
For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their
trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.
And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. What does this mean? We pray in this petition that
our Father in heaven would not look at our sins, or deny our prayer because of them. We are neither worthy of the things for
which we pray, nor have we deserved them, but we ask that He would give them all to us by grace, for we daily sin much and
surely deserve nothing but punishment. So we too will sincerely forgive and gladly do good to those who sin against us. (SC, 5th

Petition) 

Dear Friends in Christ, and fellow redeemed:

When I was in Confirmation class, (what seems like a lifetime ago) I remember studying the Third Article of the Apostles’
Creed–specifically the section of that article which speaks of the forgiveness of sins. The pastor made us all write in our
Catechism above that section the words, “The Chief Teaching of Holy Scripture”. He made us write those same words over
the second article, where we discussed Christ’s work of redemption and atonement, He wanted to impress upon us that this is
what Scripture declares from beginning to end: that Jesus came to give His life as a ransom for us on the cross, so that through
His suffering and death, and through His glorious resurrection from death and the grave, we may have forgiveness and life.

The Gospel message of the forgiveness of all our sins through Jesus Christ is central to everything we believe, teach and confess
as a church. It is this message of the forgiveness that is ours by grace through faith in Jesus Christ which separates Christianity
from every other religion. Whereas all man-made religions talk of what we must do to earn our salvation because we aren’t what
we should be, only God’s true Church declares the Gospel message of grace and forgiveness in Christ. In fact, this is the mark
of the true church, that “the Gospel is preached in its purity and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel”
(Augsburg Confession VII 1).

The gospel of forgiveness is the heart of every sermon. Even if I preach a “fire and brimstone” sermon, the Gospel’s declaration
of the forgiveness of sins must be proclaimed, or we leave people without hope. The forgiveness of sins is central to our work
together as brothers and sisters in Christ. After all, how can we ever hope to deal with one another, and all the difference and
disagreements that arise when sinners are put together, without that freeing power of the Gospel; without that good news of
our forgiveness that enables us to forgive others? I have often said that one of the greatest joys of ministry is the privilege of
standing before those who confess their sins to assure them of God’s love for them in Christ, and to pass on the wonderful
promise that Christ gives to us, as we pronounce the absolution, the assurance of forgiveness.

In the wonderful prayer that our Lord has given to us, He teaches us to pray: forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven
our debtors. (Matthew 6:12 - ESV) Immediately after teaching the prayer, He gives the commentary that is our text today: For if
you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their
trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.

Yes, forgiveness is the chief teaching of the bible. It is also our greatest need. I know that people often ignore, deny or discount
the reality of their sinfulness. Is this petition one of the reasons why we have eliminated the Lord’s Prayer in our schools and
in our government? It is impossible for those who will not recognize, or who do not worry about their sin to pray this petition.
We don’t like to think of ourselves as sinners. Yes, we know that there are sinners all around us. Bank robbers are sinners. The
crazy gunmen who shoot in large crowds, killing and injuring many–they are sinners. The paedophile; the drunk driver; the
driver in the car next to us talking on their cell phone; the person who eats the last of the Doritos during the Super Bowl without
offering us any–these people are sinners. 

We find it so easy to see the sin of others, without recognizing our own sinfulness. Yet Scripture tells us over and over: Surely
there is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins. (Ecclesiastes 7:20 - ESV) This is why we start our worship
with confession, reminded through the inspired word of God: If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth
is not in us. (1 John 1:8 - ESV) Jesus didn’t teach us to pray that He will forgive others. He teaches us to pray because of our need
for forgiveness, because we have fallen short of God’ holiness in our thoughts, words and deeds.
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When we look at the petition itself, Jesus teaches His disciples to pray: forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our
debtors. (Matthew 6:12 - ESV) When we say the prayer we don’t talk about debt, but about our trespasses. Between the teaching
of the Lord’s Prayer and the words of our text, Jesus does use two different words. In the prayer, He uses the word opheilçma,
which refers to something that is owed; something that we have an obligation or duty to give or to pay. While it can be used
for a monetary debt, it came to have a greater religious significance. We might think of ours sins of omission; the things we
are to do that we fail to do. When we pray this petition, we ask God to forgive us for every failure in our duty; for our failures
to render to God and to those around us what we ought to have rendered. We ask Him to forgive us the debt of sin we owe to
Him and to others, and which we have failed to pay.

But in our text, Jesus uses the word paraptôma, translated trespass. It refers to any misstep, slip, or blunder. It has the idea
of going where one is not supposed to go. Whether we talk about trespasses or debts, we are acknowledging that something is
wrong. The simple word is sin. I think that Jesus uses the contrast to point out that all sin needs forgiveness. When we think
of debt, we think of something big; something we want to eliminate. The Visa bill, the mortgage, the car payment–these are
debts. They are major burdens in our lives. On the other hand, we think of the little missteps of our lives as something small
and insignificant, like little white lies. All sin, whether it is something major, or just a small sin is still against the holy will
of God. As such, the condemnation against sin applies to us all: The soul who sins shall die. (Ezekiel 18:20 - ESV) 

But our dear Lord teaches us to pray for forgiveness. We pray, knowing that God wants something more for us.  As I live,
declares the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live. (Ezekiel

33:11 - ESV) But we would die, if it were not for the forgiveness that comes only through faith in Christ. Thankfully, Paul can
assure us through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit; “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in
accordance with the Scriptures.” (1 Corinthians 15:3–4, ESV) 

How blessed we are that our dear Saviour has shed His blood for us, to wash away our sins. That terrible cross which brought
such pain, torment and death to the Lamb of God, who bears in His own body the sins of all, is the most beautiful thing by faith,
for we see in the cross the total remission, the forgiveness, the eradication of our sins. We cling in faith to the dying and rising
Saviour, knowing that God does not see our sin; He sees His beloved Son, who has made us His own, and who covers us with
His righteousness.

We pray this petition, and ask God to forgive our sins, for the sake of Christ. We ask Him to cancel our debt, and to set us free.
With each new day, and in the face of our many sins, we can keep coming to Him and seeking His grace. But here’s the crunch.
Forgiven, we are also to forgive. It is not that God forgives us because we have forgiven others. We could never offer a word
of encouragement and forgiveness to anyone, if we had not first received that freeing forgiveness for ourselves, But now we
testify to the forgiving grace of God as we go forth to forgive those who have sinned against us; those who owe us some form
of moral debt; those who have crossed the lines we set in any way. St Paul tells us: Be kind to one another, tenderhearted,
forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you. (Ephesians 4:32 - ESV) We forgive, for we have been forgiven. 

Jesus tells us: So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you,
leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. (Matthew

5:23-24 - ESV) Oh, if only that were easy! For some strange reason, we like to hold on to the sins of others. We like to bear a
grudge against them. I like what actor Buddy Hackett once said: “I've had a few arguments with people, but I never carry a
grudge. You know why? While you're carrying a grudge, they're out dancing.” We think it is so much easier to bear a grudge,
or to be angry and bitter than it is to truly forgive those who have sinned against us. Yet Jesus makes it clear: For if you forgive
others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither
will your Father forgive your trespasses. If we won’t forgive, we are denying Christ’s power to forgive us and that leaves us
trapped in our sins.

We forgive, through the forgiveness we have in Christ. Booker T. Washington, one of the great American Black leaders,
wrestled at one period in his life with the difficulties of forgiveness, but found the path to victory. He said, “When I saw the
injuries and insults hurled against my people, I grew to hate white men. I hated them until my soul dried up. Then I took my
hatred to Jesus Christ. He took the hatred out of my heart. He showed me how to forgive and how to love white men.” That’s
the path to forgiveness, whether someone has snubbed you, or hurt your business or killed your loved one. Stand at the foot
of the cross. Look to Him who hangs there, suffering for you and for your sin. Ask Him to forgive you, and let the power of
His forgiving love flow through you to others.



When we pray this petition, we first confess our need for God’s forgiveness, and seek His grace for the sake of the crucified
and risen Saviour. But we are also asking Him to give us the grace to forgive those who have wronged us. Thankfully, God’s
forgiving love for us does help us to be forgiving people. When we hear the words of absolution, and know our forgiveness
in Christ, we are able to forgive. When we remember the blessings we have as the baptized children of God, we find the
strength to see others as those for whom Christ died. When we come to His table and partake of the true body and blood of
Christ, given into death for us, we receive, at the command and promise of God, the forgiveness we need for all our
transgressions. In this holy meal, God promises us that all our debt has been paid in full; that no matter how terrible our sins
might be, we are forgiven. He gives His church the promise of forgiveness that is to be proclaimed in His name. Forgiven, we
forgive, no matter how terrible the sins against us may be. It isn’t  always easy to do. That is why we need to pray this petition.
But God will help us. He will answer our prayer of confession as we come and say, “I’m sorry, Lord.” He will give us the help
and strength we need to say to those who have wronged us, “I forgive you.” Gracious Father, continue to grant us the heart
of Christ, that we might forgive as He was able to forgive, even in the most difficult of moments. Amen.


