
Wednesday 09th June 2021

Scripture: Matthew 6:12

Subject: Part 37: The Disciples Prayer - Part 4, Forgiven and forgiving.

And forgive us our debts, As we forgive our debtors.

And then a footnote on verse 12 in verse 14 and 15, “For if ye forgive men their trespasses,

your heavenly Father will also forgive you: But if ye forgive not men their trespasses,

neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.”

The statement in the prayer and then the very, very important footnote.

Reading over the words we find here I remember them said in a different way. The words

were taught in school, “Forgive us our trespasses and we forgive those who trespass against

us”. We are all familiar with the meaning of the word “trespass” which means to enter or to

intrude into or onto without permission. In other words, it is an act of commission, rarely by

accident.

After the petition regarding man’s physical need, the next part of Jesus’ lesson on how to

pray, is a spiritual petition regarding man’s need for forgiveness and being able to forgive.

John R. W. Stott in his little book, Confess Your Sins, quoted the head of a large British

hospital as having said, “I could dismiss half of my patients tomorrow if they were assured

of forgiveness.” Forgiveness is man’s deepest need now and in the future, for health and for

heaven.  It is the first petition related to man’s soul here in this prayer.

He said “forgive us our debts”. This word “debt” is one of five New Testament Greek terms

for sin. The word ‘Opheilema’ (Strongs pp:3783) is used here and we only come across it a

few times in the New Testament. Luke in his account uses the most common word for sins

which is ‘hamartia’ meaning to miss the mark. It’s an archer’s word. Another word used for

sin is ‘parabasis’ and it basically means to step across a line, a little more self-directed, a

little more planned and premeditated. But when you come to ‘anomia’ that is open, flagrant

rebellion against God. But here ‘Opheilema’ is used to distinguish it from financial debt. Sin

is a moral and spiritual debt to God that must be paid.
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Matthew probably used this word “debt” because it corresponds with the Aramaic term

used for sin.  The Jews used it to refer to both moral and spiritual debt to God.

What is the continual Problem this petition targets, one that only God can solve?

Straight off Jesus tells us that there is a serious problem with man, and it’s sin. Sin separates

man from God, and it’s man’s greatest enemy and greatest problem. Sin dominates the

mind and heart of man. It has contaminated every human being and is the degenerative

power that makes man susceptible to disease, illness, and every conceivable form of evil and

unhappiness, temporal and eternal. The ultimate consequences of sin are death and

damnation, and the present repercussions from it are misery, dissatisfaction, and guilt. Sin

is the common denominator of every crime, every theft, lie, murder, immorality, sickness,

pain, and sorrow of mankind. It is also the moral and spiritual disease for which man has no

cure. Jeremiah in Chapter 13 verse 23 pointed out

“Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots? Then you also do good who

are accustomed to do evil”.

The natural man does not want his sin cured, because he loves darkness rather than light as

John 3:19 tells us. Those who trust in the Lord Jesus Christ have received God’s pardon for

sin and are saved from eternal hell. And since, as we have seen, this prayer is given to

believers, the debts referred to here are those incurred by Christians when they sin.

Immeasurably more important than our need for daily bread is our need for continual

forgiveness of sin.

Arthur Pink wrote in An Exposition of the Sermon on the Mount:

As it is contrary  to  the holiness of God, sin  is a defilement, a dishonour, and  a reproach

to us as it is a violation of His law. It is a crime, and as to the guilt which we contact

thereby, it is a debt. As creatures we owe a debt of obedience unto our maker and

governor, and through failure to render the same on account of our rank disobedience, we

have incurred a debt of punishment; and it is for this that we implore a divine pardon.

The continuing problem is that we are not taking sin seriously enough. Our heart and mind,

even as a believer, can and does justify or deny that we have a problem of this magnitude.

We need the daily help of the Holy Spirit and we need to come to God for cleansing not once
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a week but every day. Let us never forget that the very nature of prayer is that we are

acknowledging a total dependence on God. We will have no daily bread or forgiveness of sin

without God. We will have no leading or directing in our lives apart from God. Therefore, His

is the preeminence, the power and the glory in the kingdom. Never forget throughout this

prayer example, the focus is always on God.

That’s the problem, and now The Provision

God who is absolutely Holy will never entertain a relationship with ungodly, unholy, sinful

men. So if we are to have any kind of meaningful relationship with God, if there is anything

spiritual to be gained, then it begins with a petition for forgiveness. This is why after debt

we are led to the word: forgiveness. Because man’s greatest problem is sin, his greatest

need is forgiveness, and that is what God provides.

Jesus did not point his disciples to go to the Temple to offer sacrifices for forgiveness.

Remember that was the provision in the Old Testament (Leviticus 4:1-5), under the old

covenant, but now under the new covenant, Jesus is God’s provision (see 1 Peter 2:2 and 2

Corinthians 5:21). At the time Jesus spoke those words, the Temple was still standing and it

was around three years or so before He was going to be the perfect sin sacrifice on the cross

where He would make the once and for all sacrifice, never to be repeated again. Jesus is the

only provision for forgiveness.   Aren’t you glad for that? Forgiveness is the provision.

Although we have been forgiven the ultimate penalty of sin, as Christians we need God’s

constant forgiveness for the sins we continue to commit. We are to pray, therefore, forgive

us. Forgiveness is the central theme of this entire passage (verses 9 to 15), being mentioned

six times in eight verses.  Everything leads to or springs from forgiveness.

Believers have experienced the once and for all God’s judicial forgiveness, when they

received and trusted Christ as Saviour. We are no longer condemned, no longer under

judgment, no longer destined for hell (Romans 8:1). The eternal Judge has declared us

pardoned, justified, righteous. No one, human or satanic, can condemn or bring any

“charge against God’s elect” (Romans 8:33-34). Yes we can be convicted, but we can’t be

condemned.
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We frequently require God’s gracious forgiveness because we still fall into sin but His

forgiveness now is not as Judge but as Father. John warns believers in 1 John 1v8 “If we say

that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in us,” But, he goes

on to assure us in verse 9, which is often referred to affectionately as the Christian’s bar of

soap - “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to

cleanse us from all unrighteousness”. But bare in mind that in the same chapter in verses 5

to 7 what it says - Turn if you will to 1 John 1:5 to 7.

This is the message which we have heard from Him and declare to you, that God is light

and in Him is no darkness at all. 6 If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth. 7 But if we walk in the light as He is in the

light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses

us from all sin.

We always have to keep in mind the whole of what Jesus teaches, and not al-a-carte it. If we

only focus on the verses like say verse 9 there is the danger that we will end up taking the

grace of God for granted.

During the Last Supper, Jesus began washing the disciples’ feet as a demonstration of the

humble, serving spirit they should have as His followers. We can find this account in John

13. At first Peter refused, but when Jesus said, “If I do not wash you, you have no part with

Me,” Peter went to the other extreme, wanting to be bathed all over.  Jesus replied,

He who has bathed needs only to wash his feet, but is completely clean; and you are clean,

but not all of you.’ For He knew the one who was betraying Him; for this reason He said,

‘Not all of you are clean’” (John 13:5-11).

Jesus’ act of foot washing was therefore more than an example of humility; it was also a

picture of the forgiveness God gives in His repeated cleansing of those who are already

saved. Dirt on the feet symbolizes the daily surface contamination from sin that we

experience as we walk through life. It does not, and cannot, make us entirely dirty, because

we have been permanently cleansed from that. The positional purging of salvation that

occurs at regeneration needs no repetition, but the practical purging is needed every day,

because every day we fall short of God’s perfect holiness.
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As Judge, God is eager to forgive sinners, and as Father He is even more eager to keep on

forgiving His children. Hundreds of years before Christ, Nehemiah wrote in Nehemiah

chapter 9 verse 17, “Thou art a God of forgiveness, gracious and compassionate, slow to

anger, and abounding in loving kindness”. As vast and pervasive as the sin of man is, God's

forgiveness is more vast and greater. Where sin abounds, God’s grace abounds even more

which we read in Romans 5 verse 20

“Moreover the law entered that the offense might abound. But where sin abounded,

grace abounded much more,”

Have you noticed even here in Romans 5 verse 20 there are no half measures with the Lord?

It is not simply enough grace to barely get by but “abounds” overflows, flourishes. God’s

grace is greater than sin. However we must remember that it is not a licence nor is it

automatic.  Jesus makes this very clear.

So we’ve looked at the problem, and what the provision is, but how can we access it?

Through The Plea.

The answer is - asking for forgiveness implies confession. Feet that are not presented to

Christ cannot be washed by Him. Sin that is not confessed cannot be forgiven. That is the

condition John makes plain in the text just quoted above: “If we confess our sins, He is

faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1

John 1:9). To confess means basically to agree with, and when we confess our sins we agree

with God about them. We agree that they are wicked, evil, defiling, and have no part in

those who belong to Him.

It is very important to understand the Scriptural teaching on this matter of “forgiving our

debts” or sins, in other words. I know that the term confession may hold some strange

connotations but it is very Scriptural when and only when we confess to God. The Bible

teaches that it is the privilege of every penitent sinner to confess his sins directly to God.

For when we do, God says in Hebrews 8 verse 12: “For I will be merciful and gracious

toward their sins and I will remember their deeds of unrighteousness no more.”

In Luke 18 verses 9 to 14, Jesus spoke of the Pharisee and the publican. The publican had no

priest so to speak; he did not go to a confessional but he cried out to God with bowed head,
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“God, be thou merciful to me a sinner.” He went directly to God and Jesus said that he

went home justified. Indeed, why should anyone confess his sins to a priest when the

Scriptures declare so plainly in 1 Timothy 2 verse 5: “There is one God, one mediator also

between God and men, himself man, Christ Jesus”. And yet we see in many religions today

that the priest presumes to say, “I absolve you”,“I forgive your sins” or “follow me and be

forgiven”.

Confession of sins is commanded all through the Bible, but it is always confession to God,

never to man. It is a striking fact that although Paul, Peter, and John dealt frequently with

men and women in sin, both in their teaching and in their practice, they never permitted a

sinner or a saint to confess to them. Paul wrote thirteen of the New Testament epistles, and

in them he often speaks of the duties and practices of Christians. But never once does he

mention auricular confession (that is confessing into the ear of another). Peter, John, and

Jude, combined, wrote six epistles in which they have much to say about the matter of

salvation. But not one of them ever mentions auricular confession. And certainly Christ

never told anyone to go to a priest for forgiveness. Nowhere do the Scriptures tell us that

God appointed a special class of men to hear confessions and to forgive sins.

If such an important tribunal as the confessional had been established, undoubtedly the

apostles would have commented on it repeatedly. Had the power of forgiving sins been

committed to the apostles, it would have been one of the most important parts of their

office and one of the leading doctrines of Christianity. We cannot imagine that they would

have been so remiss as never to have exercised that most important function, and nowhere

even to have alluded to it. John, for instance, says in 1 John 2 verse 1: “If any man sin we

have an Advocate with the Father. Jesus Christ the righteous”. He does not say that we

have a priestly tribunal to which we can go and having confessed our sins receive

forgiveness.

Everywhere throughout the Bible the remission of sins and the gaining of salvation is

connected with faith in Christ. John 3 verse 36 says - “He that believeth on the Son hath

eternal life: but he that obeyeth not the Son shall not see life; but the wrath of God

abideth on him”. Paul says in Romans 5:1 “Being therefore justified by faith, we have

peace with  God through  our Lord  Jesus Christ”.
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Everywhere the exhortation is, “Believe and be saved.” Nowhere are we told to seek the

absolution of a priest.

The statement of James, in James 5:16 says - “Confess therefore your sins one to another

and pray one for another, that ye may be healed”, and in Acts 19:18, “Many also of them

that had believed came, confessing, and declaring their deeds”.

The statements in those verses properly mean, “Confess your faults, your shortcomings, to

your fellow Christians who have been injured by you.” They mean that when one has

wronged his neighbour he should acknowledge his fault and make restitution. Not simply

bury the hatchet as if nothing happened. That is completely un-Scriptural and not helpful on

any level.

Public confession was practiced in the early church on occasions, as it was and is in some

churches when members wish to give a testimony of their lives. But secret auricular

confession to a priest, with the priest privileged to draw out the individual and probe for

details, to pronounce a judgment upon him and assign a penance, is an entirely different

thing. The Bible does not require us to parade our sins before a priest or before the

congregation, but only to confess to God. In any event, for one sinner to confess his sins to

another sinner to obtain forgiveness is degrading and demoralizing, and beyond that it is

dishonouring to God.

It can be difficult to confess sins to God, as both Satan and our prideful nature fight against

it. Yes, we can justify what we have done very easily, can’t we? It’s a humbling experience.

And while it isn’t easy to confess our sin, it’s necessary to attain the joy and peace that

comes from parental forgiveness. It's not just good for your soul but it's also good for your

mind. Don’t conceal your sin, it’s not like God doesn’t know what you have done, confess

your sin! Proverbs 28 verse 13 says “He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper,

but he who confesses and forsakes them will find compassion”. John Stott stated,

“One of the surest antidotes to the process of moral hardening is the disciplined practice of

uncovering our sins of thought and outlook, as well as of word and of deed, and the

repentant forsaking of them”.
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The true Christian does not see God’s promise of forgiveness as a license to sin, a way to

abuse His love and presume on His grace. Rather he sees God’s gracious forgiveness as the

means of spiritual growth and sanctification and continually gives thanks to God for His

great love and willingness to forgive and forgive and forgive. It is also important to realize

that confessing sin gives God the glory when He chastens the disobedient Christian because

it removes any complaint that God is unfair when He disciplines.

A Puritan saint of many generations ago prayed,

“Grant me never to lose sight of the exceeding sinfulness of sin, the exceeding

righteousness of salvation, the exceeding glory of Christ, the exceeding beauty of holiness,

and the exceeding wonder of grace.” At another time he prayed, “I am guilty but

pardoned. I am lost but saved. I am wandering but found. I am sinning but cleansed. Give

me perpetual broken-heartedness. Keep  me always clinging to Thy cross”

There is a lot to be said for those old Puritans. Confession; purging of the soul. That’s the

plea of this petition. Is it part of your prayer?

So the plea of forgiveness is essential, but there is The Prerequisite

Jesus gives the prerequisite for receiving forgiveness in the words, “as we also have

forgiven our debtors”. And it’s also in the footnote verses 14 and 15 of Matthew Chapter 6

which I will read again - “For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will

also forgive you: But if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive

your trespasses.”

The principle is simple but sobering: if we have forgiven, we will be forgiven; if we have not

forgiven, we will not be forgiven. We are to forgive because it is the character of

righteousness, and therefore of the faithful Christian life, to forgive. Citizens of God’s

kingdom are blessed and receive mercy because they themselves are merciful (Matt. 5:7).

They love even their enemies because they have the nature of the loving heavenly Father

within them (Matthew 5:44-45, 48). Forgiveness is the mark of a truly regenerated heart.

Still we fail to be consistent with that mark and need constant exhortation because of the

strength of sinful flesh (Romans 7:14-25). We are also motivated to forgive because of

Christ’s example.
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Like Paul said in Ephesians 4:32 - “Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each

other, just as God  in Christ also  has forgiven you”.

John tells us, “The one who says he abides in Him ought himself to walk in the same

manner as He walked” (1 John 2:6).

Because it reflects God’s own gracious forgiveness, the forgiving of another person’s sin

expresses the highest virtue of man. Proverbs 19:11 tells us “A man’s discretion makes him

slow to anger, and it is his glory to overlook a transgression”.

Forgiveness is a vital commodity of love. Forgiving others frees the conscience of guilt.

Unforgiveness not only stands as a barrier to God’s forgiveness but also interferes with

peace of mind, happiness, satisfaction, and even the proper functioning of the body.

Forgiving others is of great benefit to the whole congregation of believers. Probably few

things have so short-circuited the power of the church as unresolved conflicts among its

members. Psalm 66 verse 18, the psalmist warns himself and every believer “If I regard

wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear”. The Holy Spirit cannot work freely among

those who carry grudges and harbour resentment (see Matt. 5:23-24; 1 Cor. 1:10-13; 3:1-9).

Forgiving others also delivers us from God’s discipline. Where there is an unforgiving spirit,

there is sin; and where there is sin, there will be chastening (Hebrews 12:5-13). Unrepented

sins in the church at Corinth caused many believers to be weak, sick, and even to die (1

Corinthians 11:30). I believe we are to forgive one another not only because it characterizes

saints, but it follows the example of Christ (1 John 2:6, Ephesians 4:32). But don’t forget,

forgiveness preamps true repentance. True repentance involves true sorrow and restitution

(Exodus 22v3, Leviticus 26v4, Proverbs 6v31, 1 Kings 20v24, Luke 19v8).

But the most important reason for being forgiving is that it brings God’s forgiveness to the

believer. That truth is so important that Jesus reinforces it after the close of the prayer

(verses 14-15). Nothing in the Christian life is more important than forgiveness - our

forgiveness of others and God’s forgiveness of us. In the matter of forgiveness, God deals

with us as we deal with others. We are to forgive others as freely and graciously as God

forgives us. The Puritan writer Thomas Manton said,
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“There is none so tender to  others as they which have received mercy themselves, for they

know how gently God hath dealt with them.”

In Matthew 18, Jesus tells a parable about a servant who begged his master to forgive a

great debt and received forgiveness and mercy. However, the servant was not so forgiving,

as he did not forgive another, even though it was a small matter. The master found out and

was outraged to hear how the servant could treat another person after knowing such mercy

and yet did not show compassion on another fellow servant. Verse 35 sums it up when it

says - “So My heavenly Father also will do to you if each of you, from his heart, does not

forgive his brother his trespasses.”

Christ established a pattern for us to follow. It is not just about our forgiveness that we

receive from God, but it is also about how we forgive others. We need to remember that we

part-took in shouting ‘Jesus be crucified, not Barabas’, we part-took in driving those nails

through the hands of Christ, we part-took in the mocking Him, spitting upon Him, crushing

the crown of thorns on His head, and yet He cried ‘Father, forgive them’.

The severity of any offense that anyone can do to us, can never match that, nor can it be

out-done, just as the Hebrew writer said in Hebrews Chapter 12 verse 4 - ‘You have not yet

resisted to bloodshed, striving against sin.’ None of us have endured what Christ has

endured, yet He forgave us all, that is His example and pattern as He continually forgives us.

And aren’t we all so grateful that we are forgiven when we confess our sins, aren’t we all so

grateful that He is faithful and just to forgive us. Now in the light of that, we are to forgive

one another because it is the characteristic of saints to do so, and secondly, because it is the

following of the pattern of Christ.

In this verse, verse 12 and even in verses 14 and 15 we see that before we seek forgiveness

for our own ‘Opheilma’, our own sin against God, we need to forgive those who have sinned

against us. That’s pretty potent stuff, folks, alot to take in, think about and perhaps take

action on. First, we forgive, then we are forgiven. That’s the order right here. Before we

come to get our feet washed each day, asking the Lord to cleanse us over and over again,

cleanse us and use us, let’s make sure we have forgiven others because that’s the

prerequisite. Ame�.
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