The Kingdom and Forgiveness

I. I’ve been teaching for a long time now about the kingdom of God and how it was inaugurated 2000 years ago by Jesus. It is already here, and yet it will still be consummated when Jesus returns, so it is not yet all the way here. This already/not yet dichotomy is a major theme in the NT as the majority of modern Biblical scholars and interpreters realize.  Having explained that, I’m now asking, “What does this Kingdom theology have to say about specific concepts?”

II. Today, I want to talk about how this idea of the Kingdom of God breaking into our world affects how we think about forgiveness.

III. Forgiving others is almost always taught as a central Christian discipline/virtue. However, I don’t know if I’ve ever heard it taught as an inbreaking of God’s kingdom. Nevertheless, that is how the Scripture talks about it.
 
IV. In one of the most strikingly powerful small details in Scripture, once Jesus has risen from the dead, Mary sees him and “thinks he is the gardener” (Jn 20:15).

A. The tomb was in a garden, and Mary thinks Jesus is some kind of groundskeeper, like one would be in a cemetery today.  

B. However, the word “gardener” is significant because the scene is meant to recall Genesis 1-3. Jesus is the new Adam, on the other side of death and judgment. He is the firstborn from among the dead (Col 1:18).

C. He is the first of the renewed human race, God’s heaven-on-earth family. He is the risen King of God’s new kingdom.

V. This concept makes sense of the verse a little bit later, verse 22, which reads, “He breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’”

A. Not only is He the new Adam, but He is also Yahweh incarnate. Just like Yahweh breathed into Adam’s nostrils to create the human race, Jesus blows on his disciples. 

B. This “breathing” imparts the Spirit, making them part of God’s new creation (2 Cor 5:17).

1. The whole picture is intensely eschatological. It’s the future (when everything will be renewed) breaking into the present, so that some things (the disciples’ hearts) are renewed. 

VI. This imagery is trying to communicate to us that the disciples are God’s new covenant family, a new kind of “Spirit-people.” That is, we define ourselves not by race or nationality, but by our allegiance to Jesus and our shared experience of the Holy Spirit (which comes in a wide variety of flavors—see 1 Cor 12 and Gal 5:22-23).

VII. Given all that, what Jesus says next is like a commission, a definition of what it means to be human in the same way as Gen 1:26. 

A. Jn 20:23: these renewed humans are empowered to forgive and retain sins. What on earth does that mean?

VIII. This verse is heavily contested in the Catholic/Protestant debate. Catholics see it as a warrant for priests to sacramentally forgive sins. Protestants see it as a warrant to preach the gospel, which then (depending on people’s responses) causes their sins to either be forgiven or retained.

A. Neither reading gives enough weight to the eschatological context we’ve been unpacking. 

IX. Here is what I think this verse is getting at:

A. Believers, empowered by the Spirit, are summoned, like Jesus, to forgive others. Walking in forgiveness is the fundamental image-bearing act. It is, in some ways, what it means to be a real human like Jesus. (Stephen models it for us a short time later in Acts 7:60).

B. When we forgive, we are inviting people into a proleptic experience of judgment. In other words, we allow people to experience, prior to the final judgment, what it’s like to be forgiven by the ultimate judge. In doing so, we create the context in which they can come to Jesus (2 Cor 5:16-21).

C. The back half of the verse has to do with church discipline. Paul explains that sometimes it becomes necessary to exclude someone from the fellowship of believers as a disciplinary measure (1 Cor 5:5). This is not something taken lightly.

1. This too is eschatological/proleptic. By excluding this individual, they are “retaining” his sins and giving him an experience of judgment prior to the actual judgment. The hope is that in doing so, he will repent and not face the final exclusion from the kingdom. 

D. This verse makes sense if you read it from heaven towards earth. By forgiving people, we release heaven on earth. When we don’t forgive, we release some hell. There may be times when that is necessary (as above), but we should be really cautious about it. 
