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LIMITED FORGIVENESS 
2 Thessalonians 2:1-11 
 
 
I sometimes hear people comment that God would not condemn people. Drawing on common 
assumptions about His identity, they assert God’s love for the people they love.  
 
They are not wrong. 
 
But they are not entirely right. 
 
God is love (1 John 4:8), but He is also just and cannot neglect justice (cf. Psalm 89:14). The 
Bible emphasizes the greatness of God’s merciful love that expresses itself through His 
generous and seemingly unlimited forgiveness (cf. John 3:16-17; 1 John 4:7-10). But the Bible 
also includes passages that point out the limits of His forgiveness. We will consider a few of 
those passage in this lesson to help nuance our understanding of His forgiveness and its 
meaning for our lives.   
 

Forgiveness’s challenging balance  
• While God uses punishment in a positive way, motivating people to return to Him (cf. 

Hebrews 12:3-11), other passages reveal that sometimes His judgment does not seek 
restoration. Consider:  

o Paul wrote that God ‘gives up’ on those who refuse to acknowledge Him (Romans 
1:18-32, esp. vv.24, 26, 28). 

o Paul intensified his comment about God giving up on some people when he wrote 
that God causes some people “to believe what is false” (2 Thessalonians 2:1-11).  

▪ In addressing false teachings about the Second Coming (2 Thessalonians 2:1-
2), Paul reminded his audience that he taught them Jesus would not return 
before the arrival of the “man of lawlessness” 1 (2 Thessalonians 2:3-5). 

▪ While he does not identify the lawless one, Paul did mention that the lawless 
one would attract people who reject God (2 Thessalonians 2:9-10). 

▪ Paul wrote that God will send “a strong delusion” on those who refuse to 
listen to Him and follow the lawless one, causing them to “believe what is 
false” (2 Thessalonians 2:11-12); Paul wrote that God would remove their 
ability to positively respond to Him.  

• Reading that God gives up on some people and causes some to believe lies in order to 
condemn them grates against our understandings of God. Consider, therefore, the following 
passages that illustrate God’s judgments: 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o The prophet Micaiah’s interaction with king Ahab in 2 Chronicles 18 records God’s 
announcement that He was sending a “lying spirit” against Ahab that would entice 
him into defeat (2 Chronicles 18:18-22). Even though Micaiah announced God’s plan 
to Ahab, Ahab nevertheless followed the “lying spirit” (2 Chronicles 18:28-34). 

o God responded to Pharaoh’s rejection of His will by hardening his heart. 
▪ After God announced that He would harden Pharaoh’s heart (Exodus 4:21), 

Exodus records a number of passages telling us that Pharaoh hardened His 
own heart (Exodus 7:13-14; 8:15, 19, 32; 9:7). 

▪ God hardened Pharaoh’s heart after Pharaoh had already shown himself to 
be a hard-hearted person (Exodus 9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8, 17). 

▪ After God hardened his heart, Pharaoh further hardened it (Exodus 9:34-35; 
13:15). 

▪ Even though God hardened Pharaoh’s heart as judgment, God still showed 
him mercy (Exodus 10:16-20). 

o In contrast to what He did to Pharaoh, God gave Saul a “new heart”. 
▪ God’s selection of Saul as Israel’s first king included giving him “a new heart” 

(1 Samuel 10:6, 9); God did for Saul the opposite of what He did to Pharaoh. 
▪ Even though he had been given a new heart by God, Saul’s new heart did not 

govern his actions; he revealed himself to be a selfish king who was not a 
man after God’s own heart (1 Samuel 13:13-14). 

▪ Unlike the hardening He sent against Pharaoh, the new heart God gave to 
Saul did not make him obedient. 

 

Applications 
• God is not a universalist; in addition to being forgiving, His character requires holiness and 

justice (Exodus 34:5-7). 

• God always stands ready to offer forgiveness, but only to those who seek it (cf. Matthew 
7:7-8). 

• God’s character outlines the territory of His forgiveness (Exodus 34:5-7). 

• God does not arbitrarily judge people; He responds to the choices they make for themselves 
(cf. 2 Thessalonians 2:9-12). 

• God’s judgment is not inconsistent with His love (Ezekiel 18:23, 32; Hebrews 12:3-11). 

• Consider, therefore, the following applications for us:  
o We can push God so far that no forgiveness remains available to us (cf. Hebrews 

10:26; 12:12-17). 
o Do not, therefore, prey upon God’s grace. 
o God alone has the right to judge one’s heart; we practice forgiveness while God 

alone has the right to practice judgment. 
o Our cultural assumptions about things like free will can make some passages difficult 

for us; allow the Bible rather than culture to shape your thinking. 


