
UNFORGIVING LOVE 
	Let's get Bible-straight on forgiveness.  

looks like an oxymoron. Unforgiving people are unloving, aren't 
they? Yes. And loving people are eager to forgive, aren't they? Yes. So how 
could love ever be unforgiving? For-giving is a form of giving, &--though a gift 
is offered whether or not it is received--& a gift has not been given until it has been 
received. Forgivingness is an attitude, forgiveness is a trans-action, a mutual event; 
& forgiven-ness is the relational status of one who penitently has accepted the unearn-
able gift (the "grace"-gift) of forgiveness. 

The moral structure of life, of the universe, would be violated if one could 
forgive an impenitent. That is why, though "God is love," he's unforgiving to the 
impenitent: "if you don't forgive others, your Father will not forgive your sins" (Mt. 
6.15 CEV). That is why the Lord's Prayer incorporates this divine conditional love: 
"Forgive our sins, as we forgive everyone who has done wrong to us" (L.11.4 CEV; 
Mt.6.12 CEV: "Forgive us for doing wrong, as we forgive others."). 

A parable dramatically emphasizes this conditionality (Mt.18.21-35). Jesus tells 
Peter he should never stop forgiving (the penitent [implied]) : no limit. And no limit 
on the enormity of the offense against you! An official owed a king "50,000,000 
silver coins"--about enough to buy himself a small kingdom! But when the official 
groveled "on his knees," "begging," "the king felt sorry for him and let him go free. 
He even told the official that he did not have to pay back the money." You cannot 
be forgiven (the story-picture says) while standing on your feet: you must assume 
the inferior bodily position of groveling while using begging words. To accept the 
gift of forgiveness is a humiliating experience, devastating to the ego, to self-esteem. 
The Gospel is unavailable (1) to those who think they haven't sinned, or have but 
the consequences are not terminal, & (2) to those who admit they have sinned but 
that it's nothing they can't work themselves out of on their own. Yet many who call 
themselves Christians give no evidence of having groveled before God, begging his 
forgiveness. And many have joined churches on the cheap grace of never having 
been asked to "repent and believe the gospel.".... Now comes the shocker in the 
parable. The king discovers that the official's repentance was a scam, a deception, 
only a trick to take the heat off himself. His body & mouth repented, his heart (his 
inner life) did not. So the king "ordered the official to be tortured until he could 
pay back everything he owed. That is how my Father in heaven will treat you, if 
you don't forgive...with all your heart." (Amnesty International should check God 
out: he tortures phony penitents.) 

As you've surmised by now, the purpose  of this Thinksheet is to convey the 
biblical conception of, & feelings appropriate to, "forgiveness." And the occasion  
is my increasing irritation over phony (albeit ignorant) representations claimed to 
be biblical. 

1 	"If there is a Man upstairs, my guess is that he won't be too hard on me." 
An exact quotation from a man whom recently I told the gospel to (he'd not heard 
it before). If he knew the phrase, he could smoothly subscribe to the heretical doc-
trine of God's unconditional love, a phrase that for many who do know it means that 
God is easy-going. The problem is that the phrase's literal meaning--that God keeps 
right on loving & forgiving & blessing no matter what--is false. And the underlying 
confusion is the failure to distinguish between love-as-intention  (which in God is nat-
ural, i.e. of his nature, & therefore conditional on nothing outside him) & love-as-
action,  the action of loving-forgiving-blessing (which does depend on something out-
side himself, for his action is "holy," righteous, moral toward us sinners, & varies 
with our response). A rough analogy: "unrequited love": the jilted lover isn't going 
to be doing any loving with the unresponsive beloved: love intended, no love in action. 

2 	Yes, loving people are eager to forgive: thus Jesus' "Love your enemies," a 
teaching we Christians are permanently stuck with. Two days ago, preaching to 
2,700 in a Florida church, Jim Bakker (who'd defrauded followers of $158 million & 
gone to prison for it) said "Some of you hate me, I can tell." Then he Jesus-trapped 
the congregation: "How many of you want to go to heaven?" All hands up. With 
his index finger he jabbed at them, "Then you've got to love me." Stuck. 
Christians have no excuse for not leaning toward forgiving, having the attitude of 
forgivingness. 
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3 	In the biblical languages, I've just reviewed all the possible ways of talking 
about "forgiveness," & they are not open to the confusion the English word conveys. 
Note, 	in 	this 	Thinksheet's 	1st 	II, 	these 	necessary 	distinctions 	I 	draw: 
"forgivingness," "forgiveness," "forgivenness." 	PROBLEM: In English, the middle 
term is used to cover all three meanings. This in RHD 2 : "act of forgiving," "state 
of being forgiven," "disposition or willingness to forgive." (Academic necessity once 

rv forced me to read a book on forgiveness in a language I had to learn to read it: in 
Holland Dutch, no such confusion as in English. ) ....Another defect, here, in English: 

cy) 
cr) the dictionaries don't have "forgivenness."....Again, for the Bible's central meaning 

of love (e.g., Jn.3.16), I'll create the word "action-love." In L.15, the prodigal 
father stopped action-loving his prodigal son as soon as the latter left home, & start-
ed action-loving him again when he returned. He could have action-loved that son 
by following him to the "far country" & hanging around to see what good he might 
do him. Silly, wouldn't it have been? Some spouses are so sick they'll continue 
with the works of love, with active love, no matter how great the abuse. Pathology: 
some spouses & other sexual partners "ask for" abuse, are masochistic (on which Paul-
ine Reage wrote a horror, THE STORY OF 0). The prodigal father would have been 
sentimentally sick ( &, in our time, sentimentality passes for love); Pauline was patho-
logically sick. God's love is never sick; leave & you're gone forever unless you de-
cide to return (in which case you'll be welcomed: God's forgivingness is uncondition-
al because natural to him: he has the "disposition or willingness to forgive"). 

4 	Why my insistence, in hundreds of Thinksheets, on verbal precision? 	(1) 
Because of my hunger for the word of the Lord through the Hebrew-Aramaic-Greek 
words of the Holy Book; (2) Because God has given me the gift of Sprachgeftthl 
(language-sensitivity), to set folks straight when they abuse language (an activity, 
I've found, that does not pay well in the coinage of this world); (3) Because muddy 
language-use forbids clarity of thought & fosters corrosive word-fights (logomachies) 
impeding all dimensions of "love" & "forgiveness.".... It's a trade-off. I'd like my 
Thinksheets to have a smooth style, yet Thinksheet-reading is tough going ("in which 
are some things hard to be understood" [2P.3.16 KJV]) because I smooth out the 
meaning instead of the style. Which answers the frequent question "Why don't you 
publish more?" Because the Thinksheet format & style is unpublishable (though Eerd-
mans, at their initiative, did take a chance on my FLOW OF FLESH, REACH of SPIRIT, 
which sold only desultorily, being a selection of Thinksheets). Not inability: I can 
write simply & smoothly, as in writing/editing the periodical FAMILY DEVOTIONS for 
a decade; but I'm undermotivated, now, to write much of anything except Thinksheets. 

5 	When is it accurate to say "I forgive you"? Only when the offender (repents 
&) asks for forgiveness. Otherwise, the most you can say is "I want to forgive you. 
Will you accept my forgiveness?" Jesus teaches that unwillingness to accept & give 
forgiveness makes forgiveness impossible (except, I add, as a sentimental, self-serv-
ing gesture, as in the currently popular "therapeutic forgivenss," supported by "for-
giveness research"--as elaborately affirmed in the 1.10.00 CHRISTIANITY TODAY 
cover story "The Forgiveness Factor"). Forgiveness/reconciliation is a single reality. 
The reconciliation is real even when the offended didn't want to offer forgiveness 
but did so out of sense of duty (storgic love) or obedience ("Love your enemies"). To 
hell with how you felt about it, so to heaven with your wonderful new feelings. Lewis 
Smedes stresses "the important benefit that forgiveness is to the forgiver," but that 
plays into the God-users' hands, pious narcissism, religion as good for you; &, as 
something individualistic--something you can do all by yourself (& for yourself!)-- 
forgiveness is easily secularized as a self-help, feel-good technique (something the 
article does not warn about, seems unaware of). 

6 	Though monotheistic, Islam has 30 names for God, let's call them 50 doors 
through which to enter into the divine presence. The NT has many terms for speak-
ing of the one central Christian experience of God: "justification, reconciliation, re-
demption, adoption, and forgiveness are [for Paul] not five different doors through 
which one enters into life, but one door with five names" (Millar Burroughs, AN OUT-
LINE OF BIBLICAL THEOLOGY [Westminster/46] 183). The oneness, integrality, of 
this experience is also in N.S.Snaith's "Forgive, Forgiveness" (in Alan Richardson's 
A THEOLOGICAL WORD BOOK OF THE BIBLE [SCM/50]), who emphasizes conditional-
ity: "Forgiveness is throughout conditional upon repentance." 
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