Matthew 5:22-24) 

#6 Forgive others rather than judge others: 7 When they kept on questioning him, he 
straightened up and said to them, “Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a 
stone at her.” (John 8:7) 

#7 A remarkable example of forgiveness: 59 While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, 
“Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60 Then he fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold 
this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep. (Acts 7:59-60) 

#8 Jesus is our Model: 33 When they came to the place called the Skull, they crucified him 
there, along with the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left. 34 Jesus said, “Father, 
forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.] And they divided up his clothes by 
casting lots. (Luke 23:33-34) 

#9 Jesus’ command to us: 3 So watch yourselves. “If your brother or siste] sins against you, 
rebuke them; and if they repent, forgive them. 4 Even if they sin against you seven times in a day 
and seven times come back to you saying ‘I repent,’ you must forgive them.”  (Luke 17:3-4) 

#10 How to treat enemies: 20 … “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him 
something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” (Romans 12:20) 
 

OTHER BIBLE VERSES ABOUT FORGIVING OTHERS 

Luke 6:37 - 37 “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be 
condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. 

1 Peter 3:9 - 9 Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult. On the contrary, repay evil with 
blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing. 

Proverbs 15:1 – 1 A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger. 

James 5:16 - 16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you 
may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.. 

Ephesians 4:31 - 31 Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with 
every form of malice. 

Matthew 6:12 - 12 And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 

Matthew 18:21-35 - 21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I 
forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” 
22 Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 

23 “Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his 
servants. 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand bags of gold was 
brought to him. 25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and 
his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 

26 “At this the servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I will pay 
back everything.’ 27 The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 

28 “But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred 
silver coins. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded. 

29 “His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will pay it back.’  

http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Luke-6-37/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1-Peter-3-9/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Proverbs-15-1/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/James-5-16/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Ephesians-4-31/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Matthew-6-12/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Matthew-18-21_18-35/
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30 “But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay 
the debt. 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were outraged and went 
and told their master everything that had happened. 

32 “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all that debt 
of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your fellow servant 
just as I had on you?’ 34 In anger his master handed him over to the jailers to be tortured, until 
he should pay back all he owed. 

35 “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or 
sister from your heart. 

Proverbs 15:18 - 18 A hot-tempered person stirs up conflict, but the one who is patient calms a quarrel. 

Philippians 4:8 - 8 Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever 
is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or 
praiseworthy—think about such things. 

Luke 23:34 - 34 Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” 
And they divided up his clothes by casting lots. 

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

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

Matthew 18:15-20 - 15 “If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between 
the two of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over. 16 But if they will not listen, take 
one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or 
three witnesses.’ 17 If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the church; and if they refuse to listen 
even to the church, treat them as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 

18 “Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be[d] bound in heaven, and whatever you 
loose on earth will be[e] loosed in heaven. 

19 “Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask for, it will be 
done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three gather in my name, there am 
I with them.” 

21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or 
sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” 

Jeremiah 31:34 - 34 No longer will they teach their neighbor, or say to one another, ‘Know the 
LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the 
LORD. “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” 

Acts 2:38 - 38 Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus 
Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

 

 

 

http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Proverbs-15-18/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Philippians-4-8/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Luke-23-34/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1-John-1-9/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/2-Chronicles-7-14/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Matthew-18-15_18-20/
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18%3A15-20&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23746d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18%3A15-20&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23746e
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Jeremiah-31-34/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Acts-2-38/
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More Bible Verses on Forgiving Others 

2 Corinthians 2:7 - 7 Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be 
overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. 

2 Corinthians 2:10 - 10 Anyone you forgive, I also forgive. And what I have forgiven—if there 
was anything to forgive—I have forgiven in the sight of Christ for your sake, 

 Ephesians 4:32 - 32 Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as 
in Christ God forgave you. 

Colossians 3:13 - 13 Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a 
grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 

John 20:23 - 23 If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, 
they are not forgiven.” 

Matthew 6:15 - 15 But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. 

Matthew 18:21-22 - 21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I 
forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” 22 Jesus answered, “I 
tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 

Matthew 18:32- 32 “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I 
canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn’t you have had mercy on 
your fellow servant just as I had on you?’  

Matthew 18:35 - 35 “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive 
your brother or sister from your heart.” 

Mark 4:12 - 12 so that,” ‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but 
never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’” 

Mark 11:25 - 25 And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive 
them, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins. 

Luke 7:47 -  47 Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—as her great love has 
shown. But whoever has been forgiven little loves little.”-  

Luke 11:4 - 4 Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. And lead 
us not into temptation.’” 

Luke 17:3 - 3 So watch yourselves. “If your brother or sister sins against you, rebuke them; and 
if they repent, forgive them.  

Luke 17:4 - 4 Even if they sin against you seven times in a day and seven times come back to 
you saying ‘I repent,’ you must forgive them.” 

Romans 4:7 - 7 “Blessed are those whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. 

20 ENCOURAGING SCRIPTURE QUOTES ABOUT FORGIVENESS 

Isaiah 55:6-7 6 Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on him while he is near. 7 Let the 
wicked forsake their ways and the unrighteous their thoughts. Let them turn to the LORD, and 
he will have mercy on them, and to our God, for he will freely pardon. 

God’s Character is Forgiving 

Psalm 86:4-5 4 Bring joy to your servant, Lord, for I put my trust in you. 5 You, Lord, are 
forgiving and good, abounding in love to all who call to you. 

http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Ephesians-4-32/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Colossians-3-13/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Mark-11-25/
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Psalm 103:8-12 8 The LORD is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love. 
9 He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor his anger forever; 10 he does not treat us as our 
sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. 11 For as high as the heavens are above 
the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; 12 as far as the east is from the west, so 
far has he removed our transgressions from us. 

God’s Gift to All – The Only Way 

Seek the LORD while He may be found … call upon His name 

Acts 10:42-43 42 He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one 
whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead. 43 All the prophets testify about him 
that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” 

2 Corinthians 5:18-19 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and 
gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 
counting people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 

Ephesians 1:7-10 7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in 
accordance with the riches of God’s grace 8 that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and 
understanding, 9 he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, 
which he purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times reach their fulfillment—to 
bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ. 

Colossians 1:13-14 13 For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us 
into the kingdom of the Son he loves, 14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

The Christian’s Attitude of Forgiveness 

Matthew 6:14 14 For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly 
Father will also forgive you. 

1 Corinthians 13:4-7 4 Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not 
proud. 5 It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no 
record of wrongs. 6 Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7 It always protects, 
always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

Galatians 6:1-2 6 Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit 
should restore that person gently. But watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted. 2 Carry 
each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 

Ephesians 4:31-32 31 Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along 
with every form of malice. 32 Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, 
just as in Christ God forgave you. 

CHRISTIAN QUOTES ABOUT FORGIVENESS 

• “A forgiveness ought to be like a canceled note, torn in two and burned up, so that it can 
never be shown against the man. “  ~ Henry Ward Beecher  

• “Forgiveness is an act of the will, and the will can function regardless of the temperature of 
the heart.”  ~ Corrie Ten Boom 

• “Man has 2 great spiritual needs. One is for forgiveness. The other is for goodness.”  ~ Billy Graham  

• “Forgiving and being forgiven are two names for the same thing. The important thing is that 
a discord has been resolved.”  ~ C.S. Lewis  
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FORGIVING OTHERS 

Forgiving Others - Direction from God 

Forgiving others may seem to be a choice, and in one sense it is a choice, but God has been 
very clear about forgiveness. He has given us specific direction in numerous Scriptures, all of 
which can be summed up in just one word -- forgive! God's Word says, "And when you stand 
praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may 
forgive you your sins" (Mark 11:25). "Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not 
condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven" (Luke 6:37).  

God is saying that it is in our own best interest to forgive! He is not talking about what is in the 
best interest of the person who needs to be forgiven. We are the ones who God is trying to 
protect. We are the ones who receive the most benefit from forgiveness, not the other person. 
A spirit of unforgiveness complicates and compromises our daily walk with God. Forgiving 
others releases us from anger and allows us to receive the healing we need. The whole reason 
God has given us specific direction is because He does not want anything to stand between us 
and Him. God's love for us is beyond our comprehension. Forgiving others spares us from the 
consequences of living out of an unforgiving heart.  

Forgiving others does not carry with it a single decision that we need to ponder. God has not 
qualified one sin as being more grievous to Him than another and He has not qualified one sin 
committed against us as warranting forgiveness and another not. For example, God is not 
saying, "If a person lies to you or steals from you, you should forgive him, but if they abuse you 
or harm your child, you can hold them in unforgiveness." He is saying to forgive everyone, 
always, and do it immediately.  

Forgiving Others - A Personal Story Example 

Forgiving others often takes time. Amy was no longer living with her alcoholic and abusive 
husband Tim, but she had not been able to forgive him for the 32 years of abuse that she had 
experienced. She knew she should forgive him, but she could not bring herself to do it. She did 
not feel he deserved her forgiveness. This went on for several years until one day in a 
counseling session with Amy, I asked her to listen with her heart and be open to anything the 
Lord might say to her. During that quiet time, the Lord helped Amy see that He loved Tim, 
while disapproving of Tim's actions. The Lord made it clear to Amy that the abuse was not her 
fault. As she looked up from her quiet posture, she related how all of the reasons why she 
should not forgive were no longer valid. I asked if she was ready to forgive and she said yes.  

Amy's recognition that the Lord truly loved Tim, while disapproving his actions, caused her to 
have a change of heart. When she made the choice to forgive Tim, the feelings that had been 
compromising her life-anger, resentment, fear, misunderstanding, and confusion-left her heart. 
Forgiving Tim brought peace to Amy's heart.  

Forgiving Others - The Divine Example 

We have a divine example for forgiving others! God knew that man needed forgiveness, so He sent 
His Son Jesus to deliver all of mankind from the eternal consequences of their sins (1 John 4:9-10).  

 

http://ebible.com/query?utf=8%E2%9C%93&query=Mark%2011%3A25&translation=ESV&redirect_iframe=http://www.AllAboutGOD.com/bible.htm
http://ebible.com/query?utf=8%E2%9C%93&query=Luke%206%3A37&translation=ESV&redirect_iframe=http://www.AllAboutGOD.com/bible.htm
http://ebible.com/query?utf=8%E2%9C%93&query=1%20John%204%3A9-10&translation=ESV&redirect_iframe=http://www.AllAboutGOD.com/bible.htm
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Forgiving Others - Personal Action 

Forgiving others often starts as a decision of surrender-an act of our will. This surrender invites 
God to begin working in our lives in a deeper level, allowing God to heal us. Just as with Amy, 
we can ask God to enlighten us with the understanding that we need to fully forgive from our 
hearts. We simply need to make the choice to be open to forgiveness and reconciliation.  

Remember, forgiveness does not justify the deed or the person, it does not provide God's 
forgiveness for their actions, because only God can do that. While nothing can undo the past, 
we can do something about the condition of our own present and future. Forgiving others 
makes a way for our own healing to begin.  

Jesus spent a great deal of time talking about the importance of forgiving others. He made it 
clear that forgiveness is to be a characteristic of his followers. So let’s explore what it means to 
forgive others, the benefits of forgiving and how to forgive.  

What It Means To Forgive 

To forgive means to not seek revenge on the one who has hurt you. It means letting go of the 
anger we harbor inside us and allowing God to deal with him or her as he, in His perfect 
wisdom, sees fit.  

It doesn’t mean excusing a wrong or denying that it ever happened. It means we don’t allow 
ourselves to be consumed with anger towards the one who has done something to us. Instead 
of cursing the people who have wronged us, we pray for them. Here are three verses that 
reflect the attitude of the forgiving heart:  

44 I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, (Matthew 5:44)  

17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it 
is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, 
my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will 
repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, 
give him something to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not 
be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  (Romans 12:17-21) 

Why Forgive? 

“And don’t sin by letting anger gain control over you. Don’t let the sun go down while you are 
still angry, for anger gives a mighty foothold to the Devil. Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, 
harsh words, and slander, as well as all types of malicious behavior” (Ephesians 4:26-27,31)  

As the verses above tell us, anger gives Satan a foothold in our lives. Anger has a devastating 
effect on our relationship with God as well as with others. Over time we’ll take our anger out on 
those around us. It consumes us unless we deal with it.  

Jesus passionately taught us to forgive others, to let go, to let him handle it. He wants us to be 
at peace and for that to happen anger must be replaced with forgiveness.  

A few years ago Christianity Today featured a cover story entitled, “The Forgiveness Factor: 
Social Scientist discover the power of a Christian virtue” (January 10,2000). In it, they 
discussed how researchers have discovered the importance of forgiveness. What was most 
interesting was that they had come to the conclusion that the one who does the forgiving is the 
one who benefited the most.  
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How To Forgive 

“Without Me you can do nothing.” (John 15:5)  

After Jesus taught the apostles about forgiveness (Luke 17:3-5) they said to him, “Give us 
more faith!” Forgiving is not easy. It takes the strength of God to truly be able to let go. It takes 
faith and much prayer to say to someone, “I will repay this evil with good. I will not hate you.”  

Jesus, who spoke these gentle words, has the power to heal the hurting soul. He can take your 
shattered life and piece it back together again.  

Tips to help you forgive: 
– Do not deny that you have been hurt. As we learned, forgiving is not denying.  
– Make a decision to forgive others (Luke 17:3-5)  
– Do not seek revenge or repay evil for evil. Let God handle it in his perfect way (1 Peter 3:9)  
– Ask Jesus to help you release the anger inside you (Ephesians 4:26-27,31)  
– Pray for a forgiving heart and read what the Bible says about the subject.  

If you are willing to forgive, but you are unsure how, consider the prayer below:  

Father God, I need your help and your insights. Today I have gained a better 
understanding of forgiving others and with your help, I fully forgive from my heart. Just as 
you have freely forgiven me, I forgive them. Father, I ask you to forgive me for hurting 
others out of my own hurt and to heal my relationships with others. I pray all of this in 
Jesus' precious name and by whom all forgiveness and healing was made possible. 
Thank you for loving me in ways I'll never comprehend. In Jesus' name, Amen.  

SOME OLD TESTAMENT EXPLANATIONS 

The basic term for forgiveness in the OT is slḥ, occurring some 50 times: the verb sālaḥ occurs 
46 times in the active Qal (33) and passive Nipʿal (13). The remaining 4 uses of the root 
comprise the noun sĕlı̂ḥâ (3 times) and the adjective sallaḥ (once). The agent effecting 
forgiveness is the deity: This usage is consistent both for the Qal, where the subject of the verb 
is always God, and for the Nipʿal, which functions as a divine passive (e.g., wnslḥ lw = “and it 
shall be forgiven him [by the deity]”). The verb in the Qal takes as object both the person to be 
forgiven and the sin, expressed by the nouns ʿāwôn (“iniquity, guilt”) ḥăṭāʾâ (“sin”), and pešaʿ 
(“rebellion, transgression”). 

An appeal to God for forgiveness is a regular feature of intercessory prayer. The first 
Pentateuchal usage of the verb slḥ (Exod 34:9) is in a context of intercessory prayer by Moses, 
for the sinful behavior of his people. Moses bases his appeal for forgiveness on the creedal 
statement in Exod 34:6–7 in which the character of God is described and in which his mercy 
and his willingness to forgive are confessed. (Forgiveness in this text is identified with God’s 
continuing presence with and guidance of the people.) In Num 14:19–20, Moses’ appeal 
(“Forgive the iniquity of this people”) is based on the repetition in Num 14:18 of the creedal 
statement of Exod 34:6–7. 

Another appeal to the deity for forgiveness is that of Solomon, in whose Temple prayer the 
verb slḥ occurs 5 times (1 Kgs 8:30, 34, 36, 50 = 2 Chr 6:21, 25, 27, 30, 39). Human 
repentance (“turning to God” in 1 Kgs 8:33 and “turning from sin” in 8:35) and divine mercy (v 
50) are associated with forgiveness in Solomon’s prayer; the same linkage of repentance and 
forgiveness appears in the divine promise to Solomon in 2 Chr 7:14. 
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In Amos 7:2 the verb slḥ is employed in a prophetic intercession for forgiveness. And the noun 
(sĕlı̂ḥôt) is employed in Ezra’s penitential prayer in which he appeals for forgiveness in the 
words of the confessional formula in Exod 34:6–7 and Num 14:18. In Daniel’s intercessory 
prayer for forgiveness of the people, the noun (sĕlı̂ḥôt) appears in Dan 9:9, linked with mercy; 
relying on God’s abundant mercy (9:18), Daniel prays, “O Lord, hear! O Lord, forgive!” (9:19). 

In addition to these prayers for forgiveness of the people, the Qal (active) form of the verb slḥ 
appears 6 times in Jeremiah (5:1, 7; 31:34; 33:8; 36:3, 50:20). In the 2 instances in chap. 5 the 
possibility of forgiveness is questioned or denied because of the worship of foreign gods (Deut 
29:19, 2 Kgs 24:4). In 36:3 forgiveness is a possibility if the people repent (“turn”: cf. 1 Kgs 
8:33–36). The remaining occurrences in Jeremiah contain the positive divine promise of 
forgiveness. Similarly Isa 55:7 confesses God as merciful and rich in forgiveness.1 

There are 4 instances of the root slḥ in the Psalter: The verb occurs in Pss 25:11 and 103:3, 
the adjective sallāḥ in Ps 86:5, in a context that echoes Exod 34:6–7 (cf. Ps 86:15), and the 
noun in Ps 130:4 (note the similarity of Ps 130:3–4 to Amos 7:2). The assurance of forgiveness 
in the lament of Psalm 130 is countered by a lament which denies the possibility of forgiveness 
(Lam 3:42). 

The remaining instances of active slḥ are Num 30:6, 9, 13, which deal with the divine release 
from sin, and the 2 occurrences in 2 Kgs 5:18 in which Naaman asks for forgiveness for future 
participation in non-Yahwistic rites. The 13 instances of the passive of slḥ (10 in Leviticus and 
3 in Numbers) are all part of the priestly legislation regulating the cult. The Nipʿal (passive) of 
slḥ (nislaḥ) is linked with the verb kippēr in the stereotyped expression “The priest shall make 
atonement/expiation on his behalf and it shall be forgiven him.” As mentioned above, nislaḥ is 
a divine passive, and so the agent effecting forgiveness is God, through the intercession of the 
priest; the passive verb makes the point that forgiveness does not inhere in the priestly rites, 
but in the action of God. The sins forgiven in these texts are in most cases identified as 
inadvertent (Lev 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:16, 18; Num 15:25, 26, 28). Lev 5:10, 13 (and Lev 5:6, 
where the passive nislaḥ is not used, but the formula abbreviated to “and the priest shall make 
atonement on his behalf because of his sin”) concern sins of omission which are “hidden” (nʿlm 
in Lev 5:2, 3, 4) from the sinner, i.e., which the sinner has forgotten. Only in Lev 5:26 and 
19:22 are atonement rites performed and divine forgiveness granted to deliberate sinners. 

Synonyms of slḥ: In this section will be considered synonyms of slḥ, usually metaphorical 
expressions for the removal of sin that appear either in parallelism with or in contiguity to slḥ; 
the survey will be completed by mentioning usages of these expressions for forgiveness 
without connection to slḥ. 

1. nśʾ: With the nouns ʿwn (“iniquity, guilt”), ḥṭʾh (“sin”), and/or pšʿ (“transgression”) as 
objects, nśʾ can mean “to bear (iniquity, sin, transgression),” i.e., to bear away, to 
remove sin and its effects (including punishment) by taking it away, and thus to forgive 
or pardon. While the commonest of these expressions (nśʾ [b] ʿwn) occurs 35 times in 
the OT, the concern here will be with 7 occurrences (Exod 34:7; Num 14:18; Pss 32:5, 
85:3; Isa 33:24; Hos 14:3; Mic 7:18) where God is the subject of the verb and forgives 
the sinner by taking away human sin. Several scholars have argued that the nuance of 
nśʾ ʿwn in at least some of these 7 texts (e.g., Exod 34:7, Num 14:18) is not so much “to 
take away iniquity” but “to bear (i.e., tolerate) iniquity”: God forbears to punish, 
postponing or deferring the consequences of sin.  
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This temporary forbearance or deferment of punishment or retribution is provoked by 
repentance (2 Kgs 20:16–19; 22:19–20). Noting this possibility, we will accept the more 
common understanding of this idiom as meaning “forgive iniquity/guilt.” 

The verb nśʾ occurs in connection with slḥ in three cases. In Exod 34:7 God’s self-description 
(nśʾ ʿwn wpšʿ wḥṭʾh: “taking away iniquity, transgression, and sin”) is followed in 34:9 by 
Moses’ plea (wslḥt lʿwnnw wlḥṭʾtnw: “forgive our iniquity and sins”). In Num 14:18 a shorter 
version of the phrase in Exod 34:7 (without ḥṭʾh, “sin”) is followed in 14:19 by Moses’ plea, 
“forgive the iniquity (slḥ nʾ lʿwn) of the people in accord with your great kindness, as you have 
pardoned (nśʾth, “taken [sin] away”) this people from Egypt until now.” More distantly, Ps 25:11 
(wslḥt lʿwny, “forgive my iniquity”) is matched by v 18 (wśʾ lkl ḥṭʾ wty, “take away all my sins”). 

The texts where nśʾ occurs without connection to slḥ are Exod 32:32, where Moses intercedes for 
the removal of the people’s sin of constructing the golden calf (and note v 30, where Moses 
describes his prayer as “making atonement” [ʾkprh]). In Ps 99:8, the intercession of Moses, Aaron, 
and Samuel is directed to a “forgiving God” (ʾl nśʾ). Two other instances of intercession for 
forgiveness are Exod 10:16–17, where Pharaoh confesses his sin and appeals to Moses for 
forgiveness (w ʿth śʾ nʾ ḥṭʾty, “and now take away my sin”), and 1 Sam 15:24–25, where Saul uses 
the same words in his plea to Samuel for forgiveness. While these last 2 instances might at first 
sight seem to deal with human forgiveness, Moses and Samuel are acting here not as themselves 
the bestowers of forgiveness but as intercessors for divine forgiveness (cf. Jer 15:1). In Josh 24:19 
the successor of Moses warns the people that God “will not take away their transgressions and 
sins” (lʾ yśʾ lpšʿkm wlḥṭʾ wtykm) if they abandon him for the service of other gods. 

Two instances of nśʾ occur in Ps 32: in v 1 the psalmist uses the passive of nśʾ in describing 
the happiness of the one “whose transgression is taken away” (nśwy pšʿ), and in v 5 
confession of transgression is followed by the assertion “you have taken away the guilt of my 
sin” (wʾth nśʾth ʿwn ḥṭʾty). Psalm 85:3 employs the same phrase as in Ps 32:5 (nśʾt ʿwn ʿmk, 
“you have taken away the guilt of your people”) and parallels it with “you have covered all their 
sin” (kyst kl ḥṭʾ tm), just as “whose transgression is taken away” in Ps 32:1 is paralleled by 
kswy ḥṭʾth (“whose sin is covered”). 

There are 3 prophetic texts employing nśʾ for the removal of sin. Isa 33:24 promises to the 
inhabitants of Zion that “their iniquity will be taken away” (nśʾ ʿwn). Hos 14:3 is an appeal for 
repentance in which the prophet urges Israel to return to Yahweh with the prayer “remove all 
sin” (kl tśʾ ʿwn). Mic 7:18 confesses God as “taking away iniquity” (nśʾ ʿwn) in a passage 
reminiscent of Exod 34:6–7. (The three other expressions for forgiveness in the Micah text will 
be treated below.) 

Finally, mention should be made of Lev 16:22, where the scapegoat bears away the iniquity of 
the people, and Isa 53:12, where the same role is assigned to the servant of Yahweh. 

2. rpʾ: There is one instance of rpʾ (“heal”) in parallelism with slḥ (“forgive”), a usage that 
reflects the common biblical view of the connection of sin and sickness (Ps 38:4; John 9:3): Ps 
103:3 (hslḥ lkl ʿwnky hrpʾ tḥlʾyky, “he forgives all your iniquities; he heals all your diseases”). 
Perhaps 2 Chr 7:14 can be mentioned here as well; in that text God promises Solomon that, if 
the people repent, “I will forgive their sin and heal their land” (wʾslḥ lḥṭ tm wʾrpʾ ʾt ʾrṣm). 

Other passages where rpʾ occurs without connection to slḥ but still probably describes God’s 
removal of sin include Ps 41:5 (“Yahweh, be gracious to me: heal me [rpʾh npšy] for I have 
sinned against you”). See also Jer 3:22, Isa 57:17–18 (and perhaps Isa 53:5), and more 
distantly Pss 107:20 and 147:3. 
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3. lʾ zkr: God’s not remembering sin is once found in parallelism with slḥ, in Jer 31:34: “I will 
forgive their iniquities and their sins I will no longer remember” (ky ʾslḥ lʿwnm wlḥṭʾtm lʾ ʾzkr 
ʿwd). Other texts containing lʾ zkr without connection to slḥ include Ps 25:7, where “the sins of 
my youth and my transgressions do not remember” is preceded in v 6 by the positive 
counterpart “remember your mercy, O Yahweh.” The same connection between God’s not 
remembering iniquities and his mercy appears in Ps 79:8. In Isa 43:25 the divine assurance 
“your sins I will not remember” is balanced by another metaphorical expression for removal of 
sin (“your transgressions I will erase”), to be treated below. In Isa 64:8 the penitential prayer 
that God be not angry is completed with “do not forever remember iniquity.” Finally, a similar 
expression may be mentioned here; instead of God’s not remembering sin, Ps 32:2 prays, 
“happy the one to whom Yahweh does not impute iniquity” (ʾšry ʾdm lʾ yḥšb yhwh lw ʿwn), an 
expression in parallelism with “not remember” in 1 Sam 19:20. 

4. rḥm: The connection of divine mercy with forgiveness has been pointed out several times 
already. In 2 texts it is linked with slḥ: 1 Kgs 8:50, where “forgive” (slḥt) is followed by “give 
them mercy” (wnttm rḥmym), and Isa 55:7 where “[Yahweh] will show him mercy” (wyrhmḥw) 
is in parallelism with “he is rich in forgiveness” (ky yrbh lslwḥ). In Ps 103:12–13 God in his 
mercy forgives transgressions by putting them far away. In Mic 7:19 divine mercy is connected 
with 2 unique metaphors for divine forgiveness: God’s treading iniquities under foot and God’s 
casting sins into the depths of the sea. These instances of the connection between divine 
mercy and forgiveness call to mind the similar connection between God’s forgiveness and his 
ḥesed (steadfast love), which has the sense of deliverance or forgiveness in the creedal 
confession in Exod 34:6–7 and the texts dependent upon it (Num 14:18–19; Pss 86:15, 103:8, 
145:8; Joel 2:13; Jon 4:2; Neh 9:17). 

5. ṭhr: There is one instance of the parallelism of “forgive” (slḥ) and “purify, cleanse” (ṭhr [piel]) 
in Jer 33:8 (“I will purify them of all their iniquities … and I will forgive all their sins”). In Lev 
16:30, the Priestly legislation for the Day of Atonement, atonement (ykpr) involves purification 
from all sin. God’s purifying his people from iniquity and sin is mentioned in Ezek 36:25, 33; 
37:23; the divine refusal to do so is found in Ezek 24:13. 

In the great prayer for forgiveness in Psalm 51, ṭhr occurs twice, in vv 4 and 9, where God’s 
act of purification is paralleled by tḥṭʾny (“decontaminate me, remove sin from me”), a usage 
that has its origins in the cult (e.g., Num 19:19), and by another cleansing metaphor (kbs, 
“wash”), also employed in Jer 2:22 and 4:14. On the basis of kbs as a metaphor for cleansing 
of sin, some commentators have suggested emending ykbš (“tread under foot”) in Mic 7:19 to 
ykbs (“wash”); see below. 

6. mḥh: Nowhere connected with slḥ but close to the notion of “purify, wash, cleanse” is mḥh 
(“erase, wipe away” [transgression]”), an expression found in Ps 51:3; it occurs as well in Isa 
43:25, in parallelism with not remembering sin. The negative counterpart of this expression 
(i.e., the request that God remember iniquity and not wipe away sin) is found in Ps 109:14. Cf. 
Isa 44:22, Jer 18:23 (where “wipe away, erase” is in parallelism with kpr [“atone, expiate”]) and 
Neh 3:37 (where it is in parallelism with ksh [“cover”]). 

7. kpr: Several passages speak of removal of sin as “expiation, atonement,” a concept originally from 
the cult. The verb kippēr (“expiate, atone”) is in Jer 18:23 (kpr ʿl ʿwn, “expiate, forgive iniquity”), in Ps 
79:9 (kpr ʿl ḥṭʾh, “forgive sin”); also worthy of note are kpr pšʿ (“forgive transgression”) in Ps 65:4, 
and kpr ʿwn (“forgive iniquity”) in Ps 78:38. Note also Ezek 16:63, and Isa 27:9 (here the 
expiation of iniquity [ykpr ʿwn] is paralleled by the removal [hsr] of sin; cf. Isa 6:7). 
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8. hʿbyr: The verb heʿĕbı̂r (“make pass by”) is found in several passages (2 Sam 12:13, 24:10; 
Zech 3:4; Job 7:21; and a related expression in Mic 7:18). With such objects as sin, iniquity, or 
the like, the verb has been understood as a figurative expression for the divine removal of sin; 
forgiveness is effected when God “makes (the sin) pass by,” i.e., when the sin is put away, at a 
distance. However, it has also been suggested that the idiom does not merely express 
metaphorically the removal or the forgiveness of sin; rather, it means that God has transferred 
one’s sin (understood both as act and consequence) to another, i.e., God has made (the 
consequences of) the sin pass (to another). In this understanding, Nathan in 2 Sam 12:13 
does not give to David assurance of divine forgiveness; he declares God’s intention to expiate 
David’s sin of adultery by the death of his child. Similarly in 2 Sam 24:10–17 David’s sin (the 
census) is expiated by its transfer to the people, 70,000 of whom die by pestilence. This 
understanding of the expression is similar to the suggestion recorded above that nśʾ (ʿwn) 
means the deferral or postponement of the consequences of a sin; God does not acquit the 
guilty but rather “carries on” the sin from one generation to another, until expiated. 

9. Infrequent or unique expressions: We can conclude our discussion of forgiveness by noting 
a number of infrequently occurring expressions. In Ps 103:12 forgiveness is expresssed as 
“putting (sin) far away, at a distance” (hrḥyq). Cf. also Prov 4:24 (where it is paralleled by hsr, 
“remove”), Job 11:14 and 22:23. Another figurative expression is God’s “covering” (ksh) of sin, 
in Pss 32:1, 85:3, and Neh 3:37 (in parallelism with mḥh, “wipe away”); the expression “do not 
cover (wʾl tks) their iniquity” in Neh 3:37 appears in a variant form in Jer 18:23, as “do not 
expiate (tkpr) their iniquity.” Twice forgiveness is expressed by God’s throwing away (šlk); in 
Isa 38:17 God “casts” sins behind his back, and in Mic 7:19 he “casts” them into the depths of 
the sea. The image of God treading sin underfoot (kbš) occurs only once in the OT (Mic 7:19). 
While some have suggested emending this unique expression to kbs (“wash”), Akkadian 
parallels adduced by Gordon counsel against this emendation. And finally, equally unique is 
God’s “hiding (hstyr) his face” so as not to see sin, as an expression of forgiveness in Ps 51:11. 
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SOME NEW TESTAMENT EXPLANATIONS 

The existence of forgiveness takes for granted the fact of human sin as an offense against 
God’s holy law or against another human being; forgiveness is the wiping out of the offense 
from memory by the one affronted, along with the restoration of harmony. Forgiveness is not 
simply “the remission of penalties; what is remitted is sin” (Taylor 1948: 3). 

A. Terminology 
B. Forgiveness by God 
C. Forgiveness by the Son of Man 
D. Forgiveness in the Cross 
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E. Forgive Others as God Forgives You 
F. Remission of Sins by the Apostles 
G. The “Unpardonable Sin” 

A. Terminology 

The NT and Apostolic Fathers used the word aphiēmi (“to forgive”) and aphesis (“forgiveness,” 
“release”). These terms frequently have the sense of remission of financial debt; they were 
also used of forgiveness prior to the NT (e.g., Lev 16:26 LXX). But while it is thus hardly likely 
that the NT authors chose the words to give an economic flavor to God’s pardon, Jesus did 
evoke the picture of release from debt as a metaphor of forgiveness. Another frequent 
synonym is charizomai, which usually takes the meaning “to give (freely)” (always with that 
meaning in the LXX, but “to show oneself gracious” in Ep. Arist. 38: 229; see Conzelmann and 
Zimmerli TDNT 9:389). A number of times in Pauline literature it means “to forgive” (e.g., 2 Cor 
2:7, 10; Col 3:13; cf. Luke 7:42–43). Since this the NT application is without precedent, it may 
have been coined by Paul to denote God’s free pardon (Martin 1981: 30; Barth Ephesians 4–6 
AB, 523–24). At any rate, it does not appear in later literature with that meaning except 
perhaps in Euseb. Hist. Eccl. 5.1.45 and Joseph. Ant 6, 144. Luke seems to use apoluō (“to 
loose from, dismiss, pardon”) in Luke 6:37 as a synonym for aphiēmi: “forgive, and you will be 
forgiven.” Matt 18:27 contains the same word used with its financial force: “the lord … forgave 
him that debt.” Apart from this stock of vocabulary, the concept of forgiveness is implicitly 
present in other passages (e.g., Luke 15:20–24). 

B. Forgiveness by God 

The calamity of sin is perhaps the major concern of the NT. Offense against God is defined so 
broadly that mortals cannot by themselves avoid God’s condemnation. So Matt 5:20: “Unless 
your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven.” Whether they will admit it or not, all find themselves needing to pray 
“God, be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13; cf. Rom 2:3–4). 

Divine forgiveness is dependent on the loving nature of God. But while offered to all, pardon is 
not given to all. Impediments to forgiveness include stubborn unrepentance (Mark 4:12), 
unbelief (implicit in Acts 2:37–38, 40), denial of wrongdoing (1 John 1:8, 10), and refusal to 
forgive other people (Matt 6:14–15). There is scarce NT support for the universal remission of 
sins. Rather, forgiveness is the exception to God’s wrath which will fall upon all but the 
pardoned (Kümmel 1973: 41–46). 

The parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32) is a paradigm of the forgiveness of the sinner. 
One of its main features is the Father’s eagerness to restore the one who humbly returns to 
him. Those whom Jesus receives and forgives are like the prodigal: Whether crushed by 
illness (Mark 2:3–4) or guilt and social ostracism (Mark 2:15; John 8:11), those who have felt 
the yoke of shame can find freedom in God’s forgiveness. 

“Forgiveness of sins” becomes a synonym of salvation in Lukan literature. The disciples are to 
preach it (Luke 24:47), and in Acts it is announced to those in need of it (Acts 2:38, 5:31, 
10:43, 13:38, 26:18). This forgiveness is offered in the context of initial repentance and 
conversion to Christ; it is the cleansing which issues from the suffering, death, and resurrection 
of Christ in accordance with the OT prophets. Forgiveness as a metaphor of conversion is also 
found in Rom 4:7–8, Eph 1:7, Col 1:14, 2:13, and probably Col 3:13. 
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In other NT texts, forgiveness is offered to those who are already believers: Jesus taught his 
disciples daily to pray “forgive us our debts” (Luke—“forgive us our sins”; Marshall Luke 
NIGTC, 460–61). So in 1 John 1:7–10, rather than deny their sins, the disciples must confess 
them to God and be cleansed anew. God is “faithful and just,” and forgiveness is part of his 
nature; but it is based on Christ’s atoning sacrifice. 

One of the ongoing debates within the Christian Church has been the relation between 
baptism and forgiveness. The Lukan accounts of the preaching of John the Baptist (Luke 3:3) 
and Peter (Acts 2:38) contain the urging of baptism “for the forgiveness of sins” (see also Acts 
22:16, Rom 6:1–11, 1 Cor 6:11, Col 2:11–12, 1 Pet 3:21). With the overarching importance of 
baptism in the emerging Catholic Church of the next century, remission of sins and the 
removal of the taint of original sin came more and more to be associated with the sacrament 
(Kelley gives an index to the theology of baptism held by the Church Fathers). The spectrum of 
views on the meaning of baptism and the validity of infant baptism reflect differing approaches 
to its efficacy in removing sins (Beasley-Murray 1962: 263–305). The Fathers are deeply 
interested in the issue of postbaptismal sin, and prescribe often rigorous systems of 
repentance and reconciliation (Redlich 1937: 217–61; Telfer 1959: 46–48); it is also known that 
some delayed baptism until late in life, so that it would absolve them from all of life’s sins. 

C. Forgiveness by the Son of Man 

One of the innovations in the Gospels is Jesus’ claim that the Son of Man can forgive sins. The 
pericope of the healing of the paralytic is the fullest example of this (Matt 9:1–8 = Mark 2:1–12 
= Luke 5:17–26): Jesus offers the man divine pardon and heals him “that you may know that 
the Son of Man has the authority on earth to forgive sins.” Marshall has observed that Jesus’ 
ministry was centered on his teaching which called men to repent and believe in the Gospel 
and to accept its spiritual blessings; he did not wish to perform physical healings which could 
become incomplete ends in themselves, and thus fail to be seen as symbolic parts of a greater 
whole (Luke NICNT). To be sure, Higgins theorizes that the Church created the saying that 
“the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” in order to justify its own practice of 
forgiving sins. But this skirts the evidence of the NT, which does not confirm that the Church 
aspired to invest its leaders with the authority to remit sins. Jesus was accused of blasphemy, 
because he forgave sins committed against God, and not against himself personally. 

The point in the Son of Man sayings as presently written is that Jesus himself is the Son of 
Man on earth, and as such will be the eschatological judge (Matt 25:31–46, Mark 8:38, John 
5:22). Thus he is able in advance to pronounce acquittal and to pronounce judgment (Matt 
11:20–24 = Luke 10:13–15, among others). 

In other passages, Jesus affirms God’s forgiveness without directly claiming personal power to 
forgive: in Luke 7:47, “her sins, which are many, are forgiven”; in Luke 19:9–10, “today 
salvation has come to this house … For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost”; 
and in John 8:11, “Neither do I condemn you; go and do not sin again.” 

The Gospels claim for Jesus not a common human ability to forgive others, but the right to 
speak for God in matters of judgment and forgiveness; if he possesses this delegated 
authority, then Jesus is neither usurping the divine prerogative nor blaspheming. 

While Jesus does not speak often of the atoning sacrifices of the temple, the repentant publican 
probably refers to his propitiatory sacrifice in Luke 18:13. Otherwise, in some heavily contested 
sayings he refers to his own death as a ransom (Matt 20:28 = Mark 10:45; Matt 26:28). 
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D. Forgiveness in the Cross 

The ancient hope of the OT was for a New Covenant; the prophets were burdened down with 
Israel’s perennial disobedience to the Law of Moses, which led inevitably to God’s punishment. 
The solution would be a covenant in which God forgives and changes his people from within: 
“For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (Jer 31:34); “I will sprinkle 
clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your 
idols I will cleanse you” (Ezek 36:25; cf. Heb 9:12–14). 

The ministry of Jesus brings unprecedented forgiveness of sins. He pardons sins as a part of 
the inbreaking of the kingdom of God; other kingdom blessings include exorcism, healing, and 
salvation (see Luke 4:16–21). All of the versions of the Last Supper mention the establishment 
of the (New) covenant. Matt 26:28 goes so far as to say: “This is my blood of the covenant, 
which is poured out for many for the forgiveness (aphesis) of sins.” That is why the preaching 
of the Church according to Acts typically contained the promise of God’s forgiveness in Christ. 

Far from denying the OT demand for blood sacrifice for forgiveness, the NT authors consistently 
point to Christ as the ultimate sacrifice, and the fulfillment of the Mosaic system (Heb 9:22—
“without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins”). According to Heb 10:12–18, 
“Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins” and “by a single offering he has perfected 
for all time those who are sanctified.” Thus, there is no longer any need for the temple cult. 

Paul speaks of divine pardon always in terms of God’s work in Christ. Even in Ps 32:1–2, Paul 
finds that sin is forgiven through faith (Rom 4:7–8), and in this age, through faith in the God 
who raised Jesus from the dead. Justification is God’s declaration that the sinner is righteous; 
the linchpin of this transaction, and that which keeps God’s declaration of innocence from 
being unwarranted, is the atoning death of Jesus: “They are justified by his grace as a gift, 
through the redemption which is Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by his 
blood, to be received by faith” (Rom 3:24–25). 

The consistent witness of the NT authors is that God offers forgiveness, not just because he is 
merciful, but because of the atonement in the cross. “God was in Christ reconciling the world to 
himself, not counting their trespasses against them” (2 Cor 5:19). So, appeal must now be 
made not simply to God’s mercy, but to God’s mercy in Christ. 

E. Forgive Others as God Forgives You 

Forgiveness is not merely the end of human anger against an offender; it also effects the 
renewal of fellowship (Goppelt 1981: 134). The NT consistently teaches that the imperative to 
forgive one’s fellows is based squarely on God’s gracious forgiveness: The parable of the 
unmerciful servant in Matt 18:23–35 is a vivid reproof against those who draw on God’s mercy 
and offer none of their own; indeed, the parable threatens a rekindling of God’s anger: “So also 
my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your 
heart.” Other texts include Matt 5:7, 6:12, 14–15, Matt 18:15–17, 21–22, Luke 6:37, 11:4, 
17:3–4, Eph 4:32, Col 3:13, all of Philemon. 

When the Christian prays “and forgive us our debts” he or she must also be able to say “as we 
also have forgiven our debtors” (Matt 6:12). This kind of gracious response to offense 
undergirds Paul’s advice to strong Christians in Gal 6:1–2, who are to offer loving and humble 
help to those who fall into sin. An unforgiving spirit is the evidence of stubborn pride, which is 
not the attitude with which to approach to God for mercy. “Forgive and you will be forgiven” 
(Luke 6:37; also Mark 11:25, Sir 28:2). Jesus is also credited with the instruction that one 
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should not ask for forgiveness if another is angry at him for some cause (Matt 5:23–24). The 
command to seek reconciliation is given to the offended and to the offender both. 

While the NT emphasizes human forgiveness more than the OT, there is a clear line of 
development from Judaism. The Psalms with their stern imprecations were concerned with 
those who have sinned against God and the author but have shown no remorse. In that case, 
the psalmists put forward the choice of siding with evil or siding with God; the righteous choice 
was to condemn those whom God condemns. 

Likewise, in many NT texts, forgiveness is commanded to be given those who regret their 
offense. This is not far off from contemporary Judaism: “Love one another from the heart, 
therefore, and if anyone sins against you, speak to him in peace … If anyone confesses and 
repents, forgive him” (T. Gad 6:3–4). Unlike the NT, it goes on to say that if someone denies 
his guilt, one should not press the matter; he will come to realize his wrong, and will not do it 
again. The Lukan version of Jesus’ teaching gives this condition: “if your brother sins, rebuke 
him, and if he repents, forgive him; and if he sins against you 7 times in the day, and turns to 
you 7 times, and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive him.” The Matthean parable of the 
unmerciful debtor makes the two debtors humbly ask for release from debt. Matt 18:15–17 
includes the exhortation to approach the sinning brother to “tell him his fault”; reconciliation 
comes “if he listens to you.” 

On the other hand, Jesus’ teaching was rich with exhortations to love one’s enemies; taking 
vengeance is forbidden, as is harboring resentment (Matt 5:39, Luke 6:35; see Rom 12:14–
21). The disciple must be forgiving in spirit even if the offender is hardhearted. Again, this ideal 
is not absent from Judaism; again, T. Gad 6:7 provides a parallel: If the offender does not 
repent at all “forgive him from the heart and leave vengeance with God.” But whatever the 
parallels, the concept springs into life in Luke 23:34—“Father forgive them; for they know not 
what they do.” Jesus forgiving of his own executioners is mirrored by Stephen (Acts 7:60), and 
by a number of later victims of Roman persecution. 

F. Remission of Sins by the Apostles 

According to John 20:23, Jesus appeared to 10 of the apostles and promised, “If you forgive 
the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” The Catholic 
Church has taken this as Scriptural warrant for Auricular Confession and the absolution of sins 
by a priest (Beasley-Murray John WBC, 382–84). Protestant interpreters generally understand 
the authority to be that of the preaching of the gospel (as in Luke 24:47), or the right to give or 
withhold baptism. It seems that from earliest times the whole congregation was involved in 
disciplining and forgiving (Matt 18:17, 1 Cor 5:1–13, 2 Cor 2:5–11, James 5:16, 1 John 5:16), 
although an authoritative figure may have been involved in giving an official declaration of guilt 
or pardon (Matt 16:19, 18:18, Acts 5:3–4, 9; 8:20–24; 1 Cor 5:3–4). 

G. The “Unpardonable Sin” 

Later generations of Christians would take Mark 3:28–29 (= Matt 12:31–32 = Luke 12:10) and 
interpret “speaking against the Son of Man” as sins of ignorance committed by non-Christians, 
while “blasphemy against the Spirit” was deliberate sin by the baptized (Higgins 1964: 130–31; 
Marshall Luke NIGTC, 516–19). Tertullian, following Montanism, taught that the 7 “mortal sins” 
are unforgivable if committed by Christians (Telfer 1959: 71). Biblically, the sin which will not 
be forgiven (aphiēmi) is “blasphemy against the Spirit” (Matt 12:32 adds: “speaks against the 
Holy Spirit”). In the accounts of Matthew and Mark, the saying is given when Jesus’ opponents 
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credit his exorcism to Beelzebul. In that context, the unpardonable sin is an obstinate rejection 
of the Spirit’s work in God’s kingdom, and thus a rejection of God himself. Redlich (1937: 167) 
interprets the warning and the reference to the possibility of eternal punishment to mean that 
the unpardonable sin is a life of rejecting the Spirit, and not necessarily a specific act. Similar 
language is used to speak of a complete rebellion against Christian light in Heb 6:4–8, 10:26–
29 (cf. the “mortal sin” in 1 John 5:16). 

There is a close parallel to the “unpardonable sin” in Jub. 15:34. There is no forgiveness for 
those who commit the eternal error of not circumcising their sons. The sin is called a 
“blasphemy” against God in the face of his Law. This passage was current in Jesus’ day, and it 
probably provides the foundation for his counterproposal: It is not the failure to circumcise, but 
the rejection of the Spirit which constitutes the unpardonable sin. If it is analogous to the 
traditional sin, thus blasphemy of the Spirit is indeed a perpetual state rather than a single act. 
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WHAT DO YOU THINK? 
We have all sinned and deserve God's judgment. God, the Father, sent His only Son to satisfy 
that judgment for those who believe in Him. Jesus, the creator and eternal Son of God, who 
lived a sinless life, loves us so much that He died for our sins, taking the punishment that we 
deserve, was buried, and rose from the dead according to the Bible. If you truly believe and 
trust this in your heart, receiving Jesus alone as your Savior, declaring, "Jesus is Lord," you 
will be saved from judgment and spend eternity with God in heaven. 
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