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Ancient Witness: Romans 3:23-24 

 

Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are now made whole by God’s 

grace as a free gift. 

 

 

I remember one night Roger, a member of the first church of which I was the pastor, called me.  And he 

had been reading his Bible and was troubled about a passage that he came across.  The passage had 

Jesus saying: 

 

Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for all sins and whatever blasphemies they utter; but 

whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness… (Mark 3:28-29) 

 

Wow, is this really Jesus?  And what is this “unforgivable sin” about which he’s talking?  

 
O.K., let’s first look at the circumstances.  In the story, Jesus is speaking to the “good” people, the pious 

and spiritual ones, the better-than-thou types.  And you know, Jesus, as a spiritual teacher, was harder on 

them than anyone in the gospel accounts.  He called them vipers and hypocrites.  What is shocking to so 

may religious people is that Jesus is never upset with sinners; he’s only upset with people who think 

they are not sinners! 

 

As the story goes, Jesus has just cured the man with the withered hand.  But he did this on the Sabbath, 

and so these Pharisees and Scribes conspired with the Herodians.  Meanwhile, Jesus went about curing 

and casting out demons, it says. 

 

So the Scribes and Pharisees came back and accused Jesus of working for Beelzebul, the ruler of the 

demons or dark forces.  They said that Jesus cured people not by the power of God, but by the power of 

the devil—for his own ego and aggrandizement.  

 

It is to this that Jesus says, “All sins will be forgiven!”  So the first thing out of his mouth is this blinding 

light of unconditional grace.  And this is precisely what these folks did not understand.  You see, these 

folks to whom Jesus was speaking had become prisoners to their own goodness, and they did not 

understand the forgiveness, the embrace, the love and the grace of God. 

 

Frederick Buechner, a longtime favorite writer of mine, wrote: 

 

Grace is something you can never get but only be given.  There’s no way to earn it or deserve it 

or bring it about any more than you can deserve the taste of raspberries and cream or earn good 

looks or bring about your own birth… 

 

A crucial eccentricity of the Christian faith is the assertion that people are saved by grace.  

There’s nothing you have to do.  There’s nothing you have to do.  There’s nothing you have to 

do. 
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But this is a difficult spiritual teaching.  It’s difficult because the notion of grace and unconditional love 

offends us.  It is offensive to the ego, and we see this typical response throughout sacred texts.  For 

example, in the Christian New Testament when the prodigal son was embraced by this father after he 

irresponsibly misspent his inheritance, the older son was offended because such unconditional love and 

grace messed up his merit system.  And by the way, liberals and conservatives alike have their merit 

systems, which, as a function of our ego, we all have.   

 

The whole book of Jonah, in the Hebrew Scriptures, is entirely about this idea.  It says, 

 

When God saw how the people of Nineveh turned from their evil ways, God repented of the evil 

which God was going to do to them and did not do it.  (This is one of the most fabulous lines in 

the Bible:  “God repented…”)  But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry.  And he 

prayed to God and said, “…O God, take my life from me, I beseech the, for it is better for me to 

die than to live.” 

 

Jonah was so offended that God accepted, forgave, and embraced the people of Nineveh, he simply 

couldn’t take it.  And so, that grace should offend us is quite normal.  But we must meet this offense and 

move beyond it, or it shall become a barrier between us and God.  And, like Jonah, it will be the spiritual 

death of us. 

 

Jesus said, “All sins will be forgiven!”  And so perhaps what is “unforgivable” is to live as if this is not 

so.  The unforgivable sin is to say that there is such a thing! The unforgivable sin is to put limits on 

God’s grace. 

 

This, then, is the sin of the Scribe and Pharisee—the “good” people—to live independently from God’s 

love and forgiveness, to live above or apart from the transforming Sacred Reality.  As Gregory of Nyssa 

said, “Sin happens whenever we refuse to stop growing.” 

 

It’s not so much an act as it is an attitude.  It is when we think that life comes from some code of 

behavior instead of the Spirit.  It is to think that because I pray, or teach Church School, or help the 

homeless, or work hard, or preach sermons, or march in protests, or because I do anything, that I am 

acceptable to God.  This is sinning against the Spirit.  It is to turn life into a “worthiness contest” instead 

of seeing that our worth has already been given to us at birth.   

 

And so Jesus upset the worthiness contest!  This is why he had to go, and there came a point when he 

could’ve said anything, and they would have twisted it against him.  Remember, it was the good, the 

worthy and the pious that conspired with the Roman occupiers to kill Jesus. 

 

To sin against the Spirit is when there is only a half-hearted acceptance of God’s love.  It’s a condition 

of less than full surrender to God.  It’s when self-righteousness stubbornly will not leave.  It’s to live 

outside the realm of forgiveness, condemning others, and living out of a false self.   

 

The great theologian, Paul Tillich, wrote, “The courage to surrender one’s own goodness to God is the 

central element in the courage of faith.”  (Systematic Theology, III, p. 226)  That is, a partial surrender 

will not do!  Surrendering only what we think is bad will not do.  The “unforgivable sin” is not letting 

go, not surrendering even our own goodness, surrendering our ego, surrendering our carefully 

constructed identity, because it is better to be whole than to be good.  The problem is, we are always 
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choosing to be good instead of being whole.  (By the way, the Greek word for being “saved,” simply 

means to be “made whole.”) 

 

As Richard Rohr says, “Grace is always a humiliation for the ego.”  And only the full surrender will 

allow for the full loving embrace of that Nameless Mystery some call God.  The goodness bestowed 

upon us at our birth towers over any goodness we could ascribe to ourselves from what we do.  

 
Another one of my favorite writers was Will Campbell.  Will Campbell was a radical Southern Baptist 

preacher who worked in the struggle for civil rights in Mississippi and Tennessee.  During the struggle, 

many people were killed, and one of them was Jonathan Daniels, also a preacher and a very close friend 

of Campbell.  Now Daniels was killed by a man named Thomas Coleman, who was a deputy and a 

member of the Ku Klux Klan. 

 

In his book, Brother to a Dragonfly, Campbell recounts one day he was talking in the car with his 

agnostic friend, P.D.  Earlier, P.D. had asked Will, “Just tell me what this Jesus cat is all about… If you 

tell me what the hell the Christian Faith is all about maybe I wouldn’t make an ass of myself when I’m 

talking about it.  Keep it simple.  In 10 words or less, what’s the Christian message?  Let me have it.  

Ten words.”  Campbell replied:  “We’re all bastards but God loves us anyway.”  P.D. didn’t comment 

didn’t comment about what he felt about the summary, but said, “I gave you a ten word limit.  If you 

want to try again you have two words left.”  Will said that he didn’t try again, but P.D. often reminded 

him of what he said that day. 

 

It was sometime later that Jonathan Daniels was murdered, and Will, his brother, Joe, and P.D. were 

sitting in a house in Fairhope, Alabama, where Will said he received the most enlightening theological 

lesson he ever had in his life.  P.D. said, “O.K. brother, let’s see if your definition of the Faith can stand 

the test… Come on, Brother.  Let’s talk about your definition… Was Jonathan a bastard?” 

 

Campbell wrote: 

 

I said I was sure that everyone is a sinner in one way or another but that he was one of the 

sweetest and most gentle guys I had ever known. 

 

“But was he a bastard?”  His tone was almost a scream.  “Now that’s your word.  Not mine.  

You told me one time that everybody is a bastard.  That’s a pretty tough word.  I know. Cause I 

am a bastard.  A born bastard.  A real bastard.  My Mamma wasn’t married to my Daddy.  Now, 

by god, you tell me, right now, yes or no and not maybe, was Jonathan Daniels a bastard?” 

 

I knew that if I said no he would leave me alone and if I said yes he wouldn’t.  And I knew my 

definition would be blown if I said no. 

 

So I said, “Yes.” 

 

“All right.  Is Thomas Coleman a bastard?” 

 

That one was a lot easier.  “Yes. Thomas Coleman is a bastard.” 

 

“Okay.  Let me get this straight now.  I don’t want to misquote you. Jonathan Daniels was a 

bastard.  Thomas Coleman is a bastard.  Right?”  Joe the Protector was on his feet. 
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“Goddammit, P.D. that’s sacrilege.  Knock it off!  Get off the kid’s back.” 

 

P.D. ignored him, pulling his chair closer to mine, placing his huge, bony hand on my knee.  

“Which one of these two bastards do you think God loves most?”  His voice now was almost a 

whisper as he leaned forward, staring me directly in my eyes. 

 

I made some feeble attempt to talk about God loving the sinner and not the sin, about judgment, 

justice, and brotherhood of all humanity.  But P.D. shook his hands in a manner of cancellation.  

He didn’t want to hear about that. 

 

“You’re trying to complicate it.  Now you’re the one always told me about how simple it was.  

Just answer the question.”  His direct examination would have done credit to Clarence Darrow. 

 

He leaned his face closer to mine, patting first his own knee and then mine, holding the other 

hand aloft in oath-taking fashion. 

 

“Which one of these two bastards does God love the most?  Does He love that little dead bastard 

Jonathan the most?  Or does He love that living bastard Thomas the most?” 

 

Suddenly everything became clear.  Everything.  It was a revelation… I walked across the room 

and opened the blind, staring directly into the glare of the street light.  And I began to whimper.  

But the crying was interspersed with laughter.  It was a strange experience.  I remember trying 

to sort out the sadness and the joy.  Just what I was crying for and what was I laughing for.  

Then this too became clear. 

 

I was laughing at myself, at twenty years of ministry which had become, without my realizing it, 

a ministry of liberal sophistication… the Thomas Colemans.  Loved.  And if loved, forgiven.  And 

if forgiven, reconciled… 

 

The lesson was over.  Class dismissed.  But I had one thing I must say to the teacher. 

 

“P.D.?” 

 

“Yea, Brother?” 

 

“I’ve got to amend my definition.” 

 

“Okay, Brother.  Go ahead.  You know you always had them two words left.” 

 

“We’re all bastards but you’ve got to be the biggest bastard of us all.” 

 

“How’s that, Brother?” 

 

“Because, damned if you ain’t made a Christian out of me.  And I’m not sure I can stand it.”  (p. 

220f.) 

 

When we begin to think of certain sins as unforgivable or as less forgivable than others, we sin against 

the Spirit.  And if we have never experienced this offensive nature of grace, as the Scribe and Pharisees 
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were offended, as the prodigal older son and as Jonah were offended, as Will Campbell was offended—

if we’ve never faced this offensiveness, we must wonder if we have ever experienced grace at all. 

 

To see that even Thomas Coleman is forgiven and embraced requires us to surrender our goodness to 

truly and fully experience this embrace ourselves. 

 
 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 


