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"We must be reading different Bibles!” a sign reads from a student of Byron Center High 

School (Byron Center, Michigan) supporting his openly homosexual music teacher. In the same section 

of students at this packed Byron Center school board meeting another sign accuses, “Who are you to 

judge?” These signs are directed at the Byron Center School Board who must decide on whether to 

dismiss this music teacher at the request of a group of parents. Buckling under the pressure of the 

opposition, the school board condemned homosexuality but at the same time retained this teacher. 

This action illustrates that many in the world today say that you can hold to your beliefs 

concerning sin, but you may not call anyone to repentance. The chief arguments behind this erroneous 

view are these: First, we must forgive all sinners without exception because the Bible teaches this (they 

say). Second, even though we may believe an action is sinful, it is wrong to “impose” our views on 

others by calling them to repentance. What shall we say to these things? The Bible says that we must 

call sinners to repentance, and if they repent we must forgive them (Luke 17:3). “This is forgiveness?” 

cries the false church. “Yes, for certain! But only after repentance!” replies the believer. Repentance is 

the key to forgiveness. 

When the false church uses these arguments they have a very lax view of sin. They forget that 

sin is sin against God Himself who requires obedience from all men without exception. The conse-

quences for not obeying God is eternal death in Hell (Romans 6:23a). The standard for obedience to 

God is, of course, the Law of God as we have it written in Exodus 20:1-18. By the Law we know 

clearly that we are guilty of sin against God (Romans 3:20). We may never say that we are without sin, 

for then the truth is not in us (I John 1:8). But, how can we obey God and be in His favor if we cannot 

keep His Law? Further, how can we escape imminent death at the hand of God because of our sin? The 

answer is that we must confess our sins, for then we are granted forgiveness through Christ’s death on 

the cross (I John 1:9). 

This activity of confession is seen in the life of David as recorded in the Psalms. After writing 

in Psalm 32:1-2 that a forgiven man is blessed of God, David recalls in verse 5 that he confessed his sin 

to God, then God forgave him. In Psalm 51:17, David further declares that God does not despise a 

contrite heart, therefore He is greatly pleased with the repentance of believers. 

Because repentance is the key to forgiveness it is no wonder that Christ commanded his 

disciples to preach that men should repent (Mark 6:7-13). This is the true calling of the church. She is 

to preach the command that all men everywhere should repent. God is pleased to use preaching to bring 

His elect believers to repentance and faith (I Corinthians 1:21). 

After God’s people repent then He is pleased to forgive them. But, as we learn from the Lord’s 

Prayer in Matthew 6:9-13 we ask God to, “forgive our debts as we forgive our debtors” (Emphasis 

MPF). Notice that we must forgive our brethren who have repented else God will not forgive our sins 

(Matthew 6:14-15). This doesn’t mean that God forgives us because we forgive each other, but as we 

forgive each other. God only forgives those who truly are His elect, that is, those who manifest His free 

grace by forgiving one another in mercy just as God has forgiven them. Those whom God has forgiven 

can’t help but forgive each other. If they don’t forgive each other then they are as the wicked servant in 

Matthew 18:23-35 who was forgiven by the king of all his enormous debt yet he demanded of his 

fellow servant a debt of one hundred pence, a trifle compared to the debt forgiven. What was his 

reward? He was delivered to the tormentors. The same shall happen to those who repeat his actions. 

The teaching that God’s people should forgive one another has become the hallmark of the false 

church’s desire to make the church tolerant of sin. Although they seem to be speaking the truth yet they 

seriously err when they forgive before repentance. Many times men speak of people who do this as 

extremely merciful because they forgave a sinful brother before the brother repented as if that is better 



than waiting until after the brother repents. This attitude is illogical and not biblical. We must follow 

the example of God’s forgiveness towards us. He only forgives after repentance because if He did not 

He wouldn’t be a just God. 

The false church also misuses the command to forgive our brothers their trespasses when they 

refuse to demand repentance of an openly sinning brother. The party sinning must not be told that he is 

sinning because we “may not judge them,” even though we know very well that he is sinning. This is 

exactly what the Byron Center School Board did when they retained the openly gay music teacher. 

They condemned the vile sin of homosexuality in their statement to the parents but they did not remove 

the teacher. Whenever people do this they invariably appeal to Matthew 7:1-5 which commands us not 

to judge. What they mean by this is that we may never rebuke anyone because of their sin. This 

interpretation contradicts many passages of Scripture including Luke 17:3, Matthew 18:15ff, and James 

5:20 which all speak of the Christian’s duty to rebuke those who sin. What Matthew 7:1-5 and like 

passages do teach is how and when we must rebuke. 

In this passage from Matthew, Christ teaches us that we may never judge anyone if we 

ourselves have not repented of our own sin. Further, our motive for rebuke must not be out of revenge 

but out of a desire for his repentance. If we do have this desire then we will be merciful towards our 

brother just as the Lord is merciful and gracious. We must rebuke them and go to the foot of the cross 

together, because we all are in need of forgiveness. If we just condemn our brother and think that we 

ourselves are without sin then we are hypocrites and we have not seriously looked at our own sin and 

repented from it. 

Although we must be careful when we rebuke, we still are commanded to call sinners to repen-

tance. Although we may never condemn a sinner to Hell (for this belongs only to God), we can and 

must rebuke them for their trespasses. We must do this because we know that if our brother be 

converted then we, “shall save a soul from death” as James 5:20 teaches. Here too, James clearly writes 

that the sinner must be converted, that is, he must repent before he is forgiven. Repentance is the key to 

forgiveness. 

Those who refuse to believe the clear truth that a sinner must repent before he is forgiven of 

God or forgiven by us do well to remember that God is greatly displeased with their teachings. All 

those who backed up the gay teacher at Byron Center High School by claiming that we must forgive 

him even though he didn’t repent should know that they shall be judged of God. All we who believe 

that repentance must be before forgiveness know that in Heaven there is great joy over one sinner that 

repenteth because we know that God loves those of a contrite heart who humble themselves before 

Him. ❖ 
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