
 THE FORGIVENESS TEST By Chris Brauns 
Author of “Unpacking Forgiveness:Biblical Answers for Complex Questions and Deep Wounds”  
1. Where deep wounds between people are concerned, forgiveness can be unpacked in a moment.  True   or   False 
2. Personal happiness and joy can legitimately motivate people to live out what the Bible teaches about forgiveness.                 

True or  False 
3. Most Christian pastors and counselors agree about what forgiveness is and how it should take place.      True    or   False 
4. Forgiveness occurs properly only when certain conditions are met.      True   or   False 
5. Jesus said little about how people should resolve interpersonal conflict.  True    or   False 
6. A willingness to forgive is a “test” of whether or not a person will go to heaven when he or she dies.       True    or   False 
7. Good people get to the bottom of all their disagreements.      True   or   False 
8. There are times when it is wrong to forgive.      True   or   False 

THE THEOLOGY OF FORGIVENESS  
FORGIVENESS Term used to indicate pardon for a fault or offense; to excuse from payment for a 
debt owed. 
Terminology The two main terms for forgiveness in Hebrew are nasaʾ, “to take away (sin)” and 
salach, “to pardon.” God is always the subject of the latter. The NT expresses forgiveness with a 
select group of words, especially aphiemi and aphesis. 

Old Testament God is characterized early in the life of Israel as a God who both forgives and holds 
the guilty accountable (Exod. 34:7; Neh. 9:17). He is the source of forgiveness for Israel at Sinai 
(Exod. 32:32; 34:9). He provides forgiveness for sin through the sacrificial system (Lev. 4:20, 26, 28, 
31; 5:10, 13, 16, 18; 6:7; 19:22).  
God’s forgiveness is directed primarily to His covenant people to sustain His covenant through them. 
However, outsiders may also become the object of God’s merciful forgiveness (1 Kings 8:41–43; 2 
Chron. 6:32–33). Forgiveness is tied to the cultic setting in both the 1 Kings narrative and the 2 
Chronicles narrative. Thus, forgiveness is the vehicle in which God re-appropriates the blessings of 
His gracious covenant. 

The Prophets hold this same covenant grace out to Israel if she would only repent from her 
presumption on God’s grace and her election (Dan. 9:9; Isa. 33:24; Jer. 33:8; Mic. 7:8). Social 
injustices that arise are often the fruit of Israel’s indifference towards God’s covenant and become the 
target of God’s wrath (Amos 2:6, etc.). Israel also must repent of land/covenant defiling sins such as 
idolatry, bloodshed, and sexual sins, before forgiveness is procured. 
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The Psalms reveal the God of Israel as the same God found in the Torah. He does not allow the 
guilty to go unpunished, yet He is a God of forgiveness. In particular, the psalmist finds God to be 
the only source of forgiveness (Ps. 19:12; 25:11; 32:5; 65:3; 78:38). This reliance on God results in 
hymns of praise to God (Ps. 136). 

New Testament Forgiveness is a vital idea for NT theology. John’s baptism was for repentance and 
the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4; Luke 1:76–77). The idea is found in the confession of the Christ 
child’s destiny (Matt. 1:21; Luke 1:77). It is the blood of Jesus’ atonement that yields eternal 
forgiveness of sins (Matt. 26:28; Heb. 10:11–12; Lev. 16; 17:11). Jesus places enormous emphasis on 
horizontal (human to human) forgiveness. Matt. 18:21–35 details the parable of the unforgiving slave, 
enclosed by the divine demand to forgive. In Jesus’ model prayer, the forgiveness the individual 
receives is dependent upon the forgiveness the individual gives to those who offend him. Jesus 
distinguishes His own ministry as one by which forgiveness is mediated to sinners through His blood 
(Matt. 26:28). 
Paul discusses forgiveness, using the terminology mentioned above, only scarcely.  
He prefers to discuss the concept under the idea of righteousness. However, he defines forgiveness 
as the fundamental condition for Christian fellowship (2 Cor. 2:7–10).  
He refers to the idea of redemption as the “forgiveness of sins,” (Col. 1:14). Because Christians have 
been redeemed, they are obligated to forgive as they have been forgiven (Col. 3:13). 

Guaranteed Forgiveness? The idea that God’s business is to forgive and thus forgiveness is secured 
by any and all who ask, regardless of intent, has no biblical ground. God established the sacrificial 
system for the dissolution of ritual impurity and the forgiveness of moral impurities. Yet for the 
“person who does anything defiantly” there is no forgiveness of sin via sacrifice (Num. 15:30–36). 
The illustration used in Numbers is a young man who breaks the Sabbath. His judgment occurs on 
the spot. This defiant sin is treated differently in other cases (Josh. 7; 1 Sam. 12; cp. Ps. 51), so it 
would be inaccurate to say there is no forgiveness for it. However, there is a grave risk of immediate 
and irrevocable judgment. 
The NT also speaks of a sin that will not be forgiven (Mark 3:29; Luke 12:10). Presumably the sin of 
indignantly categorizing the spirit of Jesus, whom Jesus identifies as the Holy Spirit, as demonic 
reveals the desire to vilify God and to deny Him any place as sovereign. 
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