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THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH IN FORGIVING SINS IN JOHN 20:23 

 

 

 

 

 

“If you forgive people’s sins, they are forgiven.  

If you retain people’s sins, they are retained.” 

 

         – John 20:23, ISV 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

John 20:23 stands at the intersection between ecclesiology and soteriology.1 It posits a link 

between the two so that neither can be fully understood without the other. However, the exact 

relationship between them is not always clear. In Roman Catholicism, the church as an 

institution holds the power to forgive sins in the name of Christ, especially as it is exercised 

through the bishop.2 On the other hand, in some corners of evangelicalism, the church (at least 

institutionally considered) is at best a helpful (but ultimately unnecessary) addition to the 

Christian life.3 

                                                 
1 This is true of the related verses in Matthew 16:19 and 18:18 as well. 
2 Paragraph 1486 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church says that “the forgiveness of sins committed 

after Baptism is conferred by a particular sacrament called the sacrament of conversion, confession, penance, or 

reconciliation.” See also paragraph 1461: “Since Christ entrusted to his apostles the ministry of reconciliation (John 

20:23; 2 Cor 5:18), bishops who are their successors, and priests, the bishops’ collaborators, continue to exercise this 

ministry. Indeed bishops and priests, by virtue of the sacrament of Holy Orders, have the power to forgive all sins 

‘in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.’” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, para. 1461). 
3 For example, one blogger writes, “I haven't attended a standard Sunday church for five years (maybe 

more). I can’t really remember when I stopped going only that Jesus is still the most dear and precious thing in my 

life. For me faith is all about staying close to God. It's about hearing Jesus say, ‘Come follow me’ and then leaving 

everything to walk as close to him as possible. . . . I'm coming out as a Christian who doesn't go to church, but is still 

deeply in love with a God who hung on a cross to ensure I would live with him forever. . . . I'm okay with it because 
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 This paper will argue that the church is commissioned by Christ to forgive sins by 

preaching the gospel, and is therefore the normal means that God uses to forgive sins and 

reconcile sinners to himself. It will divide into three parts. Part 1 will consist of an analysis of the 

historical, theological and literary contexts of John 20:23. The goal will be to provide an 

appropriate interpretive context for this verse. 

 Part 2 will consist of a detailed exegesis of John 20:23, examining significant vocabulary, 

the verse’s meaning in light of the structure of John 20:19–23, and the syntax of the verse. The 

goal of this section will be to provide a detailed examination of the passage to understand its 

meaning. Part 3 will then attempt a theological synthesis in order to show what this might look 

like in light of the teaching of the whole NT, and what it might look like in practice today. 

 

PART 1: JOHN 20:23 IN ITS HISTORICAL,  

THEOLOGICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT 

 

This part of the paper will try to provide crucial contextual factors for the interpretation of John 

20:23. The historical context will attempt to show how the destruction of the Second Temple 

illuminates the historical relevance of the question of the forgiveness of sins. The theological 

context will show that salvation is by faith in Christ, and the church’s mission is to be witnesses. 

Finally, the literary context will further reinforce this interpretation by showing that John 20:23 

is placed in a literary context that is saturated with the themes of witness and faith in Christ.  

 

 

 

                                                 
part of coming to Jesus - and believing I don't have to bring anything to be acceptable to him - is stripping off the lie 

that I have to be a church-going Christian to be saved. . . . My only salvation is Jesus” (Wendy van Eyck, “Why I’m 

Coming Out as a Christian Who Doesn’t Go to Church.” Wendy van Eyck: Life, Devotionals, Books, 

http://www.ilovedevotionals.com/2015/03/why-im-coming-out-as-christian-who.html. Accessed 4/29/16.).  
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The Historical Dimension: 

The Forgiveness of Sins and the Destruction of the Second Temple 

 

Because texts are historically rooted, we turn to the historical dimension of the text to understand 

how the historical context shaped the meaning of the text. Köstenberger helpfully points out that 

if the Gospel is to be dated after the destruction of the Temple in AD 70 (as most scholars do), 

then one possible purpose of John’s Gospel may have been to engage Jews who had suffered the 

loss of their political and spiritual center with the good news of Jesus Christ.4 In his Theology of 

John’s Gospel and Letters, Köstenberger proposes that John’s Gospel is one among several 

Jewish responses to the destruction of the Temple.5 The combined effect of the destruction of 

both the Temple and Jerusalem probably had an impact on both Palestinian Jews as well as 

Diaspora Jews that is hard to underestimate.6 

 Along with the loss of the temple came the loss of priesthood and sacrifice. In the OT, the 

priests served as intermediaries between God and his people.7 Their duties included making 

offerings for sin, divining the will of God by means of Urim and Thummim, and instructing the 

people in Torah.8  

                                                 
4 Köstenberger’s comments here are helpful: “The Gospel originated within the matrix of the early 

Christian Gentile mission, the emergence of early gnostic thought, and, last but not least, the destruction of the 

Jerusalem temple in A.D. 70 . . . a traumatic event that left Judaism in a national and religious void and caused Jews 

to look for ways to continue their ritual and worship” (Andreas J. Köstenberger, John [BECNT; Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 2004], 8). While John’s purpose toward the Jews may not have been the only purpose, it will be important to 

keep it in mind as one consideration when dealing with the question of forgiveness of sins in John. 
5 Andreas J. Köstenberger, A Theology of John's Gospel and Letters (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 60–

72. 
6 “As recent scholarship demonstrates, the destruction of the Second Temple, the national religious symbol 

of the Jewish people, deeply impacted Jews in both Palestine and the Diaspora. The impact could fairly be described 

as universal. If the composition of the gospel is dated anytime toward the end of the first century, it is hardly 

conceivable that a text apparently so richly interested in the temple would not be written, as it were, in the shadow of 

its destruction.” (Ibid., 61). 
7 P. Ellingworth, “Priests,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Edited by T. Desmond Alexander and 

Brian S. Rosner; Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 698. 
8 Ibid., 697–698. 
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 This provides an immediate point of contact with John 20:23: in light of the destruction 

of the Second Temple and the loss of priesthood and sacrifice, how can forgiveness of sins be 

obtained? Where is atonement to be found? John’s answer is found in John the Baptist’s 

confession: “Behold! The Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world!” (1:29). 

Furthermore, who will function as intermediaries with God? In John 20:23, the disciples become 

the representatives of Jesus, the one sent from the Father. The loss of the Temple is surely one of 

the significant background events that informs John’s portrayal of Jesus’s commissioning of the 

disciples to forgive sins. 

 

The Theological Dimension: 

John 20:23 in the Context of John’s Theology 

 

The second level of context for the John 20:23 is the theological context. The two particular 

themes that will be explored here are John’s view of the forgiveness of sins, and John’s view of 

the mission of the church. 

 

The Forgiveness of Sins in John  

When we look at the whole of John’s Gospel, we see that one of the central ideas is that (1) Jesus 

came to take away sin and rescue people from judgment, and (2) one’s response to Jesus 

determines whether a person experiences forgiveness and life (to those who believe) or 

aggravated condemnation (for those who disbelieve).9 The following survey will demonstrate 

these two truths from the Gospel. 

                                                 
9 See Steven E. Hansen’s insightful discussion on sin and forgiveness in John’s Gospel (Steven E. Hansen, 

“Forgiving and Retaining Sin: A Study of the Text and Context of John 20:23,” Horizons in Biblical Theology 19.1 

[1997], 28–29). On John’s theology of salvation in general, see George Allen Turner, “Soteriology in the Gospel of 

John,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 19.4 (Fall 1976): 271–277; I. Howard Marshall, New 

Testament Theology: Many Witnesses, One Gospel (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 520–523. 
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 1. Jesus saves. The Gospel of John’s teaching about Jesus as the one who came to save 

can be seen as early in the book as John 1:29 where Jesus is described as “the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world.”10 This communicates not only that Jesus saves, but points to his 

sacrificial death as the way that he will do so (he is the sacrificial lamb). Jesus says that he gives 

eternal life (4:14; 5:21; 10:28). Jesus is the bread of life that gives life to the world (6:33, 35, 48). 

Furthermore, it is Jesus, the Son, who makes one free from slavery to sin (John 8:36). He is the 

good shepherd who gives his life for the sheep (10:11, 14), which in light of 1:29 implies 

substitutionary sacrifice. He did not come to judge the world but to save it (12:47). From 

beginning to end, John’s Gospel proclaims that Jesus is the one who makes people free from 

sin’s slavery and the condemnation that they deserve, and it is Jesus who gives eternal life. 

 2. One’s response to Jesus is determinative. Despite the fact that it is Jesus who saves, 

the actual experience of salvation is contingent upon a person’s response to Jesus (most often 

described in terms of faith/belief versus unbelief). In terms of positive response to Jesus, Hansen 

says that “forgiveness in John’s Gospel is ultimately associated with belief.”11 John writes in 

1:12 that those who “received him” are granted to become children of God. Jesus tells 

Nicodemus that God sent the Son to be “lifted up” (die on the cross) so that people might believe 

on him and receive eternal life, rather than perishing (3:14–16). John the Baptist confesses that 

                                                 
10 Scripture cited from NKJV unless otherwise noted. Hansen notes that following John 1:29, “most of the 

remaining references to sin (hamartia) explain the way that Jesus takes one’s sin away or leaves one in sin” 

(Hansen, “Forgiving and Retaining Sin,” 28). 
11 Hansen, “Forgiving and Retaining Sin,” 30. Turner comments that “there are many synonyms for 

‘believe’ in John, and they help clarify what faith involves. To ‘believe’ is the same as to ‘come’ (5:40; 6:35, 37, 44, 

65; 7:37), to ‘follow’ (8:12), to ‘enter’ (10:9), to ‘drink’ of the water Jesus provides (4:13; cf. 6:35; 7:37), to ‘accept’ 

(1:12; 5:43). ‘Seeing’ is often the prelude or condition of ‘believing,’ hence the oft-repeated invitation, ‘come and 

see’ (1:39, 46; 4:29; 11:34; cf. 20:8, 25). Similarly ‘light’ is equivalent to ‘life’ (1:4; 8:12). Belief is also equal to 

‘knowing’ the Father and the truth (8:32; 17:3; cf. 1 John 4:16)” (Turner, “Soteriology,” 272). Cf. also George Eldon 

Ladd’s discussion on “Faith” in George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Revised Edition; Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 306–308. 
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those who believe on the Son have eternal life (3:36). Jesus himself claims the same thing (5:24). 

Furthermore, while Jesus is the bread of life (6:33, 35, 48), the reception of this bread is 

necessary for anyone to actually receive life, and this reception is expressed in terms of “coming 

to” Jesus (6:35, 37) and “believing in” Jesus (6:29, 35, 40). Turner comments that “For John, 

therefore, belief in the Father and the Son is the condition for experiencing spiritual life and 

salvation. This involves not only acceptance of a dogma but a life commitment to Jesus’ person 

and discipline (3:16; 8:31 f.; 20:31).”12 

 In terms of negative response to Jesus, in John 1:11, those who were “his own did not 

receive him” (i.e. rejected him, which is contrasted with acceptance in 1:12). Unbelief is the 

reason that people are condemned (3:18). The wrath of God remains on those who do not believe 

(3:36). Many are unwilling to come to Jesus to receive life (5:40). Unbelief is the reason that 

John gives that despite Jesus’s coming to save the world, many will not be saved, but will instead 

perish. 

 One important dimension of the negative response to Jesus in John’s Gospel is that those 

who reject Jesus are not just “not forgiven,” but are rather involved in aggravated condemnation. 

In John 3:17–19, the world is condemned because of its rejection of Jesus, the light. In John 9 

(Jesus opens the eyes of a man born blind), Jesus declares to the Pharisees, “If you were blind, 

you would have no sin; but now you say, ‘We see.’ Therefore your sin remains” (9:41).13 This, 

says Jesus, is why they are guilty: they adamantly claim that they have a perfectly good 

understanding of God (they can “see”), and yet they are rejecting him.  

                                                 
12 Turner, “Soteriology,” 273. 
13 This passage “distinguishes between those who claim to have religious insight but don’t believe in Jesus 

and those who are considered to be religiously blind but do believe in him” (Hansen, “Forgiving and Retaining Sin,” 

29). 
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 Similarly, in 15:22–24 Jesus says, “If I had not come and spoken to them, they would 

have no sin, but now they have no excuse for their sin. . . . If I had not done among them the 

works which no one else did, they would have no sin; but now they have seen and also hated 

both me and my Father.”14 This is not to say that the world would be innocent had Jesus not 

come, but rather that the rejection and crucifixion of Jesus is the sin par excellence, and it is the 

rejection of Jesus that shows the true character of the world and confirms its condemnation.15  

 These passages illustrate that those who do not believe in Jesus are not just “not 

forgiven,” but are rather involved in aggravated condemnation. There is apparently a category in 

John’s thinking for those who have heard the gospel message and rejected it, and this is distinct 

from both those who have heard and accepted it, and those who have not yet heard and do not yet 

have eternal life. Hansen says it this way: “unbelief . . . binds one to sin and judgment.”16 

Understanding this category of John’s thought may provide a key for understanding the 

significance of the church “retaining” sins in 20:23.  

 In summary, the central thrust of John’s Gospel affirms that 1. Jesus saves, and 2. One’s 

response to Jesus is determinative.  

 

The Mission of the Church in John’s Gospel  

 

John’s view of the mission of the church can also help disambiguate the question of the church’s 

role in forgiving sins. However, the first thing that needs to be settled is the relationship of the 

disciples to the church in John’s Gospel. George Eldon Ladd states that “There are clearly no 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 Cf. Köstenberger, John, 466. Hansen says that “the ultimate sin in John’s Gospel is the sin of unbelief. 

This is not only a rejection of Jesus, but it is also a rejection of God (15:24)” (Hansen, “Forgiving and Retaining 

Sin,” 29). 
16Ibid.  
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explicit references to the church that parallel the saying in Matthew 16:18. However, it is clear 

that Jesus as he is pictured by John looks forward to the formation of a new people of God.”17 In 

John’s Gospel it is not blood lineage that makes one part of this people of God, but acceptance of 

Christ (John 1:11–13). It seems that in John, “the disciples may be regarded as a new fellowship 

representing an embryonic church.”18  

 While the disciples are associated with Jesus throughout John’s Gospel, Köstenberger 

seems right to say that “the community is formally constituted in the commissioning narrative, 

where Jesus’ breathing upon his gathered disciples marks a ‘new creation,’ recalling the creation 

of the first human being, Adam (20:22; Gen. 2:7).”19 This means that with regard to the question 

of the relationship between Jesus’s commission of the disciples and the church, it seems best to 

view the disciples as “representatives of Jesus’s messianic community.”20 They are witnesses to 

Jesus’s works and resurrection in a “primary” way, but later believers, as those who have 

embraced their testimony, have a “secondary” and “subordinate” witness.21 In other words, the 

disciples function as the primary witnesses to Jesus and his resurrection because of their eye-

witness status, while believers today are witnesses of Christ whose witness is based on the 

                                                 
17 Ladd, Theology, 317. 
18 Ibid. Cf. also Raymond E. Brown, who discusses the corporate metaphors for the community of believers 

in John’s Gospel, and thus pushes back against interpretations of John that overstress the individual’s relationship 

with Jesus: “Above I have stressed that there was no sharp distinction between community and personal union with 

Jesus. The foundation of community is the response of individuals to Jesus as the revealer of God and the unique 

way to God, but those individuals form a unity. It is interesting that at Qumran, for instance, the word yahad, 

‘oneness,’ which is the name for the community, emphasizes the unity of the members. A very important factor in 

this unity was the acceptance of a particular interpretation of the Law. Mutatis mutandis, the same idea would be 

applicable to the Christian community and the adherence of the members to Jesus” (Raymond E. Brown, An 

Introduction to the Gospel of John [edited by Francis J. Maloney; New York: Doubleday, 2003], 226–227). See also 

the chapters “‘Individualism’” and “Divine and Human Community” in Richard Bauckham, Gospel of Glory: Major 

Themes in Johannine Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015), 1–20, 21–42. 
19 Andreas J. Köstenberger, “John,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Edited by T. Desmond 

Alexander and Brian S. Rosner; Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 282. 
20 Köstenberger, Theology, 488. 
21 Ibid., referring to terminology that he credits to John R. W. Stott. 
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testimony of the first disciples. This provides the theological grounding by which the 

commission of the apostles can be applied to the messianic community (the church) as a whole. 

 Therefore, role of the disciples in this mission (both the original disciples, as well as the 

church) is to bear witness to Jesus. Jesus says that when he is lifted up he will draw “all men” to 

himself. However, he also says that people will believe on him through the word of the disciples 

(17:20). When viewed together, it becomes apparent that Jesus will draw men to himself through 

the word of the disciples. The fact that the author of the Gospel himself conceives of his role in 

these terms can be seen in his asides toward the end of the gospel.22 

 In addition, the church is commissioned by the Son in a way analogous to the sending of 

the Son by the Father. What is important about for our purposes is that throughout John’s 

Gospel, Jesus is dependent on the Father. He is not sent to exercise any autonomous authority, 

but works in unity with the Father to carry out only the Father’s will:  

“I can of myself do nothing. As I hear, I judge; and my judgment is righteous, because I 

do not seek my own will but the will of the Father who sent me” (5:30).  

 

“For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent 

me” (6:38). 

 

This is helpful because one of the most unsettling parts of the idea of Jesus giving the church the 

authority to forgive sins is the idea that the church has some kind of independent authority. 

However, Köstenberger says that “Jesus’ dependent and obedient relationship to his sender, the 

Father, is made the paradigm for the disciples’ relationship with their sender, Jesus.”23 So if the 

                                                 
22 “And he who has seen has testified, and his testimony is true; and he knows that he is telling the truth, so 

that you may believe” (19:35); “This is the disciple who testifies of these things, and wrote these things; and we 

know that his testimony is true” (21:24, cf. 1 John 1:1–3). 
23 Köstenberger, “John,” 282–283. 
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Son was sent by the Father in dependence rather than autonomy, then the disciples are also sent 

in dependence rather than autonomy.  

 

The Role of the Spirit in the Mission of the Church 

This dependence on Jesus as the sender likely plays into the reason why the giving of the Spirit is 

part of the commissioning in John 20:19–23. The Spirit came upon Jesus in 1:32, and it appears 

that part of the sending of the disciples “as the Father has sent me” is giving the same Spirit that 

empowered Jesus’s ministry. George Eldon Ladd says that “Jesus was bestowing on his disciples 

the same Spirit that had descended on him at his baptism and had filled him during his ministry. 

He endows them with the Spirit because he is sending his disciples into the world to continue the 

mission for which he was sent (20:21).”24  

 Furthermore, the role of the Spirit is to bear witness to Jesus. Thomas R. Schreiner says 

that “in Johannine thought the Spirit glorifies and calls attention to Jesus Christ. His ministry is 

never isolated or separated from Jesus Christ. The Spirit is the Spirit of truth, but invariably he 

witnesses and attests to the truth in Jesus.”25 Jesus says that the Spirit will testify about him, and 

it seems to be the case that the Spirit undergirds the witness of the disciples (John 15:26–27). 

The Spirit was given to them so that Jesus’s disciples can carry out the “greater works” in 

dependence upon God (14:12), greater works that likely include the extension of the mission of 

Christ though the preaching of the gospel.26 

 

 

 

                                                 
24 Ladd, Theology, 325. 
25 Thomas R. Schreiner, The King in His Beauty: A Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 531. 
26 Ladd, Theology, 333. 
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Conclusion 

 John’s view that forgiveness of sins comes through Jesus as appropriated by faith means 

that the disciples’ authority to forgive sins must be connected to their instrumentality in bringing 

people to faith in Christ. Furthermore, his view that the mission of the disciples (and by 

extension, the church) is to be sent as witnesses in dependence on the Son through the Holy 

Spirit, invites the reader to interpret the church’s role in forgiving sins as connected with its task 

of preaching the gospel and bearing witness to Jesus. As Steven E. Hansen says, “All of this 

suggests that when Jesus tells the disciples to forgive and to retain sin there is a basis for such 

activity in the Gospel. Jesus has already given them the categories for whose sins are to be 

forgiven and not forgiven.”27 

 

The Literary Dimension:  

John 20:23 in the Context of John’s Gospel 

 

The final context that will inform a proper understanding of John 20:23 is the literary context of 

John’s Gospel. The literary plan of John’s Gospel consists broadly of a prologue (1:1–18), an 

epilogue (chapter 21), and a two-part body that consists of “The Book of Signs” (1:19–21:31) 

and “The Book of Glory” (13:1–20:31).28 The Book of Signs focuses on “the public ministry of 

                                                 
27 Hansen, “Forgiving and Retaining Sin,” 29. 
28 Köstenberger, John, 10–11. With a few minor differences, some version of this outline is generally 

accepted by many. See George R. Beasley-Murray, John (2nd ed. WBC 36; Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1999), xci–

xcii. Brown uses the same divisions, but considers the concluding statement of John 20:30–31 to be a third section 

between the introduction and the prologue (Brown, Introduction, 298). C. K. Barrett similarly agrees in substance, 

though he divides 13:1–20:31 into two sections: “Jesus alone with his disciples” in 13:1–17:26, and “the Passion and 

Resurrection” in 18:1–20:31 (C. K. Barrett, The Gospel according to St. John: An Introduction with Commentary 

and Notes on the Greek Text [2nd ed.; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978], 11). Armand Barus affirms this 

division, but he believes that the Gospel as a whole emphasizes faith and its object, and that while these two themes 

are inseparable, 1:19–12:50 emphasizes faith, while 13:1–20:31 emphasizes Jesus as the object of faith (Armand 

Barus, “The Structure of the Fourth Gospel,” The Asia Journal of Theology 21.1 [Apr 2007]: 96–111). Charles H. 

Giblin argues for a tripartite main body on the basis of John’s narrative structure and thematic development, but his 

analysis is somewhat idiosyncratic and is not finally persuasive (Charles H. Giblin, “The Tripartite Narrative 

Structure of John’s Gospel,” Biblica 71.4 [1990]: 449–468). 
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Jesus where in sign and word he shows himself to his own people as the revelation of his Father, 

only to be rejected.”29 The Book of Glory focuses on Jesus’ coming glorification through the 

cross and resurrection.30 Significantly for this paper, it also marks a turn from Jesus’ ministry to 

the masses (which is ultimately “unsuccessful”), to the preparation of his disciples, before finally 

narrating the passion and resurrection appearances. The Book of Glory culminates with John’s 

statement to the reader regarding the reason that he wrote these things, namely that the reader 

might “come to life through ever-deeper faith in Jesus, the Christ, the Son of God.”31  

 John 20:19–23 provides the immediate context for John 20:23, and it is located as follows 

in the “Book of Glory”:32 

A. The cleansing and instruction of the new covenant community, including Jesus’ final 

prayer (13:1–17:26)  

B. The passion narrative (18:1–19:42)  

C. Jesus’ resurrection and appearances and the commissioning of his disciples (20:1–29)  

1. The empty tomb (20:1–10)  

2. Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene (20:11–18)  

3. Jesus appears to his disciples (20:19–23)  

4. Jesus appears to Thomas (20:24–29)  

D. Concluding statement (20:30–31)  

 

Both the placement of John 20:19–23 at this location and its content indicate that it is the 

climactic resurrection appearance, and connects Christ’s appearance to the disciples with Christ’s 

commissioning of the disciples.  

                                                 
29 Brown, Introduction, 298. 
30 Ibid. 308. 
31 Ibid., 298. 
32 This outline is from Köstenberger, John (pp. 10–11), except for the last line, “Concluding statement,” 

which is from Brown, Introduction, 298. Köstenberger’s outline seems to most accurately capture the main divisions 

of the text, but Brown’s title for 20:30–31 is an improvement over Köstenberger’s “Conclusion: the signs of the 

Messiah witnessed by the new messianic community” (p. 11). However, Köstenberger rightly includes this as the 

conclusion to the “Book of Glory” rather than making it equal to the other main portions of the book as Brown does 

(Introduction, 298). 
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 The crucial implication of this connection in light of John’s Gospel as a whole is that the 

disciples are commissioned to be witnesses of the resurrection so that they might lead others to 

faith in Christ, and thereby to experience the forgiveness of sins. This is supported by the 

following three narrative threads that are woven together in chapter 20.  

 1. The resurrected Jesus appears to the disciples. The resurrection progressively “dawns” 

on the disciples through vv. 1–10, 11–18, and 19–23. When Jesus appears to Thomas in vv. 24–

29, the last remaining “doubts” among the disciples are swept away. The commission follows the 

appearance of Jesus in 20:19–23 in which he shows the ten (all except Thomas) evidence that he 

is truly risen (namely his pierced hands and side). The overlap in this passage between the 

appearance of Christ and his commissioning of the disciples is the fact that they are witnesses of 

the resurrection. 

 2. Jesus blesses those who believe on the basis of eye-witness testimony. Directly 

following Christ’s climactic appearance to the disciples (minus Thomas) and his commissioning 

of them, he appears to all of the disciples (including Thomas) in 20:24–29, and blesses those who 

believe on the basis of eye-witness testimony rather than having to see for themselves.33 The 

rhetorical implication is that the reader ought to receive the testimony of the disciples, which also 

frames their role in terms of witnesses. 

 3. The purpose statement encourages the reader to believe on the basis of the eye-witness 

testimony of the author. John follows the resurrection narrative with one of the most direct 

statements to the reader in the Gospel, in which he states that he wrote these very things so that 

the reader might believe, and thereby have eternal life (the forgiveness of sins). In saying this, he 

                                                 
33 Köstenberger says that Thomas becomes an “object lesson” as he is rebuked for requiring sight to believe 

(Köstenberger, Theology, 260). 
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implies that his role is that of an eye-witness who gives his testimony so that others can come to 

faith in Christ. 

 This is significant because it places the commissioning of the disciples and the assertion 

that God will forgive the sins of those whom the disciples forgive in a context that is saturated 

with the themes of witness and faith. As a result, the commission cannot be viewed in terms of 

an autonomous authority to confer the forgiveness of sins on a person regardless of whether or 

not they believe. Rather, it suggests that the disciples’ role in forgiving sins (and by extension the 

church’s role) is integrally connected to their role as witnesses of the resurrection of Christ who 

are sent to facilitate a faith-response in others. 

 

PART 2: DETAILED EXEGESIS OF JOHN 20:23 

Part 1 has provided the historical, theological, and literary context for the interpretation of John 

20:23. Part 2 will engage with the details of the text in order to understand the meaning of the 

verse. 

 

Lexical Analysis: 

ἀφίημι and κρατέω in John 20:23 

 

In the lexical dimension, the two words ἀφίημι and κρατέω are of central importance. The word 

ἀφίημι can be glossed as “to release, let go; forgive; leave.”34 The word has the general sense of 

“to let go,” and “is richly attested in Greek from an early period, and is used in every nuance, 

both literal and figurative.”35 It apparently was used often in the papyri for the idea “‘to release 

                                                 
34 Walter Bauer, Frederick W. Danker, William Arndt, and F. Wilbur Gingrich. A Greek-English Lexicon of 

the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature. (3d ed.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 

156–157. Henceforth, cited as BDAG. 
35 Rudolf Bultmann, “ἀφίημι, ἄφεσις, παρίημι, πάρεσις,” TDNT, vol. 1, Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, Vol. 1 (TDNT; edited by Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Gerhard Friedrich; electronic ed.; 

Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964ff.), 509. 
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someone from a legal relation,’ whether office, marriage, obligation, or debt, though never in a 

religious sense.”36 In the LXX ἀφίημι translates verbs of remission in contexts in which God 

forgives sin or guilt.37  

 In John 20:23, it means “to forgive” in the sense of “to release from legal or moral 

obligation or consequence, cancel, remit, pardon.”38 Though this is not an unusual sense of the 

word, and occurs in this sense in other places in the NT (Matt 9:2, 5; Mark 2:5, 9; Luke 5:20, 23; 

7:47, 48, etc.), in all of the Johannine writings, it only takes this sense here (in the Gospel) and in 

1 John 1:9 and 2:12. The noun ἄφεσις doesn’t occur in the Johannine corpus. 

 Bultmann notes that though these terms are not often used in John and Paul, they are 

conceptually related to other important ideas in these authors:  

If the thought of forgiveness is of fundamental significance in the NT, its terminological 

explication is not highly developed, and ἄφεσις (or ἀφιέναι and πάρεσις) are rare in Paul 

and John, being found only at R. 3:25; Col. 1:14; Eph. 1:7; Jn. 20:23; 1 Jn. 1:9 and 2:12. 

Yet in Paul the thought is expressed in such terms as → δικαιοσύνη and → καταλλαγή, in 

Hb. by → ἁγιάζειν and → καθαρίζειν, which are also found in Jn., as also by such 

cognate or related concepts as → ἱλασμός, → (ἀπο) λύτρωσις, → ἀπολούεσθαι, → 

χαρίζεσθαι etc. (cf. the linking of ἀφιέναι with related concepts in R. 3:24 f.; 4:7; Col. 

1:14; Eph. 1:7; 1 Jn. 1:9; Hb. 9:22 f.).39 

 

In other words, the concepts are present in these authors even if the terms are not. 

 Louw and Nida note that in the concept of forgiveness, or remission, what is effected is 

the guilt of an action, not the action itself:  

It is extremely important to note that the focus in the meanings of ἀφίημιf, ἄφεσιςa, and 

ἀπολύωe is upon the guilt of the wrongdoer and not upon the wrongdoing itself. The 

event of wrongdoing is not undone, but the guilt resulting from such an event is 

pardoned. To forgive, therefore, means essentially to remove the guilt resulting from 

wrongdoing. Some languages make a clear distinction between guilt and sin, and terms 

for forgiveness are therefore related to guilt and not to the wrongdoing. Therefore, ‘to 

                                                 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., 510. 
38 BDAG, 156. 
39 Bultmann, “ἀφίημι,” TDNT 1:512. 
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forgive sins’ is literally ‘to forgive guilt.’ Though terms for ‘forgiveness’ are often 

literally ‘to wipe out,’ ‘to blot out,’ or ‘to do away with,’ it is obviously not possible to 

blot out or to wipe out an event, but it is possible to remove or obliterate the guilt.40 

 

It is finally worth noting that in Christ’s teaching in the Synoptics, it is his death that removes the 

guilt of sin (for example in Matt 26:28, where he says τοῦτο . . . ἐστιν τὸ αἷμά μου τῆς διαθήκης 

τὸ περὶ πολλῶν ἐκχυννόμενον εἰς ἄφεσιν ἁμαρτιῶν). 

 The other important word in this passage is κρατέω. According to BDAG, “the primary 

signification is exercise of power,” and then by extension it has such senses as “hold,” “control,” 

or “restrain.”41 It is “well attested from the time of Homer,” and used often in the LXX (often for 

the Hi. of ָחַזק), where it mostly means “to be strong.”42 In the NT, κρατέω is used often, though 

not as frequently as ἀφίημι. It is mostly used to mean “to hold,” or “to seize,” and is used (for 

example) of the attempts to arrest Jesus in the Gospels.43 

 This is an unexpected word in the context of John 20:23. It is used only here in John’s 

Gospel, and though it is used in Revelation, it is always with the sense of “to grasp, hold” (such 

as in 20:2, where the angel “took hold of the dragon”) or to “hold fast to something” (such as a 

teaching [2:14] or Christ’s name [2:13]). It seems to be used in John 20:23 in a figurative sense, 

and seems to pick up part of its semantic value by virtue of its use in contrast to ἀφέωνται αὐτοῖς 

[τὰς ἁμαρτίας]. 

 One possible explanation for the background of this use of κρατέω is that “κρατεῖν τὰς 

ἁμαρτίας is a Semitism.”44 In his entry in the TDNT, J. Jeremias references Strack and 

                                                 
40 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 

Semantic Domains: Vol. 1 (electronic ed. of the 2nd ed.; New York: United Bible Societies, 1996), 502. 
41 BDAG, 564. 
42 Wilhelm Michaelis, “κράτος (θεοκρατία), κρατέω, κραταιός, κραταιόω, κοσμοκράτωρ, παντοκράτωρ,” 

TDNT 3:910. 
43 Ibid., 911. 
44 Joachim Jeremias, “κλείς,” TDNT 3:753. 
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Billerbeck’s Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch, where they indicate 

that the use of κρατέω is may be related to the use of forms of τηρέω in the LXX.45 For example, 

Ps. 130:3 (LXX Ps. 129:3) says, ἐὰν ἀνομίας παρατηρήσῃ, κύριε, κύριε, τίς ὑποστήσεται;46 Here 

παρατηρέω means “watch closely,”47 and translates ָשַמר (“to keep”). It is used here in the sense 

of God not only “observing” lawlessness, but rather taking note of the sinner’s lawlessness in a 

judicial sense so that the sinner is charged as guilty before him.48 If this is true, then possibly the 

best way of understanding the use of κρατέω in John 20:23 is “to retain sin” in the sense of 

holding, or more helpfully, “confirming” one’s guilt before God. 

 

Structural Analysis:  

John 20:23 in the Context of John 20:19–23 

 

Another important dimension in the interpretation of this verse is its near-context, namely the 

paragraph (20:19–23). The action of 20:19–23 clusters around Jesus, who is the subject of the 

majority of verbs (see the yellow highlighting in the outline below). It can be broken into two 

parts: vv. 19–20, which narrate Jesus’s appearance to the disciples, and vv. 21–23, which  

                                                 
45 Hermann Leberecht Strack, and Paul Billerbeck. Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und 

Midrasch. Zweiter Band: Das Evangelium nach Markus, Lukas und Johannes; Apostelgeschichte (München: Beck, 

1922), 585: “Dem χρατεῖν (τὰς ἁμαρτίας) kommen am nächsten Wendungen wie παρατηρεῖν ἀνομίας LXX Ps 130,3 

u. διατηρεῖν τὰς ἀμαρτίας Sir 28,1. Die beiden letzten Verbindungen setzen im Hebräischen das Verbum ָשַמר oder 

רָנַטַ  voraus.” My translation: “Phrases such as παρατηρεῖν ἀνομίας (LXX [129:3]) and διατηρειν τὰς ἁμαρτίας (Sir 

28:1) come closest to the phrase χρατεῖν (τὰς ἁμαρτίας). Both of these compounds presuppose the verb ָשַמר or ָנַטר 
in Hebrew.” 

46 LXX text from Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, Septuaginta: With Morphology (electronic ed.; Stuttgart: 

Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1979), Ps 129:3. The Hebrew is ד יַַיֲעֹמֹֽ יִַמִ֣ דָֹנָ֗ ָמר־ָיָּ֑הֲַאֲ֝ ׃ִאם־ֲעֹו֥נֹותִַתשְׁ  (Hebrew Bible 

text from Werkgroep Informatica, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia: With Werkgroep Informatica, Vrije Universiteit 

Morphology [Oak Harbor: Logos Bible Software, 2006], Ps. 130:3). 
47 BDAG, 771. 
48 See also Ben Sira: ὁ ἐκδικῶν παρὰ κυρίου εὑρήσει ἐκδίκησιν, καὶ τὰς ἁμαρτίας αὐτοῦ διατηρῶν 

διατηρήσει. (28:1, LXX). “He who avenges will discover vengeance from the Lord, and when he observes carefully, 

he a will carefully observe his sins” (NETS). 
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Structural Outline of John 20:19–23: 

 

   Οὔσης οὖν ὀψίας       19 

      τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐκείνῃ  

      τῇ μιᾷ σαββάτων   

   καὶ  

   τῶν θυρῶν κεκλεισμένων  

      ὅπου ἦσαν οἱ μαθηταὶ  

      διὰ τὸν φόβον τῶν Ἰουδαίων,  

  ἦλθεν ὁ Ἰησοῦς  

  καὶ  

  ἔστη  

   εἰς τὸ μέσον  

  καὶ  

  λέγει αὐτοῖς·  

    εἰρήνη ὑμῖν.  

  καὶ          20 

    τοῦτο εἰπὼν  

  ἔδειξεν τὰς χεῖρας καὶ τὴν πλευρὰν αὐτοῖς.  

 

 

  ἐχάρησαν οὖν οἱ μαθηταὶ  

    ἰδόντες τὸν κύριον.  

 

 

  εἶπεν οὖν αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς πάλιν·      21 

 

    εἰρήνη ὑμῖν·  

 

     καθὼς ἀπέσταλκέν με ὁ πατήρ,  

    κἀγὼ πέμπω ὑμᾶς.  

  καὶ          22 

    τοῦτο εἰπὼν  

  ἐνεφύσησεν  

  καὶ  

  λέγει αὐτοῖς· 

    λάβετε πνεῦμα ἅγιον·  

 

     ἄν τινων ἀφῆτε τὰς ἁμαρτίας    23 

    ἀφέωνται αὐτοῖς,  

     ἄν τινων κρατῆτε  

    κεκράτηνται. 
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narrates Jesus’s commissioning of the disciples.  

 The first section begins in v. 19a, which presents the setting of the action (time, location 

and circumstances) by means of two genitive absolutes. The disciples are fearful and hiding on 

the first day of the week because of the Jews, and so have locked the door. They are living in the 

reality of the death of Christ, though in previous paragraphs the resurrection of Christ has already 

begun to dawn on them. Then vv. 19b–20a present the main action of 19–20a: Jesus came, stood, 

speaks,49 and showed them his wounds. The disciples respond with joy when they see him. 

 In vv. 21–23 Jesus commissions the disciples. Again he is the subject of the actions: he 

spoke, breathed on them and speaks.50 He first greeted them with a blessing of peace, the second 

time that he did so in this paragraph. Köstenberger rightly points out that while “peace to you” is 

a normal Jewish greeting, at this place in John’s narrative it has added significance because of 

the fact that Christ had previously promised the gift of peace in 14:27 as a blessing to his 

disciples.51 Furthermore, this peace is theologically loaded: “The end of Jesus’ mission is the gift 

of peace. ‘Peace’ here, however, must be understood as nothing less than the eschatological 

shalom promised by the prophets.”52 His breathing on them was a symbolic action 

foreshadowing the giving of the Spirit at Pentecost.53 

                                                 
49 Note the historic present for emphasis.  
50 Note again the historic present. 
51 Köstenberger, John, 572. In addition is the fact that it is repeated in 20:19, 21. See Köstenberger’s 

comments on the peace that Jesus gives at 14:27: “Moreover, in contrast to worldly conceptions of peace as the 

absence of war, Jesus’ peace is not an exemption from turmoil, danger, and duress (all of which he is facing as he 

speaks). As Jesus is about to remind his followers, the world hates them (15:18), and in this world they will face 

affliction (16:33). Rather than extracting them from danger (cf. 17:15), Jesus, through the Spirit he would send, 

offers his followers poise and resolve in the midst of discomfiting circumstances. As Jesus was about to 

demonstrate, his peace is not the absence of conditions that intimidate but rather is the composure to be faithful in 

the face of adversity” (pp. 443–444). 
52 Stephen R. Holmes, “Trinitarian Missiology: Towards a Theology of God as a Missionary,” International 

Journal of Systematic Theology 8.1 (Jan 2006), 74. 
53 Space does not allow for a lengthy discussion about whether this verse represents a “Johannine 

Pentecost.” See the discussion in Köstenberger, John, 574–575. 
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 His blessing of peace is followed by a performative speech act in which he sends them on 

mission (see the Semantic Structure Analysis [SSA] of Jesus’s Commission below).54 It is 

important to note that the sentences are syntactically in the indicative, but pragmatically they are 

performatives; that is, they are not informational, but effective.55 Here, “I send you” is 

pragmatically equivalent to “I now pronounce you sent.” Jesus’s sending of the disciples is 

described by the manner in which he is sending them: “as the Father has sent me.” This 

expresses an analogous relationship between the sending of the Son by the Father, and the 

sending of the disciples by the Son.56 The manner is less prominent and therefore supports the 

ACTION (sending), which is more prominent.57 

Semantic Structure Analysis of Jesus’s Commission in John 20:22–23 
 

manner 

 

GENERAL…………………………………………………ACTION 

 

 

 

means……………………………………. 

 

means 

 

Alternate 1......RESULT 

 

specific………RESULT…………                               means 

 

Alternate 2......RESULT 

 

 

καθὼς ἀπέσταλκέν με ὁ πατήρ,  

 

κἀγὼ πέμπω ὑμᾶς. 

 

[Jesus breathes on them] 

 

λάβετε πνεῦμα ἅγιον·  

 

ἄν τινων ἀφῆτε τὰς ἁμαρτίας  

 

ἀφέωνται αὐτοῖς,  

 

ἄν τινων κρατῆτε  

 

κεκράτηνται. 

 

 

                                                 
54 For the methodology of SSA, see John Beekman, John Callow, and Michael Kopesec, The Semantic 

Structure of Written Communication (5th edition. Dallas: SIL, 1981). In the SSA, the propositions in CAPS are the 

more prominent ones, and the propositions in lowercase italics are the less prominent ones. The idea of SSA is that it 

is possible to trace the hierarchies of information in order to find out the “semantic structure” of the passage and the 

meaningful relationships between all of the parts. 
55 The classic study on speech act theory is J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (2nd ed; Edited by J. 

O. Urmson and Marina Sbisà; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975). He says that for a “performative” speech act, “the 

issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action—it is not normally thought of as just saying something” (pp. 

6–7). Some examples of performatives are when a pastor says “I now declare you man and wife,” or when a person 

makes a promise. In these cases, the use of language is not merely making an affirmation, but rather “effectual.” 
56 As was mentioned above in the section on “The Mission of the Church in John’s Gospel.” 
57 Ibid., 112. 
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 This performative speech act is related to the following performatives in a GENERAL-

specific relation—that is to say, when Jesus says, “I send you,” the following statements present 

in specific details the same commission.58 In this case, Jesus’s GENERAL action of “sending” 

them is repeated in terms of the specific action of giving the disciples the authority to forgive 

sins. In such cases, the GENERAL information is the more prominent, meaning that Jesus’s 

sending is the controlling idea that is supported by the specific (“receive authority to forgive 

sins”), rather than the other way around.59  

 What is the relationship between these performative statements and Jesus’s giving of the 

Holy Spirit? It appears that the best way to make sense of this is to say that the giving of the 

Spirit (symbolized proleptically by the action of Jesus breathing on the disciples, and his 

declaration “receive the Spirit”) is the means by which the result of the intended RESULT is to 

be brought about.60 

 In light of the above analysis, the main idea of this passage is the sending of the disciples 

on mission. This sending is conceived of as in a manner analogous to the Father’s sending the 

Son, and in terms of specifics, consists of forgiving and retaining sins by means of the Spirit. We 

conclude with the following paraphrase of Jesus’s commission in this passage: 

In the same way that the Father sent me, I now send you. When I say that, what I mean is 

that I hereby give you the authority to forgive and retain sins. In order that you might 

accomplish this result, I give you the Holy Spirit as the means by which you will carry out 

this task. 

 

 

                                                 
58 Ibid., 96–97. 
59 Ibid., 112. 
60 This is difficult to determine with absolute certainty. According to Beekman, et al., in a means-RESULT 

relation, the means is intended and the RESULT has occurred (pp. 102–103). In such cases, the RESULT is more 

prominent. On the other hand, a similar relationship is the MEANS-purpose, in which the MEANS is intended, but 

the purpose has not yet occurred (ibid.). In such cases the MEANS is more prominent. While the disciples’ forgiving 

and retaining sins has not yet occurred, I am taking this in the sense that the bestowal of authority to forgive sins has 

occurred by virtue of Jesus’s performative speech. Therefore I am taking this as a means-RESULT relationship. 
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Syntactical Analysis: 

Clause and Verb Syntax in John 20:23 

 

Building on the choice of words and the paragraph structure, we now turn to John’s choice of 

syntax. The two most prominent syntactical issues have to do with the syntax of the conditional 

sentences and the syntax of the verbs. 

 

The Syntax of the Conditional Sentences 

 

John 20:23 consists, syntactically, of two conditional sentences, each of which contains an 

explicit protasis and apodosis. This will be looked at in terms of its structure and semantics. 

 1. Structure. Daniel Wallace describes conditional sentences such as those found in John 

20:23 as third class conditions,61 which in this case indicates either a “logical connection (if A, 

then B)” or something that is “likely to occur in the future.”62 The second is most likely what is 

intended here since Jesus clearly intends this activity to occur in the future (as he is 

commissioning them to do this very thing by virtue of speaking this). 

 According to Wallace, it is important to notice that “only the protasis is the conditional 

element. That is, the contingency lies with the if, not the then. If the protasis is fulfilled, the 

apodosis is also fulfilled.”63 The contingent element in these sentences is the forgiveness or 

retention of sins by the disciples. 

                                                 
61 This is indicated by the structure: protasis = ἐάν (here, ἄν) + subjunctive mood, apodosis = any tense, any 

mood (Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament [Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1996], 689). 
62 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 696. They can also indicate a “hypothetical situation or one that probably will 

not be fulfilled” (ibid.), but these are not likely in this context. 
63 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 685. 
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 2. Semantics. Wallace lists three basic ways that conditional sentences can be related to 

one another: cause-effect; evidence-inference; equivalence.64 The three relationships that John 

20:23 could indicate are therefore as follows:65 

Protasis: Cause-effect: Apodosis: 

If you forgive the sins of any  

If you retain the sins of any 

 

it will cause them 

it will cause them 

to be forgiven by God 

to be retained by God 

 Evidence-inference:  

If you forgive the sins of any 

If you retain the sins of any 

 

it will be evidence that 

it will be evidence that 

they have been forgiven by God 

they have been retained by God 

 Equivalence:  

If you forgive the sins of any 

If you retain the sins of any 

 

it is one and the same as 

it is one and the same as 

God forgiving them 

God retaining them 

 

 In light of the sending motif, it is likely that the third option (equivalence) best captures 

the semantic relationship: the disciples are precisely the means that God will use to carry out his 

work of forgiving and retaining sin. This makes sense in light of the fact that the disciples are to 

function as witnesses of Christ so that people might trust in him for salvation. 

 Two more issues need to be dealt with here: the converse of the condition, and the 

reverse of the condition. Wallace notes that “the converse of a condition is not necessarily 

true.”66 This means that, according to the grammar of the conditional sentence, while it is 

necessarily true that anytime the disciples forgive or retain sins they are forgiven or retained by 

God, it is not necessarily true that anytime God forgives or retains sins, the disciples also do it. 

So what is being discussed in this passage is only what happens anytime the disciples forgive 

sins, not what happens anytime God forgives sins. The latter point is not under discussion here. 

                                                 
64 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 682–683. 
65 This assumes that the relationships between the protasis and the apodosis of both sentences is the same. 

This seems to be the most likely scenario. 
66 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 685, emphasis original. 
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 The “reverse of the condition” is the “opposite of the condition.”67 Wallace says that in a 

conditional sentence, if the opposite of the condition (the protasis) were to occur, it is not 

necessarily true that the opposite of the apodosis would be the case. For example, if I walk 

outside in the rain (condition/protasis), I will get wet (apodosis), but if I don’t walk outside in the 

rain (reverse of the condition) it is possible that I could still get wet (if someone spills water on 

me, for example).  

 In John 20:23, this means that if the disciples do not forgive or retain sins, it is possible 

that the sins may still be forgiven or retained by God. Again, this passage doesn’t address every 

time God forgives/retains sins, it merely addresses anytime the disciples forgive/retain sins. The 

relationship between God’s forgiveness/retention of sins and the disciples’ forgiveness/retention 

can be shown as follows: 

John 20:23: Anytime the disciples 

DO forgive/retain 

sins 

 God DOES  

forgive/retain sins 

Converse: God DOES  

forgive/retain sins 

 Not specified whether the 

Disciples forgive/retain sins 

every time 

Reverse Disciples  DO NOT  

forgive/retain sins 

 Not specified that God does 

not forgives/retains sins 

 

 The importance of this is that what this verse claims is that whenever the disciples 

forgive or retain sin, it is forgiven/retained by God. It does not say that only sins that the 

disciples forgive or retain are forgiven or retained by God. God’s forgiveness and retention is not 

limited by this verse to those sins that the disciples forgive or retain, but rather the focus is on 

assuring the disciples that any time that the disciples forgive/retain sins, God is active in 

forgiving/retaining them as well.  

                                                 
67 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 686. 
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 While Protestants have a valid concern about the danger of presumptuously declaring sins 

forgiven apart from personal faith in Christ, the concern of this passage is elsewhere.68 This 

passage seems to be concerned with presenting the messianic community as the normal, Christ-

ordained means by which people experience the forgiveness of sins through Christ.69 As such, it 

emphasizes the connection between the ministry of the church and the forgiveness of God rather 

than the sufficiency of faith alone as the means by which Christ is grasped. 

 

The Syntax of Verbs 

 

The second big syntactical issue that needs to be dealt with is the syntax of the verbs. The 

following four are significant:70 

ἀφῆτε    Aorist active subjunctive 2nd person plural from ἀφίημι 

ἀφέωνται   Perfect passive indicative 3rd person plural from ἀφίημι 

  [variant: ἀφίενται Present passive indicative 3rd person plural from ἀφίημι] 

κρατῆτε   Present active subjunctive 2nd person plural from κρατέω 

κεκράτηνται  Perfect passive indicative 3rd person plural from κρατέω 

 

 The first verb, ἀφῆτε, is an aorist subjunctive. The subjunctive is being used “to 

grammaticalize potentiality.”71 Here it is being used to indicate that the act of forgiving sins is a 

condition that Jesus intends to happen (but which has not yet happened at the time of speaking). 

In the subjunctive mood, the aorist tense does not indicate time, but aspect. The undefined aspect 

of the aorist tense pictures the action as happening, but does not comment on the nature of the 

                                                 
68 This concern is addressed in many passages in Scripture. The danger is when the desire to safeguard a 

legitimately precious doctrine makes interpreters feel compelled to minimize other passages. 
69 Perhaps Marshall is right when he says about John 20:23, “can this mean that if the disciples fail to 

proclaim forgiveness, there is no other source of it?” (Marshall, New Testament Theology, 510, fn. 27). 
70 The variant ἀφίενται is included because of the difficulty of the textual issue. See the appendix for a 

discussion. 
71 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 463, italics original. 
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action. In its most common uses, “it places stress on the fact of the occurrence, not its nature.”72 

In this context, Jesus speaks of the possibility of the disciples’ forgiving sins, and the aorist 

indicates that it is the fact of its possibility that is in focus. 

 The second verb is either a perfect (ἀφέωνται) or present passive (ἀφίενται).73 The 

passive in these cases indicate that God is the one who does the action.74 If the original reading is 

the perfect tense-form, it indicates the resultant state of the condition: If at some time the 

disciples forgive someone’s sins, this would result in a state of being forgiven by God.75 If it is 

the present tense-form, the sense is that when the disciples forgive one’s sins, they are “at that 

very moment” forgiven.76 

 The third verb is κρατῆτε, which is a present subjunctive. Like ἀφῆτε, the subjunctive 

here also indicates that the action of the verb is a condition that is intended but has not yet 

occurred. However, whereas ἀφῆτε is an aorist subjunctive, κρατῆτε is a present subjunctive. As 

with the aorist, the tense here indicates, not time, but aspect. Hansen rightly states that this 

indicates that the retention of sins is ongoing.77 The significance of the change in tense from the 

aorist of ἀφῆτε is that while the forgiving of sins activates a transfer from a state of guilt to a 

state of forgiveness, the retaining of sins confirms or holds a person in the state of guilt that they 

were already in. Practically speaking, this person is in a worse situation than they were 

                                                 
72 Ibid., 557. For a helpful discussion on the purpose of the aorist, see Charles R. Smith, “Errant Aorist 

Interpreters,” Grace Theological Journal 2.2 (Fall 1981): 206, where he says that “the whole point of the aorist is to 

refrain from saying anything about the nature of the action” (italics original). 
73 The perfect is preferable here; however, the evidence is very close for both of them. They will both be 

treated here, but see the appendix for manuscript evidence. 
74 This is concluded on the basis of context. On the so-called “divine passive,” see Wallace, Greek 

Grammar, 437–438 and Peter-Ben Smit and Toon Renssen, “The Passivum Divinum: The Rise and Future Fall of 

an Imaginary Linguistic Phenomenon,” Filologia Neotestamentaria 27, no. 47 (Fall 2015): 3–24. 
75 On the “resultative perfect,” see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 574–576. 
76 Wallace calls this an “instantaneous present,” and can also be called a “performative present” (Greek 

Grammar, 517). This fits the context well. 
77 Hansen, “Forgiving and Retaining Sin,” 27. 
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previously because they have not only their original guilt, but also one may speak of their 

sentence of guilt being “strengthened” or confirmed.”78 

 The final verb is κεκράτηνται, which is another perfect passive. Like ἀφέωνται, the 

perfect tense-form indicates the resultant state of the condition: If at some time the disciples 

retain someone’s sins, this would result in a state of their sins being retained by God. 

 

PART 3: THEOLOGICAL SYNTHESIS 

In parts 1 and 2, I analyzed the text of John 20:23 in its historical, theological, and literary 

contexts, as well as examining its lexical, structural, and syntactical dimensions. In light of the 

above, two facts stand out: first, the church’s forgiving and retaining sins should be understood 

in light of the necessity of faith in Christ for salvation and the church’s role as witnesses to 

Christ and his resurrection. Second, the church was commissioned by Christ to be the normal 

way that people come to experience the forgiveness of sins that is in Christ. 

 However, it seems to be the case that John is actually not very specific about the 

particular activities that constitute “forgiving” and “retaining” sins. John P. Meier’s comments 

are insightful: 

Matthew, of course, as the perfect scribe and bookkeeper, spells out this mission in a 

careful three-step process: making disciples, baptizing, and teaching. Typically, John 

gives us instead a dense, holistic vision of mission: ‘Whose sins you shall forgive, they 

are forgiven them; whose sins you shall hold fast, they are held fast’ (John 20:23). . . . 

Given the context of this passage within John’s Gospel, and given the parallels at the end 

of the other Gospels, we should not try to narrow down this great commission in John 20 

to any single action of the Church. The risen Jesus is commissioning his disciples for 

their entire task, encompassing all the words and actions by which they will break the 

power of sin that holds an old humanity in the chains of an old existence.79 

 

                                                 
78 See “Theological Dimension,” where I discuss the idea of “aggravated condemnation.” 
79 John P. Meier, “John 20:19–23,” Mid-Stream 35.4 (1996), 396. 
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It may be possible that John does not have one activity in mind, but rather the general 

commission to bring the results of his redemptive work to fruition in the world. The remaining 

sections will attempt to suggest a few ways in which this passage might relate to both the rest of 

the NT and to local church practices. 

 

The Role of the Church in Forgiving Sins in the NT 

In the historical analysis, the loss of the Second Temple, along with the priesthood and sacrifice, 

was identified as an important factor in considering Jesus’s commissioning of the disciples. It 

was suggested that one of John’s aims in writing his Gospel may have been to address the issue 

of where forgiveness of sins might be found in light of such losses. As we build a theological 

synthesis with the rest of the NT, it is important to see how the concepts of priesthood and 

forgiveness fit with the rest of the NT teaching. 

 First, it is important to note that in the NT, the antitype of the OT priesthood is first and 

foremost Jesus. Hebrews strikes this note exceptionally clearly, with its presentation of Jesus as 

the high priest according to the order of Melchizedek.80 In the high priesthood of Christ,  

His death supersedes the OT cultus, as reality supersedes a mere foreshadowing (10:1–4); 

it effects in the conscience of the believer the forgiveness and purification that the OT 

cultus could effect only in an external manner (10:5–18). In particular, Jesus carries out 

on a cosmic scale the functions repeatedly and ineffectually performed by the high priest 

of the earthly sanctuary on the Day of Atonement.81 

 

It is only after fully appreciating the high priesthood of Christ that we can then integrate the 

“priesthood” of Jesus’s followers. As Ellingworth says, “Apart from Jesus, no individual 

member of a Christian community is described as a priest in the NT.”82 Rather, the community as 

                                                 
80 Ellingworth, “Priests,” 700. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid. 
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a whole is described as a “royal priesthood” (1 Pet 2:9), a term that is used in the OT to describe 

Israel.  

 Furthermore, John says in Rev 1:5–6 that Jesus “loved us and washed us from our sins in 

his own blood, and he has made us kings and priests to his God and Father.”83 As we look at 

what this means in Revelation, it appears that overcoming believers share in Christ’s kingly 

functions (such as “ruling with a rod of iron” in 2:27, 12:5, 19:15, all quoting from Ps 2:9). To 

find a clue to how the community might share in Christ’s priesthood, it might help to consider 

Paul’s idea of being “in Christ,” or John’s idea of “abiding” in Christ—namely that it is through 

union with Christ that the community participates in his priestly role, though not in every aspect. 

Specifically, whereas Christ’s high priesthood includes his atoning death, our priestly work 

consists of the application of this work in preaching the gospel.84 

 The distinct contribution of John 20:23 has to do with the mission of the church in 

preaching the forgiveness of sins. This is in harmony with Matt 16:19, where Peter is given the 

keys of the kingdom of heaven, keys which he exercises in a foundational role in Acts 2 at the 

birth of the church, when Peter preaches the gospel to his fellow Jews at Pentecost.85 Matthew 

18:18, on the other hand, has the continuing life of the church in mind. When a member of the 

church refuses to repent of sin, the congregation is to treat them as one who is outside of the 

covenant community (a Gentile and a tax collector). These passages all have in common the 

church’s authority to represent God and apply his truth, whether in evangelism, where the church 

                                                 
83 This likely draws on the same OT background as 1 Peter, namely Ex 19:4–6. 
84 Paul expresses something similar in Col 1:24: “I now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up what is 

lacking in the afflictions of Christ.” It is not the atoning work that lacks, but rather the application of Christ’s 

redemptive work through preaching the gospel and edifying the saints. Paul views suffering “with Christ” as a 

necessary component in carrying out these tasks. 
85 It is evident that there is some connection between John 20:23 and Matthew 16:19 and 18:18. However, 

the scope of this paper does not allow a more extended examination of this point. 
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offers the gospel and invites people to respond in faith, or in church discipline, where the church 

treats the persistently sinning member as one who is not a part of God’s covenant community. 

 

The Practice of the Forgiveness of Sins 

 

Since John was not specific about how this passage was to be carried out, what might some 

legitimate applications be? In conclusion, I want to suggest three areas in which the truth of this 

passage might be applied: evangelism, local church ministry, and personal counseling. 

 1. Evangelism. In light of the fact that John 20:23 is found in the commissioning passage 

of John’s Gospel, the most immediate application is to evangelism. This passage encourages us 

to share the gospel and extend the offer of forgiveness of sins. Furthermore, this passage should 

encourage us to baptize those who make a credible profession of faith and encourage such 

believers that God has forgiven their sins. We should not become so hesitant about the fact that 

we cannot ultimately know anyone’s heart for certain that we withhold the assurance of salvation 

from everyone. A credible profession should be sufficient. 

 We should also keep in mind that when we preach the gospel, some will reject it. When 

they do, we are justified in warning them that if they turn away from the sacrifice that God has 

sent for their sins, they risk making their condemnation greater. We should remind people that if 

they will not “come to Jesus” that they might have life, it would have been better off for them to 

have never heard, because their condemnation will be increased on the last day. 

 2. Local church ministry. This passage ought to give us confidence to assure people who 

are believing the gospel message that their sins are forgiven. It might be valuable for pastors to 

consider telling their congregation (perhaps in the context of the Lord’s Supper?) that if they are 

believing the gospel today, that their sins are forgiven. Furthermore, when the church disciplines 

its members, we are justified in telling them that as long as they are stubborn and unrepentant, 
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they are not demonstrating faith in Christ, and therefore appear to be those who are outside of the 

covenant community. 

 3. Personal counseling. Finally, an important application of this passage is in personal 

counseling. When Christians sin, they are often broken with regret and mourning over the mess 

that they have made with their lives. Often what we need is a brother or sister who can assure us 

of God’s forgiveness when our hearts are troubled. On the other hand, we sometimes need the 

stern warnings of judgment if we are walking contrary to God in unrepentant sin.  

 The church must be ready to preach the gospel to all people, and give assurance of 

forgiveness to all who believe the message. When we do so in obedience to Christ’s command, 

we should be assured that our words carry the authority of God. 

 

Conclusion 

This verse has often been either misunderstood to teach that the church as an institution has 

absolute power to forgive sins, or marginalized because of a desire to protect the principle of 

sola fide. Properly understood, this verse does not give autonomous authority to the church to 

forgive sins apart from the faith of the individual. Rather than viewing itself as either all-

powerful or ultimately insignificant, this passage encourages the church to understand that it has 

divine authority to preach the Gospel and that it was sent by Jesus to be the normal way that 

people experience the forgiveness of sins that is in him. 
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Appendix: Textual Variants of the Verb ἀφίημι in John 20:23 

The most pressing variant in John 20:23 has to do with the second occurrence of ἀφίημι (“leave, 

let go, forgive”).86 The charts below indicate the external evidence for the readings. The 

witnesses are categorized according to the Alands’ categorization of manuscripts,87 along with 

the approximate date (by century) and the geographic distribution of the text.88 They are also 

color-coded by text-type: Alexandrian is blue, Byzantine is red, “Western” is green, and 

“Caesarian” is yellow.89 As can be seen below, the main issue is that of spelling and parsing: 

Variant Difference: 

parsing 

Reading 

1. αφιενται PPI-3p B2  K  M  N  U*  W  Γ  Δ  [UBS/NA Θ ]  Λ  Π  078  0141 2 33  

69  180 597  700  [892s NA28]  1006  1010  1071  1241  1243  

1292  1342  1424  1505  𝔐  [E  G]  Lect  (l 890 αφιεται)  itaur, 

b, c, f  vg  syrs, p, h  copbo  geo  slav  Origen  (Eusebius)  Serapion  

Basil  Cyril-Jerusalem  Didymusdub  Severian Cyril4/5  

Ambrose2/5  Jerome2/3  Augustine5/19  Ps-Vigilius 

2. αφιονται90 PPI-3p pc? 

                                                 
86 The witnesses for this variant have been compiled from the apparatus of the NA27, NA28, UBS5, and 

Reuben J. Swanson, New Testament Greek Manuscripts: John (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 279. 
87 They categorize the manuscripts as follows: “Category I: Manuscripts of a very special quality which 

should always be considered in establishing the original text (e.g., the Alexandrian text belongs here). The papyri 

and uncials through the third/fourth century also belong here automatically, one may say, because they represent the 

text of the early period (if they offer no significant evidence they are bracketed). Category II: Manuscripts of a 

special quality, but distinguished from manuscripts of category I by the presence of alien influences (particularly of 

the Byzantine text), and yet of importance for establishing the original text (e.g., the Egyptian text belongs here). 

Category III: Manuscripts of a distinctive character with an independent text, “usually important for establishing the 

original text, but particularly important for the history of the text (e.g., f 1, f 13). Category IV: Manuscripts of the D 

text. Category V: Manuscripts with a purely or predominantly Byzantine text” (Kurt Aland, and Barbara Aland, The 

Text of the New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical Editions and to the Theory and Practice of Modern 

Textual Criticism [2nd ed., rev. and enl.; trans. Erroll F. Rhodes; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989], 106.). 
88 The following is generally a “reasoned eclectic” approach to the text that seeks to examine both internal 

and external evidence. However, my understanding of the external evidence also includes the questions of the most 

widespread text, which David Alan Black calls “reasoned conservatism” (David Alan Black, New Testament Textual 

Criticism: A Concise Guide [Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994], 38–40). The usefulness of identifying the 

geographic distribution of the witnesses is to guard against the acceptance of an idiosyncratic reading without good 

reason. 
89 I recognize that the so-called “Western” and “Caesarian” text-types are viewed with some skepticism (see 

Aland, The Text of the New Testament, 51–52), however there seems to be some validity in recognizing them as 

distinct witnesses. See David Alan Black, New Testament Textual Criticism: A Concise Guide (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 1994), 38–39. 
90 NA27 lists the following witnesses for this reading: B*, Ψ, and pc. However, NA28/UBS5 only list B* and 

Ψ. Since it appears that these MSS don’t really witness to this exact reading, I am not sure whether this reading 
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3. αφιωνται91 PPI-3p?  Ψ  [892supp UBS5] 

4. αφεθησεται FPI-3s א*  it(a), (d), (e), q (a few others, see UBS5)  (vgmss) syrpal  copsa,  ac2,  pbo  

arm  Origenlat  Novatian  Cyprian  Ambrosiaster  Ps-Priscillian  

Pacian  Ambrose3/5  Gaudentius  Niceta  Jerome1/3  

Augustine14/19  Quodvultdeus 

5. ἀφέωνται  RPI-3p 2א  A  D  050  f 1.13  124*  205  565  788  1346  Chrysostom  

Cyril1/5comm  John-Damascus  l 844  al  

6. ἀφέονται RPI-3p? L  U2  157 

7. αφειονται92 RPI-3p? B* 

8. αφηεντε ? [Swanson Θ] 93 

 

Primary Manuscript Evidence: 

 ἀφέωνται  αφιενται 

Cent. Category Cent. Category 

 I II III IV V  I II III IV V 

III      III      

IV      IV      

V   A   D    V   W   

VI      VI   078  N 

VI/ 

VII 

     VI/ 

VII 

B2       

VII 2א       VII      

VIII      VIII      

IX   050  

565   

  IX  33   Δ    K  M 

Λ Π 

IX/X      IX/X    1424    

X      X   0141  Γ 

XI   788   XI   700  

1243   

 1006 

1505    

XII  f 1    XII   1071  

1241    

 180 

1010   

XIII  f 13    XIII     597  

1292   

Alexandrian    Byzantine    “Western”    “Caesarian” 

                                                 
actually exists. However, I include it here for the purpose of covering all of the reported readings, and because it is 

related to the reading ἁφιώνται. 
91 NA28 and UBS5 both claim that Ψ reads αφιονται here (perhaps because they assume an itacism), but the 

MS clearly reads with the omega (see below for an image of the MS). 
92 NA28 and UBS5 both claim that B* reads αφιονται here, but the MS clearly reads ειο, as Swanson rightly 

shows (p. 297). (See below for an image of the MS). Bruce Metzger suggests that ιο was “written for ω” (Bruce M. 

Metzger, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, and United Bible Societies, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New 

Testament [2nd ed. Stuttgart: Deutsche Biblegesellschaft, 1994], 219). 
93 Codex Θ is cited by NA/UBS in favor of αφιενται. However, it is cited by Swanson in favor of αφηεντε, 

which as far as I can tell is nonsensical. It is possible that the MS is unreadable. See below for an image of the MS 

from microfilm. 
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Other External Evidence: 

 

Variant Reading 

1. αφιενται B2  U*  [UBS/NA Θ]  69 (15th c., cat. V)  [892s NA28]  1342  𝔐  [E  G]  
Lect  (l 890 αφιεται)  itaur, b, c, f  vg  syrs, p, h  copbo  geo  slav  Origen  

(Eusebius)  Serapion  Basil  Cyril-Jerusalem  Didymusdub  Severian  

Cyril4/5  Ambrose2/5  Jerome2/3  Augustine5/19  Ps-Vigilius 

2. αφιονται pc? 

3. αφιωνται Ψ  (8th-9th c., cat III)  [892supp UBS5] 

4. αφεθησεται  א* (4th c., cat I)   it(a), (d), (e), q (a few others, see UBS5)  (vgmss) syrpal  copsa,  ac2,  pbo  

arm  Origenlat  Novatian  Cyprian  Ambrosiaster  Ps-Priscillian  Pacian  

Ambrose3/5  Gaudentius  Niceta  Jerome1/3  Augustine14/19  Quodvultdeus 

5. ἀφέωνται  124*  205 (15th c., cat. III)  1346  Chrysostom  Cyril1/5comm  John-

Damascus  l 844  al  

6. ἀφέονται L  U2  157 

7. αφειονται B* (4th c., cat I) 

8. αφηεντε [Swanson Θ (9th c., cat II)] 

 

 

John 20:23 Manuscript Images: 

 

B (03, Vaticanus):94 

 
 

                                                 
94 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana “Vat.gr.1209, Biblia. Greco, sec. IV,” 

(http://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.gr.1209/1384), Page: 1380, middle column, and 12th line from the bottom. 
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Ψ (044): 95 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
95 Lavra, Gregory 044 (Monastery: Mount Athos, [8th or 9th century]), 100. 
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 96:(Sinaiticus ,01) :א

 
 

Θ (038):97 

 
 

 

                                                 
96 Codex Sinaiticus, (http://codexsinaiticus.org/en/manuscript.aspx?book=36&chapter=20&lid=en&side=r 

&verse=23&zoomSlider=0#36-20-24-2), folio 259b, 3rd column from the left, about half way down. 
97 The Center for the Study of New Testament Manuscripts. GA 038 [Θ] 

(http://www.csntm.org/manuscript/View/GA_038. Accessed 5/3/16), 10th page from the end of the codex, middle to 

top right side. 
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Morphology 

Part of the issue regarding this variant hinges on a question of morphology.98 The verb ἀφίημι is 

a combination of ἀπό + ἵημι.99 The ι is the result of the reduplication that all –μι verbs undergo in 

the present tense. Therefore, ἀφίενται (reading 1 above) is the normal present middle/passive. 

This seems to mean that αφιωνται (reading 3, and 2 if genuine) is likely an unusual spelling of 

the present tense (the ω for ο being an itacism where similar pronunciations of different letters 

can lead to errors of spelling).100  

 The future ἀφεθήσεται (reading 4) is obvious from the future middle/passive ending. The 

perfect middle/passive form of ἵημι is ἕωμαι (inserts an ω between the stem and ending).101 

Therefore, ἀφέωνται (reading 5) is a standard perfect middle/passive form. Possibly, ἀφέονται 

(reading 6) is an alternate perfect middle/passive form (with ο for ω in reverse of 3?). Reading 7 

does not appear to make sense, so perhaps it is a corruption of the perfect ἀφέωνται, with the 

original ω being mistakenly read as ιο.102 Reading 8 seems to be a nonsense reading. 

 If this analysis is correct, then grammatically the implication is that there are three 

options for what John wrote: the present (readings 1–3), the future (reading 4), and the perfect 

(readings 5–7). The following chart of main witnesses to the text is adapted to group the 

“perfect” and “present” readings: 

 

                                                 
98 See William D. Mounce, The Morphology of Biblical Greek: A Companion to the Basics of Biblical 

Greek and Analytical Lexicon to the Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 162, for the paradigm 

of ἀφίημι.  
99 Mounce, Morphology, 314. 
100 Both A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research 

(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1934), 127 and F. Blass, A. Debrunner and Robert W. Funk. A Greek Grammar of the 

New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (BDF; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), sects. 22, 

28 speak of the “equalizing” of the ω and ο. 
101 Mounce, Morphology, 314. 
102 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 219. 



38 

 

 

 Perfect  Present 

Cent. Category Cent. Category 

 I II III IV V  I II III IV V 

III      III      

IV B*     IV      

V   A   D    V   W   

VI      VI   078  N 

VI/ 

VII 

     VI/ 

VII 

B2       

VII 2א       VII      

VIII  L      VIII      

VIII/

IX 

     VIII/

IX 

  Ψ   

IX   050  

565   

 U2date

? Later 

than 

first 

hand 

IX  33   Δ    K  M 

Λ Π 

U*   

IX/X      IX/X    1424    

X      X   0141  Γ 

XI   788   XI   700  

1243   

 1006 

1505    

XII  f 1 157   XII   1071  

1241    

 180 

1010   

XIII  f 13    XIII     597  

1292   

Alexandrian    Byzantine    “Western”    “Caesarian” 

 

Other External Evidence: 

 

Present 

1. αφιενται B2  [UBS/NA Θ]  69 (15th c., cat. V)  [892s NA28]  1342  𝔐  [E  G]  Lect  (l 

890 αφιεται)  itaur, b, c, f  vg  syrs, p, h  copbo  geo  slav  Origen  (Eusebius)  

Serapion  Basil  Cyril-Jerusalem  Didymusdub  Severian  Cyril4/5  

Ambrose2/5  Jerome2/3  Augustine5/19  Ps-Vigilius 

2. αφιονται pc? 

3. αφιωνται [892supp UBS5] 

Future 

4. αφεθησεται  א* (4th c., cat I)   it(a), (d), (e), q (a few others, see UBS5)  (vgmss) syrpal  copsa,  ac2,  pbo  

arm  Origenlat  Novatian  Cyprian  Ambrosiaster  Ps-Priscillian  Pacian  

Ambrose3/5  Gaudentius  Niceta  Jerome1/3  Augustine14/19  Quodvultdeus 

Perfect 

5. ἀφέωνται  124*  205 (15th c., cat. III)  1346  Chrysostom  Cyril1/5comm  John-

Damascus  l 844  al  

6. ἀφέονται  
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7. αφειονται  

 

Other 

8. αφηεντε [Swanson Θ (9th c., cat II)] 

 

 

External Probabilities: 

 

The external probabilities are difficult because both the present and the perfect have early and 

widespread support. (The future has few actual MSS, and while somewhat widespread and early, 

is not as widespread as the other readings since it lacks Byzantine support.) The perfect has early 

widespread support (Alexandrian, Byzantine and Western by the 5th century). The present also 

has early support, and is somewhat widespread (MSS are Alexandrians and Byzantine; early 

versions and Fathers also include Western, though there is some question about whether the 

distinction between present and perfect would remain in these translations). In general, the 

external support seems evenly split, though the perfect form seems to lean slightly earlier and the 

present dominates the Byzantine text-type and tends to be slightly later. 

 

Internal Probabilities: 

 

The hardest variant to explain on transcriptional probabilities is the future passive. Perhaps this is 

conflation with the future periphrastic of Matt 16 and 18 (which both contain a future 

periphrastic)?  

 The variant forms of the present and perfect have been explained above under the section 

on morphology. Metzger says that one possible explanation for the perfect is that it could have 

been harmonized to the perfect κεκράτηνται later in the same verse.103 On the other hand, he also 

says that both the present and future could have been “scribal simplifications which weaken the 

                                                 
103 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 219. 
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sense.”104 The idea seems to be that the scribes might have been more likely to replace a more 

prominent tense-form with a simpler, more default form than vice versa.105 While reasons could 

be supplied explaining why the scribes made changes one way or another, there is nothing in this 

context that explicitly gives overwhelming evidence for one or the other. If forced to choose, it 

seems slightly more probable that the perfect was reduced to a present than harmonized to the 

tense of κεκράτηνται. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

The MSS evidence points to one of three forms being original: the perfect, the present, or the 

future. Much of the confusion seems to be related to variant spellings of the perfect and present. 

The future seems more idiosyncratic and seems unlikely. On the whole, both the present and 

perfect forms are well attested by external evidence, and internal evidence does not weight 

strongly in favor of either. If forced to choose, the perfect seems slightly more likely the original 

on the basis of internal and external evidence. However, in a case such as this one, certainty is 

not possible and so one will be wise to avoid dogmatic conclusions based on the tense-form of 

this word. In the comments above, I have considered the significance of both tenses in my 

evaluation of grammar and syntax. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
104 Ibid. 
105 In addition, see Hansen’s comment regarding Mantey’s article on the perfect tense that “he apparently 

has not noticed the advice of his own grammar concerning third class conditions: ‘. . . almost any form of the verb 

may occur in the apodosis, but the thought always has to do with the future.’ A recognition of this fact probably 

explains why it is that some manuscripts support readings other than the perfect” (Hansen, “Forgiving and Retaining 

Sin,” 27). 
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