
SIN AND FORGIVENESS 

One of the imperatives which God gave to the 
Israelites in the Old Testament is transferred over to 

the church in the New Testament. It is the command 

of the Lord, “Be holy, for I am holy” (Le. 11:44-45; 
19:1-2; 1 Pe. 1:14-16). The fundamental meaning of 

holiness is the idea of being set apart for God’s special 
use. Being holy is bi-directional. It involves separation 

from things that are sinful, that is, things that would 

violate the holy nature of God (1 Co. 6:9-10; Ga. 5:19-
21; Col. 3:5-10), and it equally involves separation 

unto God’s mission in the world (Jn. 15:16; 17:15-18; 
Phil. 2:14-16; 1 Pe. 2:9). Holiness is not achieved by 

becoming isolated from society; rather, holiness is 
being “in the world but not of the world” (Jn. 15:19; 

17:11, 14-16). 

The ethical side of holiness is both a fact and a 
demand. It is a fact in that when individuals have put 

their faith in the atoning work of Jesus Christ, the 
righteousness of Christ has been transferred over to 

them (1 Co. 1:30; Ga. 3:27). One’s faith is counted for 

righteousness (Ro. 4:3-5, 16, 23-25)! In this sense, 
the Christian is made holy by a divine declaration, and it is for this reason that the early Christians were 

called “saints,” or literally, “the holy ones” (Ac. 9:32; Ro. 1:7; 16:15; 2 Co. 1:1; 13:13). At the same time, 
holiness is urged upon Christians in imperative terms. It is a demand as well as a fact (Ro. 6:1-2; Ep. 4:1; 

Col. 1:10-12; 1 Pe. 1:15-16). It is quite correct on the one hand to say that all believers are already holy 
in Christ, and on the other, that they must live a holy life. God gives the gift of holiness, and then he calls 

men and women to be holy. The Christian does not live a lifestyle of holiness in order to become holy; 

rather, the Christian lives a lifestyle of holiness because God has given the gift of holiness and calls him 
or her to live up to that privileged position. 

The imperative that Christians are to live a holy life implies what the New Testament makes explicit 
elsewhere, that is, that living a holy life is often a struggle. In fact, Paul describes it as a war (Ep. 6:10-

17; 1 Ti. 1:18-19). Each person must contend with human weakness, a weakness which Paul calls “the 

flesh” (Ga. 5:16-17). Against our human weakness stands the power of God which is resident in the Holy 
Spirit, and as Paul says, men and women are slaves to whatever field of force they yield themselves (Ro. 

6:16, 12-13). They can succumb to their weaknesses, or they can live in the overcoming power of the 
Spirit (Ro. 8:5, 9, 12-14). In coming to faith in Christ, they have been set free from the domination of 

their sinful natures (Ro. 6:17-22), but it is important that Christians do not lapse into indulging their 
weaknesses (Ga. 5:13). Christians are truly free—not free to do whatever they like, but free to do what is 

right. They are free not only to choose the good but to do it! They are no longer a mandatory victim of 

their weaknesses. At the same time, freedom brings responsibility. Christians are responsible to work out 
the implications of their faith in practical terms (Phil. 2:12-13). Within every man and woman’s inner self 

is a battlefield upon which are arrayed the tendencies of the sinful nature against the motivations of the 
Holy Spirit (Ga. 5:17). Paul vividly describes the inward struggle between evil and good (Ro. 7:15-23), 

and he makes clear that victory only comes through the power of Christ (Ro. 7:24-25; 8:1-4, 37-39). 

Now it would be wonderful if every Christian could simply claim perfection and live up to it. Apparently 
there were some in the Philippian congregation who believed that they had reached the level of 

perfection, for Paul had to discourage this notion, pointing out that even he himself had not yet attained 
his goal in that regard (Phil. 3:12-16). John, also, contended with a faction who claimed to be above sin, 

and he rather bluntly pointed out that such a claim is a falsehood (1 Jn. 1:8, 10). Even the Lord’s Prayer 

says as much, for part of the prayer which Jesus taught his disciples to pray was “forgive us our sins” 



(Lk. 11:4). At the same time, Christians cannot keep on living a life of sin, or else they betray the fact 

that they have never truly come to faith in Christ in the first place (1 Jn. 3:6, 9-10). 

So, then, what are Christians to do when they succumb to their weaknesses? The first thing is not to fall 

into despair. Those who belong to Christ will not be condemned, because in Christ they are declared to 
be holy by the atoning work of the cross. No one can bring charges against God’s people, because Christ 

himself will defend them (Ro. 8:31-34). They are under his protection, and no one is able to snatch them 

away (Jn. 10:27-30; 17:12). Christ himself stands as their living defense (1 Jn. 2:1-2). 

At the same time, sin is not to be trivialized. Paul explains to the Corinthians that some Christians will be 

saved, as it were, as those escaping through fire. The impact of their lives will be nil (1 Co. 3:11-15). 
Later, Paul urges the Corinthians to examine themselves to see whether they are in the faith (2 Co. 13:5-

9). Every Christian needs regular self-examination, and one of the important occasions for this 
examination is the celebration of the Lord’s Table, since it recalls Christ’s sacrifice for sin (1 Co. 11:27-

32). One need not wait for a special occasion, however, to ask for God’s forgiveness. Believers are free to 

pray directly to God with confidence (He. 10:22-23), and if they sin, they may freely confess their sins to 
Christ (1 Jn. 1:9). 

Forgiveness for sin and freedom from guilt are immediately available to anyone who asks. This process of 
confession and forgiveness is very similar to Jesus’ statement to Peter on the night of the Last Supper, 

when the Lord intended to wash Peter’s feet. The washing of feet symbolized cleansing, and Peter’s 

reluctance was met with a rebuke by the Lord (Jn. 13:6-9). Jesus’ closing statement puts into perspective 
the position of the Christian who has been cleansed already by the atoning work of Christ. “A person who 

has had a bath,” Jesus said, “needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean” (Jn. 13:10a). So it is 
with believers. They are clean in Christ, but periodically, they need to wash their feet as well. 

The one thing, more than any other, which would prevent Christ’s forgiveness is arrogance and pride. 
The person who arrogantly believes that he or she does not need God’s mercy will receive little of God’s 

forgiveness (Lk. 7:36-48). At the same time, Jesus was quite clear that the person who came to him 

would not be turned away (Jn. 6:37). For those who are confident of their own righteousness, there is 
nothing to be received from the Lord, but to the 

one who humbly asks for God’s mercy, there is 
immediate cleansing (Lk. 18:9-14). “If we 

confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will 

forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness” (1 Jn. 1:9). 


