God And Forgiveness - Must We Forgive The Unrepentant
 

Must or should we forgive all wrongdoing in order to be obedient to God? Does God demand Christians forgive Hitler, Saddam Hussein, or our parents who physically or sexually abuse us yet show no remorse or even deny their actions when confronted? Most agree the Bible teaches God forgives those who desire His forgiveness, no matter the offense. What does the Bible says though if the guilty party does not seek forgiveness? Does God perform some type of forgiveness ritual before condemning the unrepentive, based on their freedom to choose, to eternity without Him?

 

I write on forgiveness with much trepidation of being misunderstood. I have at least one main audience in mind and that is those who have been violated and the guilty are not repenting. It seems the emphasis of current advice or sermons on forgiveness are toward victims who are encouraged to forgive without any thought of whether it matters if the guilty confess or even acknowledge their sins. It is true that God sometimes is only seen in this world when the unforgivable are forgiven, but is the emphasis of Scripture on God forgiving those not repenting? God’s forgiveness for salvation discusses the importance of confession of sin, or else how do we know we need to change. In the Old Testament whenever God warns He will punish certain peoples if their evil behaviors continue. If one doesn’t repent does God forgive them before carrying out His justice? 

 

Most agree the Bible teaches God forgives those who desire His forgiveness, no matter the offense. As a Christian I must prepare to forgive even my enemies if they seek forgiveness. Satan’ will is for me to continually scheme how to take revenge or wish evil upon them. God only asks we do into others what God has done for us. Who of us has never sinned? If we refuse to forgive one another, reconciliation is never possible. What does the Bible says though if the guilty party does not seek forgiveness?  Keep in mind the Bible is really a book of stories, as opposed to tight theological treatises on topics such as forgiveness. One's individual circumstances may determine how they handle a relationship matter that involves forgiveness. There may be times to forgive when confession of the guilty isn't present and at others times to be more concerned with not harboring bitterness than forgiving the unrepentant. As you will see though, the majority of Bible stories suggest with forgiveness it takes two to tango.
The Bible is clear God always forgive those who seek His forgiveness. II Chronicles 7:14 says: “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 will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.”  Psalms 32:5 says: “Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD’ and you forgave the guilt of my sin.” In I Kings 8:46-51 Solomon prayed when Israel rebels but then seeks God: 
 

When they sin against you-for there is no one who does not sin-and you become angry with them and give them over to the enemy, who takes them captive to his own land, far away or near; and if they have a change of heart in the land where they are held captive, and repent and plead with you in the land of their conquerors and say, 'We have sinned, we have done wrong, we have acted wickedly’; and if they turn back to you with all their heart and soul in the land of their enemies who took them captive, and pray to you toward the land you gave their ancestors, toward the city you have chosen and the temple I have built for your Name; then from heaven, your dwelling place, hear their prayer and their plea, and uphold their cause. And forgive your people, who have sinned against you; forgive all the offenses they have committed against you, and cause their conquerors to show them mercy; for they are your people and your inheritance, whom you brought out of Egypt, out of that iron-smelting furnace.
The New Testament is a continuation of the Old Testament message to forgive those who seek forgiveness, just as God has forgiven us. Luke 17:1-4 says:

Jesus said to his disciples: Things that cause people to sin are bound to come, but woe to anyone through whom they come. It would be better for you to be thrown into the sea with a millstone tied around your neck than for you to cause one of these little ones to sin. So watch yourselves. If your brother or sister sins against you, rebuke them, and if they repent, forgive them. If they sin against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, 'I repent,’ you must forgive them.
Acts 8:22 says: “Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord. Perhaps he will forgive you for having such a thought in your heart.” I John 1:9 says: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.”
The Bible does not say though that God always forgives. Tough love, rather than easy forgiveness, is sometimes necessary to lead one to change for their own benefit. Many biblical passages advise God does not forgive those who have no regret. One should be slow to judge or assume forgiveness is granted despite an unchanged heart. Joshua 24:19-20 says:  
 

Joshua said to the people, "You are not able to serve the LORD. He is a holy God; he is a jealous God. He will not forgive your rebellion and your sins. If you forsake the LORD and serve foreign gods, he will turn and bring disaster on you and make an end of you, after he has been good to you.” (See also Hosea 1:6-7)
Forgiveness is a gift from God, but clearly we must seek God’s forgiveness with a desire to change. God does not overlook rebellion. God doesn’t forgive those who continue to rebel and don’t seek Him. God very much desires a relationship with us, but God will not force Himself on anyone. The end of the story above in Joshua reports God’s receptiveness of His people, the Israelites, if they “throw away the foreign gods that are among you and yield your hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” (v.23)
God takes action against sin when one doesn’t admit much less stop their rebellious behavior. God does not forgive such behaviors. There are consequences for any sin, much less for the shedding of innocent blood. God does not ignore the victims of evil behaviors. II Kings 24:1-4 says:

During Jehoiakim's reign, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon invaded the land, and Jehoiakim became his vassal for three years. But then he changed his mind and rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar. The LORD sent Babylonian, Aramean, Moabite and Ammonite raiders against him. He sent them to destroy Judah, in accordance with the word of the LORD proclaimed by his servants the prophets.  Surely these things happened to Judah according to the LORD's command, in order to remove them from his presence because of the sins of Manasseh and all he had done, including the shedding of innocent blood. For he had filled Jerusalem with innocent blood, and the LORD was not willing to forgive.
In the New Testament Matthew 12: 31-32 says: 

And so I tell you, people will be forgiven every sin and blasphemy. But blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come.
Many worry if they slip and say something bad or evil against the Holy Spirit they have committed the unpardonable sin. Most scholars agree those who committed the unpardonable sin at the time of the above writing were those who refused to accept the witness of the Holy Spirit to who Jesus was. They denied Jesus’ deity, even accusing Him of being demon possessed. They wanted nothing to do with Jesus and certainly were not seeking His forgiveness. They will suffer the same as others who don’t seek forgiveness of their sin – they will be held accountable for their actions. The Bible also is very clear that those who deny Jesus, call Him names, and accuse Him of lies but they then seek His forgiveness, Jesus welcomes them with open arms. The apostle Paul approved Stephen’s stoning and persecuted the Christians before meeting God on the road to Damascus (Acts 8 and 9), but he was forgiven by God and chosen as the supreme ambassador for Jesus while writing much of the New Testament.

Biblical authors are not shy to address situations when people do not seek God’s forgiveness. The Bible many times says God does not forgive in reference to those who do not seek His forgiveness. The Bible doesn’t focus on forgiveness when repentance is not present. Why should it? It is almost nonsensical to consider or advise others to forgive when forgiveness is not being sought. One can imagine to stress forgiveness in these situations can cause more psychological stress for the victim. Also, the guilty must face the harm they have done others to stop the cycle of victimization. Forgiving someone when there is no remorse is not always God-like behavior and may do more harm than good. Also, expecting someone to forgive another who has sinned against them, when there is no expression of remorse, may not always be God’s expectation. Instead, the biblical emphasis regarding God’s forgiveness is that if one confesses their wrongdoing, God is always willing to forgive. 

I would never judge one if they did forgive their transgressor despite their lack of regret. I can think of no biblical examples where humans are advised to not forgive. I have read stories where in other countries where people of faith were beaten for what they believed and they forgave their abusers. The guilty sometimes would drop to their knees in amazement. God’s wisdom is certainly necessary in all our actions. The biblical evidence though does not seem to command forgiveness in all situations. I understand we are not God and not totally like God. But, I think the fact that we are made in the image of God suggests we do have some things in common.  I have made the assumption that because God does not always forgive that this may be applicable to our situations at times. The Bible doesn’t say God doesn’t forgive because somehow He knows all in advance who wouldn’t ask for forgiveness. Sometimes, forgiveness is just not appropriate thus not commanded. Why would God ask us to do something He doesn’t Himself – forgive the unrepentant?  

Forgiveness from God Conditional  
Numerous biblical passages speak of the importance of one’s willingness to forgive if they are seeking God’s forgiveness. Matthew 6:14 says: “For if you forgive others when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.” Mark 11:25 says: “And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive them, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.”   In the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant (Matthew 18:21-35), we are quick to point out how many times we must forgive – not seven times but seventy-seven times (some manuscripts say seventy times seven). But notice God’s response to the servant who was unwilling to forgive his own servants further in the parable. The point of the parable is not to forgive exactly seventy-seven times and no more, or that if we have failed by not forgiving others, God will never forgive us. The moral of the story is to follow God’s example by forgiving those as God has forgiven us as often as necessary. It is just like us humans to seek or receive forgiveness and then turn around and not offer the same to those who have offended us. God condemns hypocrisy by advising we must forgive others as God has forgiven us. God needs His people through their actions demonstrating to others who He is. 

Jesus’ Model for prayer in Matthew 6 speaks of the importance of forgiveness: 

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.” For if you forgive others when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.
Thankfully, God is readily willing to forgive those who confess their sins. We must be willing to confess our sins; we must be willing to forgive others of their sins. Don’t mistake forgiveness with not having to suffer consequences for our wrongdoing. Experiencing the consequences of our actions are often necessary and life changing. In Numbers 14 God forgave the Israelites who saw God miraculous signs performed in Egypt and were still disobedient, but they were forbidden to see the Promised Land. In 1 Samuel 15 when Saul did not follow God’s instructions, God appeared to forgive but God rejected Saul as King. Forgiveness does not mean there are not consequences to one’s actions.
Jesus’ and Stephens’ Forgiveness Of Their Persecutors
Most biblical passages when speaking on forgiveness address the importance of either seeking forgiveness or being willing to forgive others who repent. Many sermons today though seem to focus a great deal on Christians’ willing to forgive those who aren’t seeking forgiveness, thus not acknowledging any wrongdoing or the pain they have caused others. The Bible doesn’t speak a great deal to this matter, rather focusing on when repentance is present. Jesus and Stephen’s story are similar for as they neared death, they forgive their persecutors who were certainly not seeking their forgiveness. Jesus and Stephen ask God to forgive their accusers “because they do not know what they are doing.” Luke 23: 33-34 says:

When they came to the place called the Skull, there they crucified him, along with the criminal—one on his criminals--one on his right, the other on his left. Jesus said, "Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are doing.” [Some early manuscripts do not have this sentence]. And they divided up his clothes by casting lots.
Acts 7: 51-59 says:

You stiff-necked people! Your hearts and ears are still uncircumcised. You are just like your ancestors: You always resist the Holy Spirit! Was there ever a prophet your ancestors did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him-- you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.”  When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. "Look,” he said, "I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul. While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 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.
Jesus’ words (Luke 23:34) are often cited to support we should always seek to forgive others regardless of their actions. Jesus’ words are not found in earlier manuscripts but it would not be surprising at all if He said these words on the Cross. These were extraordinary circumstances as were Stephen’s. Both men knew they were fixing to enter the presence of God. Stephen actually saw Jesus as He was preparing to die. Jesus and Stephen both forgave spiritual blindness, which their persecutors neither confessed nor recognized. Sometimes behaviors of others may seem less willful and more due to spiritual ignorance. Many passages above suggest God was not always quick to forgive willful, rebellious behavior of the Israelites who witnessed His greatness.

God chose the Jewish nation as a vessel to save all nations. Jesus came as a Jew to save the world from itself. Yet, the spiritual blindness of Jewish people continued generation after generation. One may forgive a young person for their spiritual blindness due to parental and generational influence, but anyone who sins will be held accountable, unless they turn from such influences. We must be careful how we apply Jesus’ and Stephen’s story to those who suffer physical, sexual, or any other violation at the hands of those who know what they do is wrong, and yet they do not confess or take responsibility for their hideous behaviors. We must take into account the whole counsel of the Bible rather than pick these two passages to apply to all situations one may encounter. As we have seen above, God is not quick to forgive those who continue to sin and forsake Him by not acknowledging their sin. 

A Christian who must confront their fellow believer’s sin is not told to forgive if they will not listen, but to treat them as if a pagan. The Bible doesn’t say after disciplining them to necessarily have a ritual of forgiveness. (Mt. 18:15-20) One can always choose to forgive another of their debt, but where there is mercy there must be justice. If one steals money and the money is not paid back by the guilty or some party, there is still a debt to be paid. Sin seldom just impact one person. When a child steals from their parents, this is money a parent may have intended for siblings or others. Self-centered living impacts others, causing a price to be paid 

Love Your Enemies
Many who emphasize forgiveness, regardless of the heart of the offender, point to passages such as Matthew 5:38-48. Even though the passage does not address forgiveness directly, the subject of loving others who don’t necessary deserve or return one’s love is related. 
You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to them the other check also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
Jesus often used hyperbolic language to make a point. Jesus obviously didn’t always take a passive stance against sin as we see in His encounter with moneychangers in the temple (Mt. 21:12). Jesus would not advise soldiers on the battlefield to not defend themselves against their enemies. From the Old Testament we see God knew war was sometimes necessary to counteract evil in an evil world. Jesus would not advise a woman to continue to accept physical abuse by her husband without reaching out for help. Men often don’t stop their violence until confronted by others and held accountable for their actions and attitudes. A parent doesn’t continually turn their check or eyes when their child is causing harm to others or using drugs. Love sometimes must be tough in order to encourage necessary change. Having said all this though, let’s not water down Jesus’ message. 

Jesus surely was challenging his listeners to consider the radical nature of His message. It is easy to love those who love you back (v.46). This is the natural thing to do for most. It is not natural to love those back who don’t reciprocate. Jesus sought out those who despised Him in hopes that they would have a change of heart and consider His message. If Jesus only attempted to love those who loved Him back, His influence would not have been as great. How do we apply “If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to them the other check also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well.”  
Jesus’ command to love is radical. Christians must take the high road. Christians must not seek revenge. We must not return “like behavior for like behavior.” We must attempt to not become bitter but pray loved ones or our enemies will become open to God’s ways. We must be prepared to forgive others if they confess their sins, though we may not think or feel they deserve it. Anyone can hate their enemies back. Christians can respond back to their enemies in ways that may influence them for good. We don’t have to put ourselves in harm’s way. Neither must we always seek instant justice. Jesus in Matthew 5 was not addressing every particular situation; He was speaking in general that the heart of the Christian is radically different. We must seek the wisdom of God and others how we might respond in each situation. God always sought change not instant justice. Most of us would not be the people we are today if not for God’s radical love. 

Conclusion 
I do not wish to suggest God never forgives without heart-felt sorrow from the guilty. In Numbers 14:20 God forgave the Israelites at Moses’ request; the Israelites didn’t request forgiveness. Consequences still resulted though. The Bible as a whole seems to suggest forgiveness is typically conditional upon one’s seeking forgiveness and one’s willing to forgive others. Why would God require we do something He doesn’t – forgive the unrepentant? The Bible offers much hope for those who seek forgiveness. God’s challenge was how to get sinners to repent, to follow love – God chose the incarnation. Jesus didn’t have to persuade God to stop being angry and start forgiving. God has always been the seeking Parent. Jesus died not to change God’s attitude but our attitude toward God. 

Sinners must recognize how their selfishness is ruining their lives and the lives of others they impact. Justice is demanded for the pain caused by one’s actions. Don’t we all long for some kind of justice when others or we have been wronged? The guilty or innocent must sacrifice something in an attempt to right wrongs. Forgiveness is never without a cost. Where there is mercy there must always be justice. This is why God went to elaborate lengths in the Old Testament to require sacrifices. This is why the Cross was necessary and God could not just verbally forgive sinners. The Cross and Jesus’ violent death teaches us there is always a price that must be paid. God chose to pay the price for us rather than requiring we pay the price for our own self-centeredness. 

Unfortunately, many do not confess or admit any wrongdoing. Starting a confession with “I acted this way because…” is not a true confession. Many have been violated by another person’s wrongdoing. Sometimes, even though the violator doesn’t seek forgiveness, the Christian victim is haunted with thoughts whether they must forgive their violator. Others may be urging them to forgive. It seems to me the challenge for victims, when forgiveness is not sought, is not necessarily to focus on forgiveness. This doesn’t appear to always be God’s focus. The challenge is to not take revenge. God is able to handle revenge without being vindictive. A second challenge is to not allow bitterness to rule or interfere with life on a daily basis. What purpose is served to allow another person’s sins to continue to hold you hostage? I don’t know any other way to deal with bitterness than on a spiritual basis. Look to God and those who have successful dealt with bitterness on how to move on. Finally, we must pray to God for the power to be able to forgive those who have done evil against us should they ever seek forgiveness due to genuine regrets. Just as God forgives any sin we confess, we must be willing to follow His example and forgive those who sin against us. 

Christians are challenged to forgive those who genuinely regret their actions. It is the central message of Christianity. It is the very heart of the gospel, the very character of God. People often only experience what God is like when they are forgiven though not deserving. Please do not conclude from what I have written that one can earn forgiveness. Please do not conclude one can necessarily payback what they have taken from someone (i.e. childhood with appropriate parental love, sexual purity). Please do not conclude forgiveness must be instant. Genuineness is proven through actions than just words. Christians don’t forgive because others deserve it; Christians forgive because God forgave us. We certainly did nothing to earn or deserve His grace. Our asking for forgiveness doesn’t make salvation earned by works, but confession is an integral aspect of how we receive God’s grace. 

