Fact and Fiction about Forgiveness #3

“Past the Point of No Return”

various texts
The letters P-N-R may not mean much to most of us, but for pilots these characters are vitally important. They stand for the phrase “point of no return,” referring to the place in a flight at which, due to fuel consumption, a plane is no longer capable of returning to its airfield of origin.
 Once the pilot passes the point of no return, there is no turning back. In times of war, flying over enemy territory where no alternative landing sites exist, the consequences of passing the point of no return can be catastrophic.

In the spiritual realm there seems to be a similar concept. No, it is not usually called “the point of no return,” but instead goes by “the unpardonable sin” or “the unforgivable sin.” In our current series of messages on fact and fiction about forgiveness, I think it is wise to at least consider what the Bible says about the subject. Simply put, can a person go past the point of no return when it comes to God’s forgiveness?

Last week we addressed the fact of God’s forgiveness of us, and I concluded with the pervasiveness of His pardon. Scripture states that the blood of Jesus Christ can cleanse every and all sin—regardless of how bad we might think a sin is, or how many sins a person has committed. But what do we do about those texts which seem to indicate that certain sins may not be forgiven—and there are many such passages in God’s Word. Once I began studying this subject, I realized that an entire sermon series could be devoted just to “the unpardonable sin”! We will survey several of these passages and try to draw some conclusions on the matter.
Candidates for the Unpardonable Sin

Ask many Christians to name the unpardonable sin and they will reply, “Blaspheming the Holy Spirit.” Ask those same Christians to define what that means, and you’ll hear silence in twenty-seven languages (to borrow from Howard Hendricks). So what is meant by that phrase?

Three of the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke—record this incident from the life of Christ. They all read pretty much the same, so I’d like to use Mark 3:28-29,

I tell you the truth, all the sins and blasphemies of men will be forgiven them. But whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; he is guilty of an eternal sin.

As always, the text must be considered in its context. Briefly put, as Jesus was performing miracles and casting out demons, the religious leaders said, “He himself is possessed; it is by the power of Satan that he is performing these deeds.” Thus they were attributing the work of the Holy Spirit to Satan.

(As an aside, maybe this should give us pause before we go off labeling things we don’t like as “of the devil.” I’ve heard that used about styles of music, speaking in tongues, modern Bible translations, and a host of other things. But what if those things we label Satanic are really being used by God…?)

A number of commentators agree that this particular sin cannot be committed today; that “this situation existed only while Christ was ministering on earth.”
 Technically this may be correct, but I think the essence of this sin does exist today. As G. Campbell Morgan writes, “The sin against the Spirit is that of persistent, willful rejection of His testimony concerning Christ.”
 Why is this unforgivable? J. I. Packer notes, “Nonexistence of remorse makes repentance impossible, and nonexistence of repentance makes forgiveness impossible.”

Let’s consider another passage: Hebrews 6:4-8, 

It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age, if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance, because to their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace. Land that drinks in the rain often falling on it and that produces a crop useful to those for whom it is farmed receives the blessing of God. But land that produces thorns and thistles is worthless and is in danger of being cursed. In the end it will be burned.

This text does not use the word “unforgivable” or “unpardonable,” but it does speak of being “impossible…to be brought back to repentance.” Sounds like being past the point of no return, doesn’t it?

Interpreters have handled this passage in various ways. Some believe this is a hypothetical case that could never happen in reality. While this could be true logically, God’s Word is far too practical to deal in purely theoretical cases. Others claim this refers to people who have been exposed to the truth of Christianity but have not made a commitment themselves. Once again, the language of the text discourages this view; the descriptions, “…once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age” seem to indicate one who has truly been saved. The other possibility is that the author of Hebrews is speaking of real Christians who “fall away” and cannot be brought back.

This final option makes many Christians panic with the fear that they can lose their salvation (or that they already have). Yet this seems to go against other Scriptures—particularly in 1 John—that speak of the believer’s assurance of salvation. How can we make sense of it all?

I like the way Dave O’Brien puts it:

Can we lose our salvation then? I think not. Losing implies a kind of witless misplacing. We can lose our car keys. We can lose a purse. We can lose our way and even carelessly lose our lives. But when we accept salvation we place ourselves in the hand of God, and He has promised to hold us secure. But I think we can choose to give it back. To choose consciously and willfully to reject what we’ve received from God is not simply a sinful action. It is the premeditated assassination of faith.

Just as one repents—which means to turn around—from sin to God at salvation, so one can repent, or turn around, from God back to sin. This should not be confused with “backsliding,” where a Christian may lose ground in his growth but is still headed in the right direction. No, this is a conscious, deliberate rejection of Christ—not unlike the action of the religious leaders referred to in Mark 3. And when it happens, according to this passage, there is no going back. Once again, though, the issue is not whether God would forgive them if they repented, but whether there is any way to bring them to repent at all. The answer is no. They are like farmland that produces nothing useful; “in the end it will be burned.” People can so harden themselves against God that nothing will keep them from hell.

Staying in the same book, another text on this subject is found in Hebrews 10:26,

If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses died without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” and again, “The Lord will judge his people.” It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.
Again we do not find the words “unpardonable” or “unforgivable” in these verses, but there is the phrase, “no sacrifice for sins is left.” This would indicate that such a person has gone past the point of no return, with “only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God.” 

What brings a person to such a place? A. W. Pink writes, “It is not reached at a single bound, but is the fatal culmination of a diseased heart.”
 The author of Hebrews describes it as having “trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace.” What terrible behavior could be portrayed like this? Verse 26 says, “If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth…” This is more an attitude than merely an action—the mindset that says, “It’s okay for me to sin; I can always ask for forgiveness.” The Bible is clear that God will not allow for such.

One last passage I’d like to consider is 1 John 5:16-17,

If anyone sees his brother commit a sin that does not lead to death, he should pray and God will give him life. I refer to those whose sin does not lead to death. There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying that he should pray about that. All wrongdoing is sin, and there is sin that does not lead to death.

The apostle John speaks of “a sin that leads to death.” Let’s first understand what John is not saying. He is not speaking of a sin that leads to physical death, because in the context of the entire letter John speaks of life and death in terms of eternal life and eternal death. 

Some has used this passage to categorize sins as “mortal” and “venial,” and even specified “seven deadly sins,” but none of this can be backed with the whole of Scripture. Nor is John referring to all sin in general—all sin leads to death, since “the wages of sin is death,” but here he distinguishes between sin that leads to death and sin that does not lead to death.

Given the context of the book, John is probably speaking here of the false teachers—the Gnostics—who denied that Jesus was fully God and fully man, that He died for our sins and rose again from the dead. In this regard they would be guilty of the same sin as the religious leaders in Jesus’ day, what John Stott calls “a deliberate, open-eyed rejection of known truth.”
 For such, the apostle writes, their fate is sealed. They are past the point of no return.

Before we move on, I would like to address a couple of other specific sins that are considered by some, in practice if not in theory, as unforgivable. The first is suicide. I have heard preachers used 1 Corinthians 3:17 as proof that suicide is an unpardonable sin: “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple.” Paul identifies the Christian as the temple of God, and if anyone destroys God’s temple—including the Christian himself—then God will destroy him, right? Not so fast. The Greek pronoun translated “you” in verse 17 (as well as in the previous verse) is plural, so the apostle is not referring to individual believers as temples of God; he is speaking of the church as a whole, the body of Christ.
 Furthermore, some argue, how could someone who commits suicide possibly ask for forgiveness of that sin? If they go into eternity with sin unforgiven, can they go to Heaven? My answer goes back to our previous message, when we looked at the perspective of God’s forgiveness. God forgives us once for all; there is no past, present, and future in His eyes. So to imagine that any sin (not only suicide) that is not confessed before death would keep a person out of Heaven is to misunderstand how God forgives.

Second, I want to consider the sin of divorce. I don’t know of many churches or preachers who would list divorce and/or remarriage as an unpardonable sin; they just treat people like it is! A person could be guilty of any sin in the book—murder, robbery, you name it—and accepted as a preacher, elder, or deacon. Churches will even forgive a penitent church leader or member of adultery and restore them fully, but if they’ve ever been divorced, they are forever disqualified. Some churches even go to the extreme of forbidding divorced members from participating in the Lord’s Supper. Is this really Scriptural? You may point to First Timothy and Titus, where an overseer or deacon must be “the husband of one wife,” but the truth is that none of those texts in the original language mention “husband,” “wife,” “marriage,” “divorce”, or “remarriage.” (Literally the Greek reads, “a one-woman man.”) I have known churches where an elder or deacon has confessed to being unfaithful to his wife in the past and they are permitted to serve, but someone else whose wife was unfaithful and divorced him is considered disqualified. I agree with Chuck Swindoll as he writes, “You may think it’s not possible to forgive a divorce. If so, then if it’s not forgiven, it’s the only transgression that isn’t forgiven, which, quite frankly, is illogical.”
 Not only that, it’s unscriptural as well.

It is my hope that, by examining these Scriptures, to alleviate the anxiety of believers regarding the unpardonable sin. I do not believe we should live in constant fear of drifting past the point of no return.

As Packer points out,

Christians who fear that they may have committed the unpardonable sin show by their very anxiety that they have not done so. Persons who have committed it are unremorseful and unconcerned; indeed, they are ordinarily unaware of what they have done and to what fate they have sentenced themselves.

Condition of the Unpardonable Sin

Now that we’ve considered some fact and fiction on the subject, I want to conclude with the condition of the unpardonable sin. Whether or not a person today can commit the unpardonable sin is debated by preachers and scholars, but there is no doubt that there is an unpardonable condition—the state of unbelief.

God’s forgiveness applies to every and all sin…as long as the sinner repents and asks for forgiveness. The prophet Jeremiah laments in Jeremiah 8:22, “Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then is there no healing for the wound of my people?” Gilead was known for its healing balm and physicians in the ancient world. In answering Jeremiah’s rhetorical questions Matthew Henry writes,

Is there no balm in Gilead—no physician there? Yes, certainly there is; God is able to help and heal them, there is a sufficiency in him to redress all their grievances… Why then was not their health restored? Certainly it was not owing to God, but to themselves; it was not for want of balm and a physician, but because they would not admit the application nor submit to the methods of cure.
 
Spiritually speaking, there is no incurable disease—the blood of Christ can cleanse all sin—except when the patient refuses to apply the cure! 

This, then, is the unpardonable sin. It is the condition of the hardened heart; going past the point of no return. For pilots, they know where that point is; but in the spiritual realm, no one knows. In Morgan’s words, “It is not a sin of an hour. It is not a sin of a moment. It is not a sin of an act. It is a sin of attitude, definitely, persistently taken, until the choice has become destiny.”
 He goes on to add,
Every time in which you refuse the Spirit’s ministry you are sinning toward that sin. The final hour will never come while this life lasts. Where is that dividing line? Who shall mark it out for himself? Who shall know but that the Spirit so often refused will not be compelled to end His ministry ere the light of morning breaks because the day of opportunity shall have passed, as you shall have stepped from this room of time into the spacious halls of eternity and the spiritual world.

If anyone hearing these words has not come to Christ for forgiveness for sin, take this as a warning. It is true that God is patient, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come in repentance, but it is also true that God has said, “I will not strive with man forever.” Do not take his patience for granted.

I mentioned at the beginning of this message how the phrase “point of no return” originated in the world of aviation. I would like to close with another example from that same world that dramatically makes the point:

During World War II action in the North Atlantic, an American naval force was engaged in battle on a particularly dark night. In the midst of the battle, one of the aircraft carriers was exposed to attack from the enemy, so a blackout was ordered. Yet six planes were heading back to the carrier from a mission and could not land without runway lights. Their request for the ship to turn on the lights just long enough so they could land was denied because to do so would jeopardize the lives of thousands of men. When the planes ran out of fuel, the pilots were forced to ditch in the freezing water, and all the crew of those six planes died. God also reaches a point when He turns out the lights, and the opportunity for salvation is then gone forever. The one who rejects the full light of salvation will have no more light. He has lost forever his opportunity for forgiveness.

As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 6:1-2, 

As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain. For he says, “In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.” I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.

Don’t put it off any longer. Don’t go past the point of no return with God.
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