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Introduction


For centuries, Christians reciting the Apostles’ Creed have affirmed, ‘I believe in the forgiveness of sins’. While the origins of the Apostles’ Creed are shrouded in legend,1 it is apparent that by the middle of the second century the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’ was included in what may well be the earliest summary of the Christian faith alongside the Father, the ruler of the entire world, Jesus Christ our Saviour, the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete and the holy church.2 Thus from its earliest days the church has placed ‘the forgiveness of sins’ at the centre of its faith. This observation sets the agenda for this study, which analyses the phrase ‘the forgiveness of sins’, its antecedents in the Jewish Testament and other Jewish writings, the different contexts in which it is found in the New Testament, and the ways in which the phrase is taken up and developed in the writings of the early church until Augustine.


Although the phrase is nowhere found in the Jewish Testament, its predominant use without the definite article governing either noun reflects the grammar of the LXX: Jeremias refers to it as a ‘biblical construction’.3 The phrase may be pre-Christian in origin, as Jeremias suggests, or it may originate from the early Aramaic-speaking Christian congregations; on the other hand, the New Testament writers may simply have adopted or coined a phrase in the Septuagintal style.


While the phrase is Greek, the forgiveness of sins originates in a Jewish context, since in the wider Graeco-Roman world, forgiveness was not perceived as a virtue.4 Seneca claimed that it is not right out of a weak sense of pity to pardon (ignoscere) a crime or misdeed or to remit a punishment that is due. A ruler’s decision to show mercy, on the other hand, is governed by reason and follows the most just course of action, acting in accordance with what is fair and good even if this does not comply with the letter of the law: whereas pardon is the remission of punishment that is due, mercy declares that those who are let off did not deserve any different treatment.5 The Greek term συγγνώμη is not the equivalent of the English term ‘forgiveness’, though it can be applied to situations where people act either under external compulsion or in excusable ignorance.6 Nevertheless the normal cultural response to wrongdoing, for those who valued honour, power or status, was to exact revenge: to forgive was a sign of weakness.7 Thus although the phrase ἄφεσις [τῶν] ἁμαρτιῶν is Greek, there is no doubt that it is an unwieldy translation of a distinctively Jewish concept.8


The earliest known occurrence of the phrase is Mk. 1:4, which refers to John preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. Luke retains Mark’s reference to John baptising ‘for the forgiveness of sins’ (3:3) and also says of John in Zechariah’s prophecy that he would go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give the knowledge of salvation to his people in the forgiveness of their sins (1:77). At the end of the gospel, Jesus sends the disciples out to proclaim repentance and forgiveness of sins to all nations (24:47). Luke thus uses the phrase three times in his gospel and also uses it a further five times in Acts, where he records the apostles’ fulfilment of Jesus’ commission:9 Peter calls on the Pentecost crowd to repent and be baptised for the forgiveness of sins (2:38) and tells the Council that God has exalted Jesus to his right hand as Lord and Saviour to give repentance to Israel and the forgiveness of sins (5:31); in his sermon to Cornelius, he also declares that everyone who believes in Jesus receives forgiveness of sins through his name (10:43). Paul takes up the theme at Antioch: the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed through the risen Jesus (13:38); before Agrippa he recalls how the risen Lord commissioned him to open the eyes of the Gentiles, turn them from darkness to light and the power of Satan to God, so that they might receive the forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in him (26:18). While Luke attributes the phrase to Paul, in the Pauline corpus it is only found in Col. 1:14, with its reference to having redemption, the forgiveness of sins, in Christ.


None of these references relates the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’ to the death of Jesus. Matthew is the only one to do this explicitly as in his account of the Last Supper he refers to Jesus’ blood being poured out for the forgiveness of sins (26:28), and the associated phrase ‘the forgiveness of trespasses’ is associated with redemption through Jesus’ blood in Eph. 1:7. Thus, within the New Testament, the link between the death of Jesus and the forgiveness of sins is disconcertingly slender: although Cecil Frances Alexander’s hymn proclaims, ‘He died that we might be forgiven’,10 it remains the case that the phrase ‘the forgiveness of sins’ is only explicitly tied to the death of Jesus in Matthew’s redaction of Mark’s account of the Last Supper.


Although the phrase did not originate with Luke, the frequency with which he employs it ensures that the ‘forgiveness of sins’ is a distinctively Lukan theme in the New Testament. This raises questions because Luke mentions forgiveness more than any other New Testament writer, and he also seems to go out of his way to avoid any interpretation of Christ’s death in terms of atoning sacrifice: the ransom saying of Mk. 10:45 is edited out (Lk. 22:26–27), and while Jesus does refer to ‘the new covenant in my blood’ at the Last Supper, the fact that these words are textually insecure, missing as they are from the western manuscripts (22:19b-20),11 adds to the impression that Luke avoided interpreting Jesus’ death in terms of atonement. The one occasion when Luke definitely uses atonement language with respect to Jesus’ death is in Acts 20:28, in which Paul charges the Ephesian elders with caring for the flock of God, ἣν περιεποιήσατο διὰ τοῦ αἵματος ἰδίου. Although this verse is sometimes seized upon as evidence that Luke does have a theology of the atonement after all,12 Luke here does not reflect on the question of how the blood secured the redemption. The thrust of the verse is paraenetic, as Paul emphasises to the elders the need to take heed to themselves and to the church for which God paid so high a price, namely his own blood, or with the blood of his own, depending how the Greek is read. The value of the church to God is underscored by the cost of redemption he has borne and for this reason the elders need to be extra vigilant in taking care of God’s treasured possession. Thus soteriology is subordinated to ecclesiology and paraenesis; Luke does the same thing in a more drastic fashion with the ransom saying from Mark 10:45, where Mark’s reference to Jesus giving his life is replaced with a comment on Jesus’ adoption of the role of the servant at the meal table as he answers the disciples’ dispute about who is the greatest: ‘For who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one who serves’ (Lk. 22:27).


For all his emphasis on forgiveness, then, Luke does not appear to interpret Jesus’ death in terms of sacrifice. Conzelmann indeed claims that in the gospel there is ‘no direct soteriological significance drawn from Jesus’ suffering or death’.13 Likewise, George surveys Luke’s extensive references to the passion of Christ, and concludes that Luke never gives the cross any vicarious or expiatory significance and nowhere connects it with the forgiveness of sins: instead, for Luke, salvation depends on the resurrection and ascension of Jesus.14 Given the traditional Christian association of the forgiveness of sins with the death of Jesus, it is surprising to discover that Luke, the New Testament author who uses this phrase most frequently, appears to avoid making that connection.


There are those who welcome Luke’s reluctance to ground the forgiveness of sins in the atoning death of Jesus. This is the perspective of Abelard: ‘How cruel and unjust it appears that anyone should have demanded the blood of the innocent as any kind of ransom, or have been in any way delighted with the death of the innocent, let alone that God should have found the death of his Son so acceptable, that through it he should have been reconciled to the whole world.’15 This point is made forcefully in Robin Collins’ parody of the parable of the prodigal son, in which the father refuses to forgive the son until the penalty of his wrongdoing has been paid, which it duly is, by the elder brother, who works himself to death in the fields to pay his brother’s debt, after which the younger son and his father are finally reconciled.16 Yet if God’s offer of forgiveness in the gospel is not based on the atoning death of Christ, why was the death of Jesus necessary? Bultmann argues that it was not: sin cannot be compensated for; it can only be forgiven, and the basis for that forgiveness is not the death and resurrection of Jesus. God’s forgiveness is a free act and is communicated to us solely through the word of Jesus.17


Bultmann’s followers associated Luke-Acts with the rise of early Catholicism:18 according to this view, the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’ may well have been taken over from existing theological tradition without any depth of understanding or exploration of its significance. An alternative possibility is that Luke consciously avoided connecting forgiveness with atonement on the basis that, in the course of Jesus’ ministry, the divine forgiveness is freely available to all who repent: what need, then, of an atoning sacrifice to remove sin?19


On the other hand, it may be that Luke avoided references to atonement because he saw a correlation between divine and human forgiveness.20 Such a correlation is suggested by the petition for forgiveness in the Lord’s Prayer: καὶ ἄφες ἡμῖν τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν, καὶ γὰρ αὐτοὶ ἀφίομεν παντὶ ὀφείλοντι ἡμῖν (11:4). If Luke draws an analogy between divine forgiveness and human forgiveness then that would account for his minimising an interpretation of Jesus’ death in terms of sacrificial atonement, since sacrificial atonement has no place in interpersonal forgiveness.21 This makes the idea of divine forgiveness more accessible, particularly to modern readers in a non-sacrificial culture: the analogy of human forgiveness can help us understand what it means for God to ‘forgive’ our sins.


In the petition for forgiveness in the Lord’s Prayer it is significant that the direct object of ‘to forgive’ is the offence which is forgiven;22 the indirect object is the perpetrator of the offence. The analogy of forgiving debts is illuminating:23 if I forgive a debt, that means I no longer require repayment. Correspondingly, if I forgive a sin, I no longer seek retribution or restitution: if I forgive a sin, I release the sinner from the need to make restitution; I will not demand an eye for an eye or a tooth for a tooth, but will turn the other cheek. There may be good reasons why the person who has committed a crime should serve a prison sentence for what they have done, but my personal desire to see justice done should not be one of them: forgiveness means that I will not press charges.


This is an aspect of forgiveness that is sometimes glossed over, as if the exercise of forgiveness on my part is compatible with the pursuit of justice and redress because forgiving is only about relinquishing any personal feelings of animosity against the perpetrator.24 Yet if forgiveness does not mean a withholding of punishment, then we have nothing to hope for when God forgives our sins: he can punish us justly by sending us to hell and then ‘forgive’ us by letting go of any feelings of anger that he might have against us. Those who believe in ‘the forgiveness of sins’ are hoping for something better than that! Forgiveness entails a willingness to see the perpetrator forgo the penalty due to them for what they have done:25 this is precisely why the Greek word for forgiveness is ἀφίημι, which has the meaning, ‘let go, cancel, remit or pardon’.26


Thus complete forgiveness27 may be described as a response to an offence that seeks to (1) relinquish one’s own negative emotions triggered by the offence concerned; and (2), where possible, to address what has happened with the perpetrator with a view to seeking reconciliation; (3) to welcome and accept any expression of sincere repentance; and (4) to forgo any demands for personal restitution or punishment.28


The greater the crime or sin that has been committed, the harder it is to forgive: some victims of wrongdoing may struggle just to get to the first step of letting go of their feelings and some may be unable to forgive at all. We may even instinctively feel that some atrocities should be beyond forgiveness.29 If forgiveness entails a relinquishing, a giving up of the demand for the perpetrator to be punished or pay some kind of penalty for the offence, then where is the justice in that? So should there be limits to God’s forgiveness? If so, where should the lines be drawn?30 If not, what right does God have to forgive those who have committed atrocities against others, or even worse, to demand that we forgive others if we want to be forgiven ourselves? Who speaks for the victim in all of this?


It must be stressed that forgiving a sin is in no way to be confused with condoning that sin. An essential part of forgiveness is the recognition that what took place was wrong and should never have happened. For forgiveness to be genuine, an acknowledgement of all the consequences of that sin, including the ensuing pain and trauma, needs to be faced and addressed. Those who genuinely have something to forgive never say, ‘It doesn’t matter’: if it doesn’t matter, there is nothing to forgive. What is excusable can be excused and does not need to be forgiven. It is when something is wrong and inexcusable that forgiveness comes into operation.31 Forgiveness does not mean taking the path of ignoring, excusing or justifying what someone else has done: such techniques of minimising or mitigating the offence may make forgiveness easier, but they should not be confused with forgiveness itself. Forgiveness does not sweep offences under the carpet. Forgiveness brings the wrongdoing out into the open where it can be acknowledged and dealt with. If the guilty party is moved to express repentance in response then the door is opened to a healing reconciliation. Whereas revenge draws the victim across the line to stand with the perpetrator in sinfulness, forgiveness seeks to bring the offender across the line to be reconciled to the victim in grace. As this study unfolds, it will be argued that this indeed is precisely what God in his sovereignty has done for us in Jesus.


This is a study in theology, which is concerned with the God who forgives the sins of the people he has redeemed, and who sends them to be ambassadors of that forgiveness to the rest of the world. It will include a survey of references to the forgiveness of sins from Jewish literature, the New Testament and the writings of the early church. Because of the difficulties of dating the Old Testament material, a chronological approach is set aside in favour of a thematic approach, which allows for valid points to be established in each chapter on the basis of the material presented.


The material in the primary sources themselves generates significant questions to be addressed: is forgiveness God’s prerogative? In the Hebrew Testament, when priests make atonement, do they do so on behalf of the people before God, or do they act as God’s agents in dispensing forgiveness? What is the relationship between sacrifice and prayer in securing forgiveness? On what basis does God answer prayers for the forgiveness of the nation? How can God both forgive sin and punish it to the third and the fourth generation? What is the relationship between the forgiveness of sins and exile?


In Luke’s gospel, what is the relationship between Jesus’ proclamation of forgiveness and his death, and in what way does Luke associate the death of Jesus with the proclamation of forgiveness in Acts? Is forgiveness impossible without the shedding of blood? Are the Jews responsible for Jesus’ death and, if so, are they forgiven for their part in it? Why do we say, ‘I believe in the forgiveness of sins’ when we recite the creed? How did the church’s proclamation of forgiveness open the door to the practice of penance and the doctrine of original sin? Is receiving the forgiveness of sins dependent on an orthodox faith? These questions are all explored on the basis of material on the forgiveness of sins drawn from the New Testament and early church writings up to the time of Augustine.


We start in the next chapter, ‘God Alone Forgives’, with a survey of expressions of divine forgiveness in Jewish literature up to and including the first century CE: we will examine how the verb ‘to forgive’ is used in the Jewish Testament, the intertestamental literature, the Dead Sea Scrolls, Josephus and Philo, and observe that God himself overwhelmingly predominates as the subject of these verbs. The prevailing pattern in the Jewish Testament is that wrongs between people must be set right by just compensation: the lex talionis applies and once this has been enforced then God is the one who can exercise the divine right to forgive the offender. Forgiveness is thus first and foremost a divine matter, which may help explain the outrage of those who, when they saw Jesus forgiving sins, asked who can forgive sins but God alone.


Chapter 3, ‘The Subject of Atonement’, explores how in the Torah atonement constitutes the basis on which sins are forgiven and impurity cleansed. As with verbs of forgiveness, God frequently appears as the author of the verb ‘to atone’ outside the priestly literature, and indeed it is likely that when priests make atonement, they do so as God’s representatives. Thus God’s readiness to provide ways of making atonement and also to atone for sin himself indicates that the basis for forgiveness ultimately lies in the Lord’s own compassion and covenant faithfulness. It is only in the LXX and other Jewish Hellenistic writings that God begins to be perceived as the object, rather than the subject, of making atonement. As with forgiveness, atonement is primarily a matter of divine sovereignty and this recognition forms the basis on which people appeal to him for the forgiveness of their own sins and the sins of the nation.


Chapter 4, ‘Prayer and Sacrifice’, explores the tradition of penitential prayer and examines the role played by repentance alongside the offering of sacrifice. The ordering of Old Testament books in the Christian canon easily gives the misleading impression that the early practice of sacrificial atonement for the forgiveness of sins is critiqued and replaced by heartfelt repentance. However, the Hebrew Tanakh closes with the books of Chronicles, which invites us to see that in Second Temple Judaism the norm was that forgiveness was mediated through sacrifice. The offering of sacrifice served to express a genuine, heartfelt repentance, and acceptance of that sacrifice was a sign that the sin had been forgiven.


Chapter 5, ‘Interceding for Forgiveness’, explores the deeply rooted tradition of praying that God would forgive his people, starting with Moses’ prayer for the nation in the aftermath of the golden calf incident. Moses expresses the hope that he might be able to atone for the nation’s sin and in the course of the prayer he asks God to take his life if he is not willing to forgive the nation (Ex. 32:32). This can be interpreted in different ways: does Moses offer his life in place of that of the nation? Does he hope to save the nation by refusing to distance himself from them, trusting that God will spare them for his sake because he has found favour in God’s sight? Or does he identify himself completely with the nation in their sin and in solidarity with them confess both his and their need of forgiveness? Although all three models of prayer are found in the Jewish scriptures, the third is the most pervasive: intercession means standing as Moses does, in complete solidarity with sinful people, and asking God to ‘pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance’ (Ex. 34:9).


Chapter 6, ‘Exile and the Forgiveness of Sins’, focuses God’s self-revelation to Moses as the Lord, the God who both forgives iniquity and visits it on the children of the perpetrators to the third and fourth generation (Ex. 34:6–7). God’s words to Moses offer no criteria for determining the basis on which he chooses to punish or to forgive: the emphasis falls on his absolute sovereignty. This dialectic in the nature of God is expressed and resolved in exile: the narrative of Kings clearly portrays exile as the outworking of God’s principle of inter-generational punishment, yet the narrative itself can be read as a confession of sin in the hope and expectation that God will respond to his people with forgiveness. The plight of the nation is blamed on the sin of Manasseh, and since Jehoiachin is the fifth generation of Manasseh’s family, his reprieve at the end of the narrative offers a ray of hope that, after judgment, God will now respond with forgiveness. Correspondingly the exilic prophets, even as they see the exile as God’s judgment, also hold out the promise of future forgiveness alongside as well. Exile thus becomes the crucible in which the punishment to the third and fourth generation is worked out and in which the promises of future forgiveness are forged: in this way exile both expresses and resolves the dialectic of God’s identity as this was revealed to Moses and affirms his sovereign right to respond to the sins of his people, either with inter-generational judgment or with divine forgiveness.


According to N.T. Wright, ‘the forgiveness of sins’ can be equated with the end of exile, and he makes the end of exile the hermeneutical key for interpreting ‘the forgiveness of sins’ in the New Testament.32 An examination of the association of the forgiveness of sins with exile in the Old Testament and other Jewish writings suggests that the association is not sufficiently clear to accept his interpretation of the forgiveness of sins in terms of return from exile. There is, however, no denying that the proclamation of the forgiveness of sins by John the Baptist and Jesus took place in the context of Roman domination of Israel, and the influence of this socio-historical context is explored in the following chapter.


Thus Roman occupation is the context in which Jesus exercised his ministry of forgiving sinners: though Israel was not in exile, the nation’s subjection to Rome made it natural for people to see this as a sign of God’s displeasure. The proposal in Chapter 7, ‘Labelling Sinners in Luke’, is that ‘sinners’ were identified in the popular imagination as those responsible for the nation’s plight. The chapter uses labelling theory to explore the identification of tax collectors and prostitutes as ‘sinners’ in Luke’s gospel because their associations with the Roman occupying power breached the boundaries of the community of God’s people. Those who had the most to gain from this labelling of ‘sinners’ were the chief priests, who dispensed the forgiveness of sins, but were only able to do so as a result of their own collusion with the Roman authorities. Jesus’ forgiveness of sinners and his actions in the Temple challenged the religious leaders, and raised the question as to whether their loyalties lay with God or with Rome. As a result, the Jewish ruling authorities collaborated with Rome to have him executed. At the end of Luke’s gospel, the place of the Temple authorities as the real ‘sinners’ is exposed (24:7).


Having looked at the forgiveness of sins in Jesus’ ministry, we turn in the next chapter to begin to explore the forgiveness of sins and the death of Jesus; whereas Luke, who majors on forgiveness as a theme, does not emphasise the atoning effects of Jesus’ death, Hebrews is quite different, claiming as it does that there is ‘No forgiveness without bloodshed’ (9:22). This chapter explores the association between redemption, forgiveness and Jesus’ blood in Eph. 1:7, Col. 1:14, Rom. 3:24–25, and focuses on Mt. 26:28. In the different accounts of the Last Supper in the gospels there is considerable variation on the cup word; however, all agree that Jesus’ disciples drank the cup. The implications of drinking wine that has been identified as blood are considered, given the strongly held Jewish ban on blood consumption. The underlying reason why blood can effect atonement is because the life of every living thing is in the blood and all life belongs to God: accordingly, blood is regarded as holy and as such it can be used by God to sanctify what is common, cleanse what is impure and forgive what is sinful. An explanation as to why and how blood effects atonement is offered in Lev. 17:11, which combines two ideas: first, that blood consumption is forbidden because the life is in the blood, and secondly that pouring blood out at the base of the altar can atone for (in the sense of redeeming) people’s lives. These two references to life associated with blood are combined using the Jewish hermeneutic of gazerah shawah to yield the claim that it is the life in the blood which makes atonement.


Thus the bible’s only explanation of how atonement works is an exercise in creativity, and Jesus develops this creative tradition in the words he said over the cup. Reinterpreting the Jewish ban on blood consumption, he makes the point that his lifeblood atones for the lives of the disciples and also evokes the ransom logion in the process. An essentially creative approach to developing metaphorical soteriological interpretations of Jesus’ blood is found in the different versions we have of his cup word as well as in the wide range of sacrificial interpretations of his death in the New Testament. From beginning to end, the biblical understanding of the atonement is grounded in the creative use of metaphor.


The textual tradition of Luke’s gospel bears witness to scribal editorial creativity when it comes to interpreting and understanding the link between Jesus’ death and the message of forgiveness. Chapter 9 explores Lukan soteriology by exploring the basis upon which Jesus commissions his disciples to proclaim the ‘forgiveness of sins’ at the end of the gospel. In ‘Three Layers of Forgiveness in Luke-Acts’ it is argued that the correlation in Luke’s writings between Jesus’ death and God’s sovereign right to forgive varies in accordance with the different textual traditions found in Codices Bezae, Vaticanus and Sinaiticus. Bezae omits Jesus’ declaration that the second cup of wine shared at the Last Supper is the new covenant in his blood, resulting in a gospel where salvation is a matter of imitating Jesus as the Servant of the Lord, in anticipation of the future eschatological reversal heralded by his resurrection and exaltation: it is as the risen Lord that Jesus has the authority to forgive sins. Vaticanus includes the cup word, but omits Jesus’ prayer for the forgiveness of his executioners: here forgiveness of sins is based on the new covenant. Sinaiticus includes Jesus’ prayer from the cross and this raises the profile of Luke’s portrait of Jesus as the innocent victim of injustice, and it is on this basis that he commissions his disciples to take the good news of repentance and forgiveness to all nations, starting at Jerusalem, the city responsible for his crucifixion. It is on this basis as well that we can come to a fresh understanding as to why the death of Jesus was necessary for God to forgive our sins: although the shedding of blood may not be a necessary precondition for God to forgive our sins, it can be seen that Jesus taking the place of an innocent victim of injustice places God in the category of those who are the victims of atrocities: there is a sense in which it is only in suffering this kind of violence that God has the moral right to forgive those who have inflicted suffering on their fellow human beings. In Jesus, God becomes a victim of injustice and forgives sin from that position of weakness and vulnerability.


Chapter 10, ‘No Longer Dying to Forgive Us’, assesses possible reasons for these variant readings and suggests that the cup word may have been omitted from Codex Bezae as a result of docetic influence, while Jesus’ prayer for the forgiveness of those responsible for his death may have been omitted from Vaticanus as a result of anti-Judaic sentiment expressed in Christian writings in the second century and beyond, particularly on account of the Jews’ apparently permanent exclusion from Jerusalem.


Chapter 11, ‘Too Hard to Forgive?’ picks up on the theme of anti-Judaism and focuses on New Testament citations of Isa. 6:9–10 in order to explore attitudes towards the forgiveness of sins and the Jews. Whereas Matthew’s reference to the blood of the covenant (26:28) has the potential to redeem the gospel from the charge of being anti-Judaic on account of 27:25, Luke does seem open to the charge of supersessionism as a result of applying Isa. 6:9–10 to the Jews at the end of Acts. While Paul holds ‘the Jews’ responsible for the death of Jesus in 1 Thess. 2:14–26, he holds out the hope that all Israel will be saved in Rom. 9–11, combining Isa. 59:20–21 with Isa. 27:9 to create an allusion to God’s sovereign willingness to forgive sin in Ex. 34:7.


Chapter 12, ‘The Forgiveness of Sins and Baptism’, returns to an examination of the phrase ‘the forgiveness of sins’ in order to explore why and how this phrase attained such prominence, and takes as its starting point its inclusion as an item of faith in the Epistula Apostolorum. This chapter notes that all writers in this period who mention the forgiveness of sins associate this at some point with baptism and suggests that if the forgiveness of sins featured in baptismal preparation or interrogation this would account for the frequency with which the phrase is used. It is suggested that the original association of baptism and forgiveness may be traced back to John the Baptist.


Chapter 13, ‘A Baptism of Repentance for the Forgiveness of Sins’, explores the link between repentance and forgiveness in Luke-Acts and considers the offer of a second repentance in The Shepherd of Hermas. This is opposed by Tertullian, who also opposes a tendency to regard baptism as effecting forgiveness for all pre-baptismal sin without a corresponding attitude of repentance. It is suggested that this tendency could have arisen as a result of a reading of Hermas which distinguishes repentance and baptism; this separation of repentance from baptism could have been one of the factors behind the increasing number of parents who brought infants for baptism in the ensuing period. These issues are further explored in the writings of Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Cyprian and Augustine. Augustine’s argument that repentance is effective in securing forgiveness for those who have been baptised can yield insights into the relationship between the sovereignty of divine grace and human response if Christian baptism is seen as a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.


The question of God’s sovereignty in forgiving sins leads into Chapter 14, ‘Who Can Forgive Sins but God Alone?’, which compares and contrasts the pericope of the healing of the paralysed man in the synoptic gospels, suggesting that the different ways the story is narrated reflect distinct emphases in each gospel: christology (Christ’s authority to forgive sins) in Mark, soteriology in Luke and ecclesiology (the church’s authority to forgive sins) in Matthew. This chapter also takes up the theme of how ‘the forgiveness of sins’ is used in writings after the New Testament period: thus Tertullian drew on this episode in his attack on Marcion, and both Tertullian and Cyprian engaged with the question over the church’s authority to forgive sins. Disconcertingly, both Tertullian and Cyprian stand firmly in succession to the scribes as the definers and defenders of orthodoxy, disputing the right of those who proclaim forgiveness in Jesus’ name and denying that such forgiveness comes from God: ironically, it may have been Marcion, who emphasised the readiness of God to forgive sins, who may have been closest to the spirit of Jesus. The chapter concludes with the observation that fides qua, the faith with which one believes, is more important than fides quae, the content of the faith that is believed.


We thus end where we began, with forgiveness being the sovereign prerogative of God, who forgives sins, provides the means of atonement and decides how to answer prayer. Yet the sovereign God binds himself in covenant relationship with his people, which can only be sustained if he decides to forgive them. The coming of Jesus to forgive sinners and inaugurate the new covenant is the guarantee of God’s willingness to forgive. Repentance and baptism can be seen as the means by which such forgiveness is received, and the church has the authority to forgive sins in Jesus’ name. The task assigned to the church is to find fresh and relevant ways of expressing that forgiveness and to ensure that it is always freely and readily available: the decision as to how to define the limits and boundaries of such forgiveness lies with God and God alone.
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God Alone Forgives


Introduction


‘The forgiveness of sins’ has been identified as a Greek phrase referring to a distinctively Jewish concept. The purpose of this chapter, accordingly, is to conduct a lexical examination of Jewish writings for prospective antecedents and parallels to the phrase ‘the forgiveness of sins’.1 Incidents of the noun ἄφεσις in the LXX, Philo, the Pseudepigrapha and Josephus will be surveyed, before looking at the Hebrew noun [image: image] in the MT. Subsequent attention will be given to the verb [image: image] and the verbal construction [image: image]. Results of this analysis will show that God is predominantly the subject of the verb ‘to forgive’: in Jewish writings, the forgiveness of sins is primarily a divine, rather than an interpersonal, activity.


Forgiveness


The noun ἄφεσις occurs forty-nine times in the LXX and more often than not denotes the Jubilee release from debt. This lends some plausibility to the suggestion of Fitzmyer, that the biblical association of ἄφεσις with forgiveness arose out of the metaphorical association of debt and sin in Judaism.2 The association between the Jubilee release and forgiveness is made explicit in 11QMelchizedek, which refers to release from iniquities at the end of the tenth jubilee, when atonement will be made for all the sons of light (11Q13.7–9). Philo also notes that Abraham, as he prays for the forgiveness of Sodom, begins by urging God to spare the city if fifty righteous people are found there, because the number fifty symbolises release.3


There are just two occasions in the LXX where ἄφεσις may denote forgiveness. According to Codex Vaticanus (B), in 2 Sam. 7:14, the Lord says of David’s son, ἐλέγξω αὐτὸν ἐν ῥάβδῳ ἀνδρῶν, καὶ ἐν ἀφέσει υἱῶν ἀνθρώπων. In the later, fifth-century Codex Alexandrinus (A), the text reads, ἐν ἁφαῖς υἱῶν ἀνθρώπων. Vaticanus makes little sense as it stands here, and may have developed as a result of a christological reading of 2 Sam. 7:14, so that the chastisement of David’s son is related to the forgiveness of the sons of men. Although later, the Alexandrinus text, with its reference to the stripes of the sons of men, makes a lot more sense and reflects the original Hebrew of 2 Sam. 7:14 [image: image]. Lev 16:26 contains a reference to τὸν χίμαρον τὸν διεσταλμένον εἰς ἄφεσιν: although the context of atonement suggests that one could see a reference to forgiveness here,4 the next chapter will show that the prescribed ritual of the Day of Atonement in Lev. 16 focuses on cleansing rather than forgiveness, and it is therefore probably preferable to understand ἄφεσις as a reference to the release of the goat on the Day of Atonement.


ἄφεσις with the sense of forgiveness is also found in the Pseudepigrapha. In The Prayer of Manasseh 7, the writer declares that God has granted ‘the forgiveness of repentance’ to those who have sinned (μετανοίας ἄφεσιν τοῖς ἡμαρτηκόσιν) and this forms the basis for his own prayer. In The Lives of the Prophets Daniel prays for Nebuchadnezzar when he is turned into an animal and reduces the period of his transformation from seven years to seven months; after he is restored, Nebuchadnezzar spends the next six years and six months confessing his impiety and, after the forgiveness of his lawlessness (μετὰ ἄφεσιν τῆς ἀνομίας αὐτοῦ, 4:15), he is given back the kingdom. In 1 Enoch 12:5 however, forgiveness is not extended to the watchers who abandoned heaven and defiled themselves with women. Enoch is sent to tell them that there will not ‘be peace unto them nor forgiveness’: οὐκ ἔσται ὑμῖν εἰρήνη οὔτε ἄφεσις.5 In response the watchers ask Enoch to write down their request for forgiveness (13:4, 6), which is still denied them.


Philo clearly uses ἄφεσις with reference to forgiveness: he indicates that alongside the burnt offerings sacrificed on the Feast of Booths there was a sin offering of a goat, which was sacrificed for the forgiveness of sins: χίμαρος, ὃς καλεῖται μὲν περὶ ἁμαρτίας, καταθύεται δὲ εἰς ἁμαρτημάτων ἄφεσιν.6 Furthermore, when Moses consecrates the tabernacle, Philo says he sacrifices a ram for the forgiveness of sins: ἵνα θύσῃ περὶ ἀφέσεως ἁμαρτημάτων.7 In his discussion of which parts of the animal are sacrificed, Philo ponders why neither the heart nor the brain of the animal of the sacrifice are brought to the altar from which release and complete forgiveness of all sins and transgressions are available (δι᾽ οὗ πάντων ἁμαρτημάτων καὶ παρανομημάτων ἀπολύσεις γίνονται καὶ παντελεῖς ἀφέσεις); he argues that this is because in people the heart and the brain should function to restrain folly, injustice, cowardice and other vices, and so to bring these elements of the animal to the altar would serve to remind the worshipper of the sin, rather than procure forgetfulness of the offence.8


Philo also uses ἄφεσις with the sense of forgiveness when he recounts the procedure to be followed by someone whose conscience convicts them of sinning against their neighbour: they are to make full restitution (plus one fifth), and having thus appeased the injured party the perpetrator is to go to the temple and sacrifice a ram and implore God for the remission of the sins they have committed: αἰτησόμενος ὧν ἐξήμαρτεν ἄφεσιν.9


Philo sometimes uses ἀμνηστία with reference to forgiveness,10 as when the high priest pleads for the forgiveness of sins (ἀμνηστίαν ἁμαρτημάτων) and the provision of unlimited blessings.11 It is because the high priest has this role of asking for the forgiveness of wrongs (ἀμνηστίαν ἀδικημάτων) from the merciful power of God that he is accorded the same degree of honour as the nation.12 When Abraham prays for Sodom he does so in the hope that the presence of ten righteous men might secure forgiveness (τύχῃ τινὸς ἀμνηστίας) for the city.13 According to Philo, God also grants forgiveness to those who pray for the forgiveness of their past sins (ἀμνηστίαν μὲν παλαιῶν ἁμαρτημάτων),14 so long as they are not so steeped in evil that they begin new sins as they request forgiveness for the sins they have committed:15 forgiveness is given to those who repent.16 Philo also uses ἀμνηστία of forgiveness between people as Joseph prophesies that Pharaoh will forgive his butler and Joseph forgives his brothers.17


With the exception of two incidents in Philo’s De Iosepho, all the above references refer to God’s forgiveness. Josephus, however, also uses ἄφεσις with reference to forgiveness between people, as he records how, when Herod hears that his sons have been cursing him, he admonishes them and says he will forgive them if they amend their behaviour in the future: διδοὺς τῶν προημαρτημένων ἄφεσιν εἰ πρὸς τὸ μέλλον ἀμείνους γένοιντο.18 This is unusually generous on Herod’s part, given Josephus’ assessment that he tended only to forgive those outside his own family: δυσπαραίτητος μὲν ἐπὶ τοῖς οἰκείοις μεγαλόψυχος δὲ ἐπὶ τοῖς ἀλλοτρίοις ἁμαρτόντας ἀφιέναι.19


Among the few occasions where ἄφεσις is used of forgiveness, Philo thus provides us with the closest Greek parallel to the New Testament phrase forgiveness of sins’, but the Hebrew equivalent is found in 1QHa 4.18: [image: image]: alongside God’s acts of justice, his patience and his mighty deeds, the writer is either thanking God for the pardoning of his former offences,20 or for the forgiveness of the sins of his ancestors.21 The noun [image: image], ‘forgiveness’, occurs at other times in the Hymns Scroll as the authors celebrate God’s acts of pardon (13.2) and the way he exercises judgment with an abundance of compassion and a multitude of forgiveness (14.9). One psalmist has no forgiveness in himself (15.18), but another declares that God brings the sons of truth to forgiveness in his presence (15.30) and celebrates God’s forgiveness to him personally (15.35). Another delights in God’s forgiveness (17.13) and acknowledges God’s abundance of forgiveness along life’s path (17.34). One may hope in God’s forgiveness (18.21); in God’s goodness there is an abundance of forgiveness (19.9), and God’s forgiveness has freed another from breakdown (19.31). This celebration of God’s forgiveness is also in the Damascus Document, which declares that God has patience and an abundance of pardon (CD 2.4), and eternal forgiveness is ascribed to God in the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q400 1.18). Thus there are numerous references to forgiveness in the devotional literature of the Dead Sea Scrolls.


On the other hand, the Community Rule pronounces a curse on members of the covenant who stumble over the obstacle of their iniquity: their spirit will be obliterated, the dry with the moist, without forgiveness (1QS 2.14–15). 4Q Instruction makes the point that when God exercises judgment, no one can be considered just in the absence of his forgiveness (4Q417 1.1.16), while 4Q Blessings declares that the angel of the pit and the spirits of destruction will be damned without forgiveness by the destructive wrath of God (4Q286 7.10). Thus while God’s forgiveness may be celebrated, there are times when it is withheld, with catastrophic consequences.


In the MT, the noun [image: image] occurs only three times. Neh. 9:17 declares that God is ‘ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love’. The LXX here addresses God as θεὸς ἐλεήμων to translate the Hebrew phrase, [image: image], thereby interpreting God’s forgiveness in terms of his mercy. This declaration clearly draws on the tradition of God’s revelation of his nature to Moses in Ex. 34:6–7 as a God who forgives iniquity and transgression and sin. Ps. 130:4 declares that God is to be feared because there is forgiveness with him ([image: image]),22 a phrase that the LXX translates as παρὰ σοὶ ὁ ἱλασμός ἐστιν (129:4).23 Here, rather than focus upon the mercy of God, the translators’ use of ἱλασμός suggests a reference to the provision of atonement through the cult.24 In Dan. 9:9, the prophet is confessing the way the nation has rebelled against the Lord, to whom belong mercy and forgiveness: [image: image]. The Greek translations of this verse diverge. Whereas the LXX refers to the mercy of God (τῷ κυρίῳ ἡ δικαιοσύνη καὶ τὸ ἔλεος), Theodotion opts for τῷ κυρίῳ θεῷ ἡμῶν οἱ οἰκτιρμοὶ καὶ οἱ ἱλασμοί, thereby again interpreting forgiveness in terms of God’s provision of the means of atonement. Clearly an examination of forgiveness will entail a look at atonement, and this will happen in the next chapter.


Thus, to sum up so far, Philo provides the closest parallel to the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’ and he uses the phrase specifically with reference to animals sacrificed ‘for the forgiveness of sins’. In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Hebrew equivalent of the phrase is used in the Hymns Scroll and the noun ‘forgiveness’ is frequently used in the devotional literature of the scrolls to celebrate God’s forgiveness. In the MT, the Hebrew noun [image: image] is used three times of forgiveness as an attribute of God, corresponding to his revelation of this aspect of his nature to Moses in Ex. 34:7.


Clearly the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’ in the New Testament has a wider background than the handful of references surveyed so far: terminating the investigation at this point would be unthinkable, since a lexically-based search for references to ‘forgiveness’ in Jewish writings is only going to skim superficially over the surface of the way in which the Jewish scriptures speak of God’s forgiveness and employ a wide range of metaphors to do so.25 Sin can be cleansed,26 blotted out27 or taken away28 The Lord can lighten sins (1 Esd. 8:86), release people from them (2 Macc. 12:45), hide his face from them (Ps. 51:9; LXX 50:11) or scatter them (3 Macc. 2:19); the Lord will not look upon sins (Deut. 9:27) or turn his anger away from them (Dan. 9:16). Sin may be erased from God’s memory29 covered over30 or not reckoned to someone’s account (Ps. 32 [31]:2). Sins can be put away (2 Sam. 12:13) or overlooked (Wis. 11:23); they can melt away (Sir. 3:15) or be cast into the sea (Mic. 7:19).


Nevertheless, this chapter is concerned first and foremost with the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’ and not the concept of forgiveness per se. Correspondingly, it makes sense to allow the investigation to have a lexical focus on those references in Jewish writings that have the closest correspondence to the phrase in question. Accordingly, it may be appropriate to expand the initial search by conducting an analysis of the verb ‘to forgive’, since the verb ἀφιέναι is frequently found with ἁμαρτία as its direct object or, more frequently, with ἁμαρτία as the subject of the verb in the passive voice, in which case it is presupposed that God extends the forgiveness.


The greatest concentration of such references is found in the priestly regulations which make sacrificial atonement the basis for sins being forgiven (Lev. 4:20, 26, 35; 5:6, 10, 13; 19:22). Here ἀφιέναι and ἁμαρτία in the Septuagint consistently translate the Hebrew combination of [image: image].31 On three occasions the Greek words translate the combination [image: image] where sin is forgiven: when Joseph’s brothers tell him of Jacob’s request that Joseph forgive them the sin they committed against him (Gen. 50:17); when Moses prays for Israel’s sin to be forgiven (Ex. 32:32); and when the psalmist asks God to forgive his sins (Ps. 25 [24]:18). On three other occasions in the LXX psalms, ἀφιέναι and ἁμαρτία are indirectly linked in declarations of forgiveness, and on each occasion again the same Greek words translate [image: image]: Ps. 32 [31]:5 speaks of God forgiving the guilt of the psalmist’s sin; elsewhere the terms are separated by Hebrew parallelism as the psalmist pronounces a benediction on one whose transgression is forgiven and whose sin is covered (32 [31]:1) and declares that God forgave the iniquity of his people and covered all their sin (85 [84]:3).


On three other occasions, when linked with ἀφιέναι, ἁμαρτία translates the Hebrew [image: image], which is paired with [image: image] in Moses’ prayer for Israel in Num. 14:19, with [image: image] in Isaiah’s promise of forgiveness to Jerusalem in 33:24, and with [image: image] in God’s declaration that the people’s sin cannot be forgiven (LXX) or atoned for (MT) in Isa 22:14


Elsewhere in the LXX, the combination of ἀφιέναι and ἁμαρτία does not translate the equivalent combination of terms in the MT: in Isaiah’s appeal to people to repent so that God will forgive them (55:7), the MT simply uses the verb [image: image], and the noun ἁμαρτία is added in the Septuagint; in Job 42:10 the LXX imports a reference to God forgiving the sin of Job’s friends which is not in the MT at all.


Thus, most frequently in the LXX, ἀφιέναι and ἁμαρτία together translate the combination of [image: image]; these Greek words are also used to translate [image: image] combined with [image: image]. It will be worth analysing how these verbs are used in the MT. In this chapter we will start by analysing [image: image], which is used exclusively with reference to God’s forgiveness. This will then be followed by an analysis of the language of bearing ([image: image]) sin. Atonement language will be examined in the following chapter.



[image: image]: God’s Forgiveness



The Hebrew [image: image] is exclusively used with reference to God’s forgiveness in the Hebrew Testament.32 Frequently it occurs in the priestly literature where forgiveness is said to result from the making of sacrificial atonement (Lev. 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:10, 13, 16, 18, 26; 19:22; Num. 15:25, 26, 28).33 Prayers for the nation are found on the lips of Moses (Ex. 34:9; Num. 14:19–20), Solomon (1 Kgs. 8:30, 34, 36, 39, 50; 2 Chron. 6:21, 25, 27, 30, 39), Daniel (9:19) and Amos (7:2). Personal prayers for forgiveness are ascribed to Naaman (2 Kgs. 5:18) and David (Ps. 25:11) and the psalms express confidence in God’s forgiveness (86:5; 103:3). However, forgiveness is not automatic: God declares that he will withhold forgiveness from the idolater (Deut. 29:19–20) and according to 2 Kgs. 24:4 the Lord was not willing to forgive the sins of Manasseh; in Lam. 3:42 the people are confronted with the fact that they have transgressed and rebelled and the Lord has not forgiven. Nevertheless, in the face of the exile, Jeremiah contains three declarations that God will forgive his people (MT 31:34; 33:8; 50:20) and two declarations of his desire to do so (5:1; 36:3). Isaiah issues a call to the wicked to turn to the Lord because he will have mercy and will freely pardon (55:7). The last reference to God’s forgiveness in the Hebrew Testament is God’s promise that if his people humble themselves and pray and turn from their sin then he will hear from heaven, forgive them and heal their land (2 Chron. 7:14).


Why is [image: image] used exclusively with reference to God? Is this coincidental, or does it say something about the way in which forgiveness is perceived to be a divine prerogative?34 Can anyone forgive sins except God alone? To address this issue, it is necessary to look at the way in which the language of bearing sin is used with reference to forgiveness, since here forgiveness is asked of others and not just of God.



Bearing Sin: [image: image]



Whereas [image: image] is only ever used of God’s act of forgiving, the combination of [image: image] with the nouns [image: image] has a far broader range of meaning than forgiveness.35 When used of the priests and Levites in connection with their duties the combination of [image: image] denotes the way in which they are held accountable in connection with matters pertaining to the priesthood and the tent of meeting (Num. 18:1, 23). Aaron’s sons have to wear linen undergarments when they go into the tent of meeting, otherwise they will bear their iniquity and die (Ex. 28:43). Beyond this, the phrase frequently refers to sinners bearing responsibility for their wrongdoing and its consequences.36 People will bear their iniquity for failing to testify in court (Lev. 5:1) or for doing anything forbidden by the Lord’s commandments (Lev. 5:17), for eating the meat of a peace offering on the third day (Lev. 7:18; 19:8), or for failing to bathe after eating the meat of an animal that has died of natural causes (Lev. 17:16; cf. 22:8–9). The same applies to anyone who uncovers the nakedness of his own sister, or his mother’s or father’s sister (Lev. 20:17, 19). A woman suspected of and found guilty of adultery shall bear her iniquity though her accuser shall be free from iniquity (Num. 5:31). Ezekiel declares that if anyone worships idols and consults a prophet and receives a word from the prophet, then both the enquirer and prophet shall bear the same punishment (14:10) and states that the Levites who have gone astray after idols will bear their iniquity (44:10–12). Ezekiel establishes the principle that fathers should not be punished for the sins of their children, nor children for the sins of the fathers: each bears their own iniquity (18:19–20). Ezekiel himself is instructed to lie on the ground for 390 days on his left side and 40 days on his right side, thereby symbolically bearing the iniquity of Israel and Judah, with each day representing one year of the punishment due to them (4:4–6). The punishment in this case is exile, the same punishment meted out to Cain, though he says it is more than he can bear (Gen. 4:13).


But iniquity and sin are not always borne by the offender, and this is where the language of forgiveness develops.37 Mostly the language of bearing sin is used with reference to God as sin is borne either by God or on his behalf. Thus, after the golden calf incident, Moses asks God either to bear the sin of the people or to blot him out of the book of life (Ex. 32:32). God subsequently reveals himself to Moses as the one who bears iniquity, transgression and sin (Ex. 34:7) and Moses reminds the Lord of this as he asks him to bear the iniquity of his people after they refuse to enter the Promised Land (Num. 14:18–19): God’s response is to say that they will bear their iniquity for forty years, one year for each day they spent spying out the land (14:34). When God tells the people that he will send an angel ahead of them to bring them into the place he has prepared for them, he warns them to be attentive and to listen to his voice without rebelling: he will not bear their transgression, because God’s name is in him (Ex. 23:21). Joshua warns the people at the end of his life that the Lord is a jealous God who will not bear their transgressions or their sins (Jos. 24:19). Job demands to know why God will not pardon his transgression or bear his iniquity (Job 7:21).


In Ps. 25:18 we find a request that the Lord will bear all the psalmist’s sins, while Ps. 32:5 records a testimony that the Lord bore the iniquity of the psalmist’s sin, and Ps. 85:3 declares that the Lord bore the iniquity of his people and covered their sin. Isaiah records God’s promise that the iniquity of the people living in Zion will be borne, presumably by the Lord, since the import is that their iniquity is forgiven (33:24). Hosea urges Israel to return to the Lord and entreat him to bear all their iniquity (14:2), while Micah draws on God’s revelation of his nature to Moses in Ex. 34:7 as he concludes his prophecy with the declaration that God bears iniquity and will pass over the transgression of his people (7:18).


On the Day of Atonement, Aaron places both hands on the head of the live goat and confesses over it all the iniquities, transgressions and sins of the people of Israel, so that they are symbolically placed on the head of the goat, so that the goat bears all the iniquities of the people on itself as it is led away into a remote area and released into the wilderness (Lev. 16:20–22).38 In this case the iniquity of the people is clearly transferred to the goat. The sons of Aaron are told to eat the flesh of the goat of the sin offering, since it is most holy and has been given to them so that by eating it they might bear the iniquity of the congregation (Lev. 10:17): in this case the eating of the sin offering seems to have symbolised transferring the sin from the people to God’s priests and thereby making atonement for them.39 Similarly, the interpretation of Aaron wearing a plate of gold on his turban declaring that he is ‘Holy to the Lord’, is that he thereby bears on his forehead the iniquity of the holy things consecrated by the people so that they may be accepted by the Lord (Ex. 28:36–38). Here again in some way the iniquity of the people is transferred to God’s priest.40


While the terminology is different, this same imagery is used of the servant of the Lord who bears the iniquities and the sin of many (Isa. 53:11–12):41
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Thus it is apparent that sin here is being envisaged as a burden that may be carried, either by the offender, who then bears their consequent guilt and punishment; or it may be borne by the offended party in which case forgiveness is extended; or it may in a sense be transferred to a sacrificial animal or to another party, either to a priest who bears the sins of the people on behalf of the Lord, or to the servant of the Lord who appears to do the same through his suffering and death.42


What of forgiveness by people rather than the Lord? There are just four occasions when forgiveness is requested of another person rather than the Lord: Joseph’s brothers seek his forgiveness by asking if he will bear their sin (Gen. 50:17), and Pharaoh asks the same of Moses (Ex. 10:17), as does Samuel of Saul (1 Sam. 15:25) and Abigail of David (1 Sam. 25:8). Do these exceptions to the rule of forgiveness being God’s business mean that forgiving sins is not a divine prerogative? However, on each of the first three occasions, the presence of God as the one who ultimately punishes or forgives sin is in the background each time. Thus Joseph’s brothers, afraid of what he might do to them after the death of their father Jacob, say that Jacob asked Joseph to forgive them for the way they had treated him (50:17):






[image: ch02_035.jpg]




ἄφες αὐτοῖς τὴν ἀδικίαν καὶ τὴν ἁμαρτίαν αὐτῶν ὅτι πονηρά σοι ἐνεδείξαντο.





On this basis they themselves ask him to forgive their transgression and their sin:
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καὶ νῦν δέξαι43 τὴν ἀδικίαν τῶν θεραπόντων τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ πατρός σου.





Joseph’s brothers are afraid that Joseph will hate them because of what they did and use quasi-royal power to pay them back. They hope he will forgive them because his brothers are servants of the God of their father. However, Joseph asks, ‘Am I in the place of God?’ ([image: image], cf. Gen. 30:2). The implication of Joseph’s question is that, by fearing his retribution, the brothers are putting him in the place of God, who alone is in a position to punish or forgive sin; however, because Joseph is not in God’s place, he is in no position to stand in judgment over his brothers. In this case God in his sovereignty overruled events and brought good out of the brothers’ original evil intentions, and so Joseph assures his brothers that they have nothing to fear (50:20–21). In the LXX, Joseph’s response is entirely different, as he assures his brothers that he is God’s (μὴ φοβεῖσθε τοῦ γὰρ θεοῦ εἰμι ἐγώ): here his response indicates that since Joseph belongs to God, he will act like God in forgiving his brothers since it was always God’s intention to bring good out of their evil.44 Here again the clear implication is that forgiveness is God’s to grant. In Philo’s account, Joseph offers the same assurance to his brothers,45 but in Philo’s narrative Joseph has already unreservedly forgiven his brothers at the moment when he revealed his identity to them.46 Philo thus differs from the MT inasmuch as in Philo forgiveness is seen to be Joseph’s to grant and his willingness to stand by that forgiveness marks him out as belonging to God, whereas in the original text, Joseph appears to see forgiveness as more a matter for God than for him to bestow.


In Exodus, when Pharaoh asks Moses and Aaron to forgive his sin ‘just this once’, he makes the appeal conscious that he has sinned both against God and against them and so he asks them to forgive him and to plead that the Lord will remove deadly locusts from him and the land of Egypt (Ex. 10:16–17):




προσδέξασθε οὖν μου τὴν ἁμαρτίαν ἔτι νῦν
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Here, Pharaoh asks forgiveness of Moses and Aaron as God’s representatives and it is a fear or realisation of having offended God that prompts the request for forgiveness, and his request for forgiveness from them includes an implicit request for God’s forgiveness as well.


The same is true of Saul’s request that Samuel pardon his sin after he fails to annihilate the Amalekites (1 Sam. 15:25):




καὶ νῦν ἆρον δὴ τὸ ἁμάρτημά μου
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He asks for forgiveness, conscious that he has transgressed both the commandment of the Lord and Samuel’s words (15:24) and so when he asks Samuel to pardon his sin, he is asking Samuel to forgive him for ignoring him and he is also asking Samuel as God’s representative for forgiveness for his disobedience. In this case Saul’s request is refused, but again it is apparent that God ultimately is the one who will forgive or (as in this case) punish Saul for his sin.


One incident where forgiveness is asked and God does not stand behind the one from whom forgiveness is sought is found in 1 Sam. 25:28, where Abigail asks David for forgiveness as she interposes herself between her husband and David’s wrath and asks first that she might be the bearer of any guilt (v.24) and then that David might forgive her trespass, since the Lord will make David a sure house and no evil would be found in him as long as he lived (v.28):




ἆρον δὴ τὸ ἀνόμημα τῆς δούλης σου
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Here there is no suggestion that forgiveness is sought from David because he represents God in any way. In reality however, Abigail does not seek forgiveness for her own trespass at all, since she has done nothing wrong.47 As v.31 makes clear, she is actually seeking to forestall David from rashly incurring bloodguilt by destroying Nabal and the men of his household. Thus this is not a genuine appeal for forgiveness on the part of one who has committed a sin; Abigail is rather seeking to divert David’s anger away from her husband. This episode does not constitute an exception to the apparent principle that forgiveness is God’s business alone.


Later, following his adultery with Bathsheba and the death of her husband Uriah, David is convicted of his sin by the prophet Nathan. David’s response is to exclaim that he has sinned against the Lord, to which Nathan replies that the Lord has put away David’s sin so that he will not die,48 though Bathsheba’s child will. Given the crime that David has committed against both Bathsheba and Uriah, his comment that he has sinned against the Lord appears unduly to limit the extent of his guilt, but David’s comment makes sense in a culture where forgiveness is seen as God’s business: he admits his sin against the Lord because the Lord is the only one who can exonerate him.49


In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Prayer of Nabonidus (4Q242.2) is comparable to the interchange between Nathan and David, inasmuch as Nabonidus testifies that he was afflicted by an inflammation for seven years until an exorcist, one of the exiled Jews, forgave his sin ([image: image]).50 The exorcist instructs him to make a proclamation in writing giving glory, exaltation and honour to the name of God Most High, leaving the reader in no doubt that here the exorcist has forgiven sins in his capacity as God’s authorised agent.


Thus in the Jewish Testament it is apparent that forgiveness is principally God’s business, even where people have sinned against or ask forgiveness of each other. Not only is God the sole subject of the verb ‘forgive’, but also where the language of bearing sins is applied to forgiveness, it is clear that forgiveness is generally perceived to be a divine matter. Where one sins against another, the lex talionis applies or restitution must be made to restore justice to the wronged party and it is in that context that God then forgives the sin of the offender. Indeed, so much is forgiveness a matter for God alone that the rabbis would later argue that, ‘Transgressions between man and God: the Day of Atonement atones. Transgressions between a man and his neighbour: the Day of Atonement does not atone, until he appeases his neighbour. This Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah derived from the verse, “From all your sins before the Lord you will be purified” ‘ (Lev. 16:30).51 Here God’s forgiveness is made conditional on first appeasing one’s neighbour: once equity between the perpetrator and the victim has been restored, God can exercise forgiveness.


There can be little doubt, then, that forgiveness is primarily seen as a divine, rather than a human attribute.


There is just one reference in the Hebrew Testament that advocates the exercise of forgiveness as commendable human behaviour: Prov 19:11 declares that good sense makes one slow to anger and it is a beautiful thing to overlook an offence: [image: image].52 The LXX is, however, quite different: a merciful man is said to be longsuffering, but the reference to passing over an offence is replaced by the claim that his boasting overtakes transgressors: ἐλεήμων ἀνὴρ μακροθυμεῖ τὸ δὲ καύχημα αὐτοῦ ἐπέρχεται παρανόμοις. Here the idea that forgiveness is a thing of beauty is replaced by the view that the merciful person will be vindicated over against the transgressor.53 It is possible that this alteration of the meaning reflects the unusual note sounded in commending forgiveness as a human, rather than a divine attribute.


One clear reference in the LXX to interpersonal forgiveness is found in 1 Macc. 13:34–41: Jonathan Maccabaeus had broken his alliance with the Seleucid ruler Demetrius II and supported the rebel Trypho, but was subsequently betrayed by Trypho, arrested and killed. Jonathan was succeeded by his brother Simon, who entered into fresh negotiations with Demetrius, offering as a sign of peace a gold crown and a palm branch. Demetrius accepted the offering and welcomed the Jews as his allies, releasing the Jews from payment of tribute, the crown tax, and also forgiving any errors or offences they had committed: ἀφίεμεν δὲ ἀγνοήματα καὶ τὰ ἁμαρτήματα ἕως τῆς σήμερον ἡμέρας (13:39)


The importance of interpersonal forgiveness is underscored in Sir. 28:2 LXX, which states, ‘Forgive your neighbour the wrong he has done, and then your sins will be pardoned when you pray’ (ἄφες ἀδίκημα τῷ πλησίον σου καὶ τότε δεηθέντος σου αἱ ἁμαρτίαι σου λυθήσονται). Sirach asks who can atone for the sins of the person of flesh who nurses their anger (28:5). Instead of forgiveness being conditional on appeasing one’s neighbour, Sirach makes receiving God’s forgiveness conditional on forgiving one’s neighbour their trespass, and this principle would later be taken up by Jesus. However, even here, with this injunction to extend forgiveness to someone who has wronged you, the main focus remains on the forgiveness of one’s own sins by God. God forgives because it is indeed his métier.54


Nevertheless it is possible to see in these references in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes the beginnings of a view, expressed in Wisdom literature, that forgiveness is a matter for people as well as for God.55 By the time the LXX was being written, the practice of interpersonal forgiveness was clearly becoming established, and by the time Philo was recording his version of the story of Joseph, it seems that forgiveness was no longer seen as primarily a divine attribute, with the result that he does not share the qualms of the Masoretic Text in attributing forgiveness of his brothers directly to Joseph.


Conclusion


Since the main focus of this study is on the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’, this investigation of the possible Jewish background to the phrase has commenced with looking at how the term ‘forgiveness’ is used in the Jewish scriptures. Philo provides the closest parallel to the phrase ‘forgiveness of sins’ and he uses the phrase specifically with reference to animals sacrificed ‘for the forgiveness of sins’. In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Hebrew equivalent of the phrase is used in the Hymns Scroll and the noun ‘forgiveness’ is frequently used in the devotional literature of the scrolls to celebrate God’s forgiveness. In the MT, the Hebrew noun [image: image] is used three times of forgiveness as an attribute of God, corresponding to his revelation of this aspect of his nature to Moses in Ex. 34:7.


A brief analysis of the verb [image: image], ‘to forgive’ indicates that this is used exclusively of divine forgiveness of human sin. The other Hebrew expression for forgiving is that of ‘bearing sin’, either in the sense that the perpetrator accepts responsibility for what they have done and bears their guilt and its consequences, or in the sense that the victim may choose to bear the sin and so release the perpetrator from their guilt and its penalty. The phrase [image: image] is frequently used of God forgiving, but on four occasions is used of forgiveness being requested of people.


On three of these occasions, when forgiveness is requested of Joseph by his brothers, of Moses by Pharaoh and of Samuel by Saul, it was argued that in each case the figure of God was behind the one of whom forgiveness was being asked. When Abigail asks David for forgiveness, God is not in the background, but in this case it was noted that she was merely asking for forgiveness as a social ploy to confront David with his own wrongdoing: she herself had done nothing wrong. The only two occasions in the Jewish scriptures where forgiveness was commended between people were Prov. 19:11 and Sirach 28:2. Thus it was concluded that forgiveness is thus indeed primarily a divine, rather than a human, attribute.56


The prevailing pattern in the Jewish Testament is that wrongs between people must be set right by just compensation: the lex talionis applies and once this has been enforced then God is the one who can exercise the divine right to forgive the offender.57 When Jesus is challenged as to who can forgive sins except God alone, this understanding of forgiveness would have formed part of the outrage felt by Jesus’ critics.
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56. Cf. Sung, Vergebung, p.178: ‘Es ist Gott allein, der vergibt! Das ist der feststehende Grundsatz sowohl im AT als auch im Judentum.’


57. However, for a perspective on the place of interpersonal forgiveness in Judaism, cf. E.N. Dorff, ‘The Elements of Forgiveness: A Jewish Approach’, in Dimensions of Forgiveness: Psychological Research & Theological Perspectives (ed. E.L. Worthington; Radnor: Templeton Foundation Press, 1998), pp.29–55.





3.



The Subject of Atonement


Introduction


The Chambers Dictionary defines ‘atonement’ as ‘the act of atoning; expiation; reparations; the reconciliation of God and man by means of the incarnation and death of Christ (Christian theol.); reconciliation (obs.)’.1 ‘Reconciliation’ is certainly the original meaning of the term ‘at-one-ment’, the earliest extant occurrence of which is found in Thomas Mores History of King Richard III, written in 1513.2 This text speaks of a concern that a gathering of lords to support the king’s coronation could end in violence, ‘hauyng more regarde to their olde variaunce, then their newe attonement’.3 ‘Reconciliation’ was clearly in Tyndale’s mind as well as he used the term in his translation of Romans 5:11 in 1526: ‘Not only so but we also ioye in God by the meanes of oure Lorde Iesus Christ by whom we have receavyd the attonment.’ Tyndale used the term to translate καταλλαγή again in 2 Cor. 5:18–19, [image: image] in Lev. 5:10, 13; Num. 6:11; 15:25; 25:13; 28:22, 30; 29:4, 11 and [image: image] in Num. 35:32.


Yet the meaning ‘reconciliation’ is regarded as ‘obsolete’ by Chambers. ‘Atonement’ is understood as ‘the act of atoning’, and looking up the word ‘atone’ yields the following meanings that are not regarded as obsolescent: ‘to give satisfaction or make reparation; to make up for deficiencies … to appease, to expiate’. Thus in common parlance ‘to make atonement’ is to make up or compensate for some misdeed: ‘atonement’ in this sense is a deed performed by the guilty party in an attempt to mitigate the effect of what they have done and to secure forgiveness from the offended party.


It is, however, the contention of this chapter that such an understanding of ‘atonement’ bears scant relation to how the language of atonement is applied to God’s relationship with his people in the Hebrew Bible. In the last chapter it was pointed out that the Hebrew verb [image: image], ‘to forgive’, is used exclusively with God as subject: forgiveness is God’s business. In this chapter it will be argued that in the context of the Hebrew Bible, atonement is also principally God’s business, and that God is the subject of atonement, inasmuch as God is the one who effects atonement for his people. It is only as the Scriptures begin to be translated into Greek that God begins to be seen as the object of atonement, the one who needs to be appeased: whereas the piel verb [image: image] is occasionally used to mean ‘appease’ in the context of interpersonal relations, it is never used with this meaning in the context of God’s relationship with his people.4


The meaning of [image: image] is a matter of scholarly debate, and space permits only the briefest of summaries at this point.5 The single occurrence of the qal form is found in Gen. 6:14, where it has the meaning ‘cover’ and refers to God’s command to Noah to cover the ark with pitch, but it does not follow from this that the piel form of the verb has the same meaning;6 however, it should be noted that the metaphor of covering sin ([image: image]) is used in parallel with transgression being forgiven in Ps. 32:1; 85:3.


In recent scholarship, Mary Douglas sounds a lone voice in arguing that [image: image] means ‘to cover’ on the basis that in Leviticus atonement is required for bodily leakages and disease; the sacrificial blood repairs breaches in the body which is a figure of the tabernacle.7 Milgrom gains wider acceptance with his identification of four possible meanings of the verb, which vary according to the context in which it is used: it may mean ‘to wipe’, ‘to effect purgation’, ‘to ransom’ or ‘to expiate sin’.8 Levine argues that the primary meaning is ‘to wipe away’ and a secondary meaning is ‘to ransom’,9 whereas Sklar argues that inadvertent sin and major impurity are both equally endangering and that therefore the making of atonement also includes the payment of a ransom ([image: image]) that delivers from the danger in question.10 According to Kiuchi, [image: image] is synonymous with ‘bearing guilt’, so that the priest bears the guilt of the offerer and sacrifices himself to make propitiation.11 Janowski, however, suggests that the cultic meaning focuses on how the worshipper participates in the death of the sacrifice and surrenders one’s life to God in his holiness.12


The Sin Offering


Within the Hebrew Bible, the majority of references to making atonement are found in the context of the sacrificial cult, and most of these are rites of cleansing. Thus, for the ordination of Aaron and his sons, a bull is to be offered every day for seven days as a sin offering to make atonement for the bronze altar:13 this purifies the altar, which is also consecrated by being anointed with oil (Ex. 29:35–37).14 The actual rite is carried out in Lev. 8–9: a bull is sacrificed as a sin offering to make atonement for the altar and to purify it (8:15). Then Aaron and his sons have the blood of the ram of ordination placed on their right ear, the thumb of their right hand and the big toe of their right foot, and the remainder of the blood is thrown against the sides of the altar (8:22–24); subsequently some of this blood is sprinkled on Aaron, his sons and their clothes to consecrate them (8:30): the Lord commands all this to be done to make atonement for them (8:34). On the eighth day sin offerings and burnt offerings are sacrificed to make atonement for Aaron and the people, so that the glory of the Lord might appear to them (9:1–7).


Thereafter, once a year on the Day of Atonement, the high priest sprinkles blood from the goat sacrificed as a sin offering to make atonement for the altar to cleanse and consecrate it from all the uncleannesses of the people of Israel (Lev. 16:18–19). This is after the high priest has first offered a bull as a sin offering and sprinkled its blood in front of the mercy seat to make atonement for himself and for his house (16:6, 11–14). Having done so, the blood of the goat sacrificed as a sin offering is then sprinkled over and in front of the mercy seat to atone for the Holy Place and the tent of meeting because of all the uncleannesses, transgressions and sins of the people of Israel (16:15–16).15 Thus on the Day of Atonement the sin of the nation is dealt with by a rite of cleansing the altar, the tent of meeting and the Holy Place in their midst.


All these references pertain to the cleansing and consecration of the priests and sacred cultic objects. Priests also make atonement to cleanse and consecrate Nazirites who sin by inadvertently coming into contact with a dead body (Num. 6:9–12).16 Atonement must also be made for Levites, who must be consecrated so that they can serve at the tent of meeting, making atonement for the people so that there will be no plague when they come near the sanctuary (Num. 8:12–22).


Atonement effects cleansing for ordinary people as well: women are purified after childbirth by bringing a lamb (or two turtle doves or two pigeons) for a burnt offering and a pigeon or a turtle dove for a sin offering: the priest shall offer the lamb before the Lord,17 and make atonement for her and then she shall be clean from her flow of blood (Lev. 12:6–8). Those suffering from leprosy are required to bring three lambs as a burnt offering, a sin offering and a guilt offering. The blood from the guilt offering is placed on the lobe of the right ear, the thumb of the right hand and the big toe of the right foot of the one who is to be cleansed and so make atonement for them. The sin offering is also sacrificed to make atonement for the one who needs cleansing and then the burnt offering is killed (14:10–20). Similarly, a sin offering and a burnt offering are sacrificed to make atonement for a man or a woman suffering from an unclean bodily discharge (Lev. 15:14–15, 29–30). This is said to prevent people from defiling the Lord’s tabernacle and so dying as a result of their uncleanness (Lev. 15:31).18


Thus within the sacrificial cult, atonement is clearly associated with cleansing and consecration.19 Indeed, the instructions concerning the Day of Atonement in Lev. 16 make no mention of the forgiveness of sins:20 the shedding of blood instead cleanses and removes the contamination of sin.


The goat appointed for Azazel is said to remove the sin of the people from the camp as it is sent into the wilderness. Thus, according to the rite of the Day of Atonement, sin is either cleansed or carried away,21 although not ‘forgiven’: the cult employs different metaphors for dealing with the problem of sin,22 which are neither mutually exclusive nor any the less effective for being metaphorical.23


Nor is the language of cleansing associated with the Day of Atonement focused on specific identifiable sins. Rather it is located within the wider framework of purity considerations: the annual cleansing from and removal of sin effected by the Day of Atonement is part and parcel of the regular process of maintaining purity,24 which is essential if God is to be safely present in the midst of his people.25 However, this is not the case where sin or guilt offerings are sacrificed for specific offences: here the language of forgiveness is used as the sacrifice is prescribed for those who are aware of their sin and of their need for forgiveness for that offence. Thus in Lev. 4–5 the same refrain is repeated, with slight variation: [image: image]: and the priest shall make atonement for the sin committed and it shall be forgiven’ (Lev. 4:20, 26, 35; 5:6, 10, 13; 19:22; cf. Num.15:25–26, 28).26 The use of the niphal form of the verb [image: image] is clearly an example of the divine passive: the sin is forgiven by God.


Consecrated to his service, the priest makes atonement for the unintentional sin of the whole congregation by sacrificing a bull as a sin offering, and putting some of its blood on the horns of the altar in the tent of meeting and pouring out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar of burnt offering, while the fat is burnt on the altar and the carcass burned outside the camp: so the priest shall make atonement for them and they shall be forgiven (4:13–21).27 If a leader sins unintentionally, he shall bring a goat and kill it himself, and the priest shall make atonement for him and for his sin in the same way (4:22–26). If one of the common people commits an unintentional sin, they are required to bring a female goat or lamb for the priest to make atonement for them, for the sin they have committed and they shall be forgiven (4:27–35; cf. Num. 15:27–28).28


The same applies if anyone fails to testify as a witness at a trial, or touches something unclean by accident, or utters a rash oath by mistake: if they confess their sin and bring a female from the flock as a sin offering for the sin they have committed, the priest shall make atonement for them for their sin (5:1–6).29 If the offender cannot afford a lamb, atonement may be made and forgiveness granted by bringing two turtle doves or two pigeons, one for a sin offering and one for a burnt offering (5:7–10); failing that, a tenth of an ephah of fine flour will suffice when a handful of it is burnt on the altar by the priest as a memorial portion of the offering (5:11–13).30


In Lev. 4–5, the sins atoned for by the offering of sacrifice are all unintentional or unwitting sins. Indeed, in Num. 15:25–26, it is said that the people will be forgiven when the priest makes atonement for them because it was unintentional, or a mistake, and they have brought their sin offering for their error. The following reference to sins committed ‘with a high hand’ (15:30–31) might appear to suggest that the cult does not make provision for deliberate, as opposed to inadvertent sins.31 Yet the legislation in Leviticus makes it clear that deliberate sins can be forgiven: a ram without blemish or its equivalent can atone for oppressing or deceiving a neighbour in a matter of a deposit or a security, robbery, lying or swearing falsely, so long as full restitution plus one fifth is made by the perpetrator:32 ‘And the priest shall make atonement for him before the Lord, and he shall be forgiven for any of the things that one may do and thereby become guilty’ (Lev 6:1–7 LXX; 5:20–26 MT). These sins scarcely come into the category of ‘unintentional’ sins, and it is apparent that priests would accept guilt offerings and make atonement for real human failings,33 and that God would forgive on this basis.34 The reference to sinning ‘with a high hand’ in the alternative tradition in Numbers 15:30–31 is better understood as a reference to sins committed in an attitude of defiance.35


Thus the sacrifice of a sin offering has the capability of effecting atonement and securing forgiveness for intentional, as well as unintentional, sins. However, some sins do seem to be beyond the forgiveness provided by the sacrifice of a sin offering. Klawans argues that a distinction should be drawn between moral and ritual purity on the grounds that ‘Moral impurity results from committing certain acts so heinous that they are considered defiling.’36 Such acts include the sins of murder, idolatry and sexual transgression, and the extreme nature of these sins is expressed in terms of defilement, which is a stronger category of language than mere ‘impurity’. Such serious sins cannot be cleansed by the offering of an atoning sacrifice,37 unlike the uncleanness of less serious sins, which can be atoned for.38 Thus murder does not just make the land unclean: it pollutes and defiles the land and no atonement can be made for bloodshed in the land except the shedding of the blood of the one responsible for the deed (Num. 35:30–34).39


Thus the sin offering effects atonement by forgiving and cleansing sinful people, as well as purifying and consecrating the sanctuary and the priests: the sin offering is capable of yielding any one of the three outcomes of forgiveness, cleansing and sanctifying. Occasionally, however, a guilt offering is prescribed instead, and it is worth exploring the possible reasons for this and the reasons suggested for a distinction between the sin and guilt offering.


The Guilt Offering


The law states that those who are subject to guilt [image: image] are required to bring a ‘guilt offering’, an [image: image], so that the priest can make atonement for their sin. Lev. 5:14–16 deals with a breach of faith with respect to the holy things of the Lord: here, the guilt offering of a ram, together with restitution for the amount involved plus an additional fifth, must be brought to the priest, who will make atonement with the ram (cf. Num. 5:8), and the deed shall be forgiven.40
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