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“Forg ive u s our d ebt s , a s w e forg ive our d ebt ors …” or s o we p ra y ea ch a n d every Su n da y 
m orn in g wh en we ga th er togeth er for wors h ip .  Som e of u s , of cou rs e, m a y h a ve lea rn ed th a t p ra yer 
in a s ligh t ly DIFFERENT a n d , by th e wa y, INCORRECT vers ion …s om eth in g like “forgive u s our 
TRES PAS S ES as w e forgive thos e w ho TRES PAS S again s t u s .”  Bu t th ey a re OBVIOUSLY  n ot 
lifelon g Pres byter ia n s …a n d OBVIOUSLY folks wh o h a ven ’t ever rea d th e Bib le!  Every vers ion of th e 
Bib le I rea d…every TRADITIONAL vers ion of th e Bib le, th a t is …from th e Kin g J a m es r igh t on down 
to th e Revis ed Sta n da rd Vers ion to th e J eru s a lem Bib le to th e New In tern a t ion a l Vers ion …th ey ALL 
say: “Forg ive us our DEBTS , a s w e forg ive our DEBTORS .”  NONE of th em s a y TRESPASSES.  
NONE of th em !  An d wh en you go ba ck to th e Greek in wh ich th e New Tes ta m en t wa s or igin a lly 
written, the word is opheilema wh ich m ea n s DEBT…a s in fa ilu re to pa y a DEBT…fa ilu re to pa y th a t 
wh ich is DUE.  Wh ich is d ifferen t from TRESPASS…wh ich is to go a cros s th e bou n da ry…to s tep 
over th e lin e.  So OBVIOUSLY, we PRESBYTERIANS…wh o a re a m on g th e few wh o s a y “debts” 
in s tea d of “trespasses”… h a ve been s a yin g th e Lord’s Pra yer RIGHT a ll th es e yea rs …wh ile 
everybody ELSE h a s got ten it wron g!  Wh ich is ju s t on e MORE rea s on a ll you folk s wh o a re n ew to 
th e Pres byter ia n ch u rch ca n be GLAD you ’ve got ten h ooked u p with th e TRUE ch u rch …th e ch u rch 
that prays the Lord’s Prayer the RIGHT way!!!  YEA!  

Well, a ll k idd in g a s ide, every Su n da y…a n d m a ybe th rou gh ou t th e week a s well…we p ra y th is 
prayer – The Lord’s Prayer…the one Jesus’ TAUGHT us to pray.  And every Sunday…and perhaps at 
other times as well, we pray:  

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors!” 
An d yet , I often t im es WONDER wh eth er we rea lly MEAN wh a t we PRAY.  Let m e s h ow you wh a t I 
mean:  

Th e lit t le com m en ts …th e s n ide lit t le rem a rks …th e h u r t fu l gos s ip th a t is s a id a bou t 
u s …beh in d ou r ba cks , wh is pered to be s u re, bu t ju s t lou d en ou gh to be h ea rd…precis ely s o th ey 
will do their intended damage. 

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors!” 
Th e b roth er or s is ter…you r own fles h a n d b lood…wh o, th rou gh deceit a n d t r ickery of th e 

wors t k in d , ch ea t you ou t of you r in h er ita n ce a n d keep th e wh ole of you r pa ren ts ’ es ta te for 
themselves. 

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors!” 
Th e fr ien d…or perh a ps we s h ou ld s a y FORMER fr ien d…wh o, th ou gh you th ou gh t th ey would 

NEVER bet ra y you r con fiden ce…ta lks a bou t you in wa ys th a t m a kes you qu es t ion wh y you EVER 
considered that person a friend in the first place. 

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” 
Th e a du lt , wh o even toda y, YEARS la ter , con t in u es to s u ffer th e deb ilita t in g con s equ en ces of 

physical, psychological, sexual abuse as a child. 
“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” 

Th e fr ien ds wh om you h a ve kn own a ll of you r life…with wh om you ’ve worked…for wh om 
you ’ve ca red…with wh om you h a ve s h a red th e bon ds of fellows h ip a n d love th rou gh ou t th e yea rs 
wh o, beca u s e of in n u en do a n d ru m or a n d com m en ts th a t a re s im ply n ot t ru e…tu rn a ga in s t 
you…reject you…and won’t hardly even SPEAK to you anymore. 

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”  
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The husband…the wife…with whom you thought you’d live “h appily ever af ter…un til d eath d o 

us part” in a fairy tale of wedded bliss who suddenly comes home one day and says: “I don’t love you 
an y m ore.  I’ve found s om ebod y els e. I’m leav ing.”  An d s u dden ly, you r wor ld com es cra s h in g down 
a rou n d you .  An d on ce you ’ve got ten over th e s h ock of it a ll, th e a n ger…a n d th e res en tm en t…a n d 
th e ra ge begin s to bu ild…a n d it grows …a n d it grows a n d it grow u n t il it is th is h or r ib le MONSTER 
threatening to consume you and every hope and dream for life that you’ve ever had. 

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”  
However it h a ppen s …a n d h a ppen it does , t im e a n d t im e a ga in in life…you a n d I a re often 

forced to fa ce HEAD ON wh a t m a y well be on e of th e m os t DIFFICULT is s u es of life…ESPECIALLY 
for ou r lives a s Ch r is t ia n s …n a m ely:  wh a t does it m ea n a n d h ow is it pos s ib le to PRACTICE 
FORGIVENESS?  

Now, often in ch u rch , of cou rs e, we ta lked a bou t th e gra ce a n d m ercy of ou r Hea ven ly 
Fa th er…th e grea tn es s a n d th e widen es s of GOD’S gra ce a n d m ercy a n d forgiven es s wh ich com es to 
us through Christ Jesus, our Lord.  And it is true!  God IS “gracious and m ercifu l, s low to an ger an d 
abound ing in s tead fas t love.”  Bu t th e t ru th of th e m a t ter , of cou rs e, is th a t J es u s tea ch es u s th a t 
that grace and mercy always has a “flip side” as well…a “therefore” if you will…the “therefore” of our 
BEING gra ciou s a n d m ercifu l – n ot in order to GET God’s gra ce a n d m ercy, m in d you …bu t beca u s e 
we’ve already GOTTEN it.  “Therefore,” in response to God being gracious and merciful and forgiving 
towa rd US, J es u s tells u s , WE a re ca lled to be gra ciou s a n d m ercifu l…a n d m os t of a ll…FORGIVING 
toward others.    “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”  

Yea, yea, yea!  I know! I KNOW! “Forgive us our deb ts as w e forgive our d eb tors .”  YAWN!  How 
many times have I heard THAT before!  Why don’t you tell us something NEW, Preacher!   Isn’t there 
anything new under the sun?!?!    

To which, I’d have to say, Yes! You HAVE heard it all before. Yes!  It IS old hat! But when you 
rea lly s top a n d THINK a bou t it , th is FORGIVENESS bu s in es s …if you rea lly ta ke it s er iou s ly…is 
p ret ty ch a llen gin g a n d s ca ry s tu ff.  Beca u s e, wh a t if…WHAT IF…we took th is lin e in Lord’s Pra yer 
for wh a t it rea lly s a ys ?  Ha ve you ever s topped a n d th ou gh t a bou t th a t?  Wh en you rea lly s top a n d 
th in k a bou t it , by s a yin g “Forg ive us our d ebt s a s w e forg ive our d ebt ors ,” we a re a s k in g God to 
forgive US in p rop or t ion to…in RES PONS E to…OUR forgivin g th os e wh o h a ve s in n ed a ga in s t US.  
“God forgive ME in the s am e proportion…in lik e m anner… to MY forgivenes s of s o and s o.”  Th a t’s th e 
rea lity of h ow J es u s ta u gh t u s to p ra y.  Wh ich m ea n s , wh en you bot tom lin e it , th a t we’d da rn well 
better be forgiving people OURSELVES if we expect God to do much forgiving of US.  

An d yet , you kn ow a s well a s I do th a t th a t ’s n ot a lwa ys th e EASIEST th in g to do.  God , a fter 
a ll, is GOD…a n d we a re NOT!  We’re h u m a n , th rou gh a n d th rou gh .  An d s om et im es we don ’t WANT 
to forgive.  It ’s ju s t th a t s im ple.  We don ’t WANT to be gra ciou s a n d lovin g a n d m ercifu l a n d k in d .  
We LIKE to ca r ry ou r gru dges a n d n u rs e ou r wou n ds …ESPECIALLY wh en it s eem s like th e pers on 
wh o h a s h u r t u s …th e pers on wh o h a s been m ea n or n a s ty to u s KEEPS ON h u r t in g u s a n d bein g 
mean and nasty to us no matter HOW many times we’ve tried to forgive.  And so, like Peter, you and 
I s ta n d u p before J es u s a n d a s k , with a ll s in cer ity, “Lord , how OFTEN m us t I forgive?  As m an y as 
SEVEN times?”  

Peter , of cou rs e, THOUGHT h e wa s bein g gen erou s .  Th e ra bb is of Peter ’s t im e ta u gh t th a t if 
s om eon e s in n ed a ga in s t you , you s h ou ld forgive th em a s often a s th ree t im es …beca u s e forgivin g 
th ree t im es wa s bein g gra ciou s a n d gen erou s …even a s God h a s been gra ciou s a n d gen erou s to u s !  
Bu t if th ey da red s tom p on you r toes a fou r th t im e…WELL, THEN…you cou ld get ou t YOUR 
s tom pin g boots a n d s tom p r igh t ba ck…a n d n ot even GOD wou ld expect a n y d ifferen t .  So Peter , 
h ea r in g J es u s ’ ca ll to p ra ct ice forgiven es s , n ot on ly DOUBLES th e ra bb is ’ requ irem en t , h e a dds a n 
EXTRA t im e for good m ea s u re.  “S o Lord , if m y broth er k eeps ON s inn ing again s t m e, how often 
s hou ld I forgive h im ?  As m an y as S EVEN tim es ?” Peter asked.  

“No, not S EVEN tim es ,” ca m e J es u s ’ rep ly, “bu t s even ty TIMES s even tim es .”   Wh ich , for a ll 
you m a th wh izzes ou t th ere DOESN’T m ea n 490 t im es …bu t a n UNLIMITED n u m ber of t im es – 7 
bein g th e per fect n u m ber in Bib lica l n u m erology a n d 70 TIMES 7 m ea n in g a n INFINITE, 
UNLIMITED number of times.  In other words, Jesus says, “Forgiveness HAS NO LIMITS.”  

Bu t , a ga in , let ’s be h on es t a bou t it .  Forgiven es s is TOUGH BUSINESS!  Th ere’s n o dou b t 
about it.  We know all too often those times in our own lives when good Christian folks like us have  
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h a d a h a rd t im e forgivin g s om eon e wh o h a s “don e ‘em wron g.”  Wh en WE’VE been h u r t…wh en 
s om eon e we LOVE h a s been h u r t…wh en s om eon e NEAR AND DEAR to u s h a s been kn ocked down 
a n d k icked a rou n d…WHATEVER th e circu m s ta n ces …forgiven es s s im p ly is n ’t EASY to give.  
In s tea d , REVENGE rea rs it s u gly h ea d a n d wa n ts to s t r ike ba ck .  An d if bet ter ju dgm en t a ctu a lly 
KEEPS reven ge from s t r ik in g ba ck , th en it ’s a ll pu s h ed wa y down deep in s ide wh ere th a t gru dge 
p la n ts it s s eed with in ou r h ea r ts a n d with in ou r s ou ls .  An d before you kn ow it , th e 
res en tm en t…th e a n ger…th e h a t red (is th a t too s t ron g a word?) th e feelin gs of “ill will” towa rd th e 
oth er pers on begin to grow…a n d grow…a n d GROW u n t il like ku dzu vin es in th e s ou th , before you 
kn ow it , it ’s ta ken OVER ou r lives a n d ch oked th e very goodn es s a n d love of life ou t of u s a n d a ll 
th a t ’s left IS th e a n ger…a n d th e RESENTMENT…a n d th e ILL WILL…a n d th e HATRED we feel for 
that other person.    

But, Jesus said, it simply can’t BE that way…NOT, that is, if our lives are going to be lived as 
God INTENDS for them to be lived.  

You’ve heard it s a id : “An ey e for an ey e and a tooth for a tooth .”  But I s ay to y ou:  
LOVE your enemies!  BLESS those who curse you!  PRAY for those who mistreat you!  
DO GOOD to thos e w h o h a te y ou! If s om eone s trik es y ou on one cheek , tu rn to h im  

the other one als o. And if s om eone tak es y our coat, le t h im h ave y our s h irt as w ell.  
Do un to oth ers as y ou w ou ld h ave them d o un to y ou .  LOVE y our enem ies and d o  
GOOD to th em .  Be MERCIFUL, ju s t as y our heaven ly fa th er is m ercifu l un to y ou .  (Luke 6:27-32; 35-36)  

“Forgive us our debts, as WE forgive our debtors.”   

Now, let ’s be very clea r a bou t s om eth in g h ere.  J es u s is NOT ca llin g for a “doorm a t” k in d of 
th eology h ere.  He NEVER s a ys to in ten t ion a lly let peop le wa lk a ll over you a n d wipe th eir feet on 
you .  Bu t h e wa s a ls o rea lis t ic en ou gh to kn ow th a t th a t wou ld s om et im es h a ppen , p recis ely 
beca u s e peop le don ’t a lwa ys live th e wa y th ey’re s u ppos ed to.  Som et im es peop le ARE m ea n a n d 
cru el a n d do h u r t fu l th in gs a n d s a y th in gs a bou t u s th a t s im ply a ren ’t t ru e.  So wh en it DOES 
h a ppen , J es u s tells u s , we a re to FORGIVE th os e peop le…NOT beca u s e it is th e EASY th in g to do -- 
it ’s m u ch ea s ier to h it th em ba ck , r igh t s qu a re between th e eyes – bu t to FORGIVE th em precis ely 
because it is the harder, yet RIGHT thing to do…to FORGIVE…as WE have BEEN forgiven – not just 
s even t im es …bu t SEVENTY TIMES SEVEN TIMES, if n eces s a ry.  In oth er words , over a n d over a n d 
over and over and over and over and over and over and over again.  WHY?  Because that’s EXACTLY 
what God has done with us…time and time and time and time and time and time and time and time 
and time again.  

No, we don ’t forgive in order to GET forgiven , J es u s s a id…bu t beca u s e we recogn ize h ow 
m u ch we OURSELVES h a ve BEEN forgiven .  Wh ich is wh y h e told a pa ra b le…a pa ra b le a bou t a 
king and his servants and their debts…their FAILURE to pay that which was DUE.    

Th e fir s t s erva n t h a d a TREMENDOUS deb t wh ich h e owed to th e k in g…th e equ iva len t toda y 
of m illion s u pon m illion s of dolla rs .  In oth er words , it wa s a s u m of m on ey J es u s delibera tely 
exa ggera ted s o th a t h is lis ten ers cou ld ea s ily s ee th a t it wa s a n a m ou n t th e s erva n t cou ld NEVER 
repay.  Never…EVER.  It was simply TOO GREAT a debt.  And yet, in unbelievable grace and mercy, 
tota lly with ou t m er it or ca u s e on th e pa r t of th e s erva n t , th e k in g FORGAVE th a t t rem en dou s 
debt…EVEN one as great as the first servant owed.  

Now, idea lly, th a t fir s t s erva n t wou ld h a ve REALIZED h ow m u ch h e h a d been forgiven …wh a t 
a m a zin g gra ce h e h a d received…a n d in joyou s , gra tefu l res pon s e, wou ld h a ve been EQUALLY 
FORGIVING with h is fellow s erva n t .  In fa ct , h e wou ldn ’t even NEED to be equ a lly forgivin g.  He 
wou ld on ly n eed to be HALF a s forgivin g…a QUARTER a s forgivin g…a TENTH a s forgivin g…a 
HUNDRETH a s forgivin g…wh a t th e h eck , a MILLIONTH a s forgivin g.  Beca u s e th e deb t th e s econ d 
s erva n t owed th e fir s t s erva n t wa s a m ere PITTANCE com pa red to wh a t th e fir s t s erva n t owed th e 
k in g…s om eth in g like $20 com pa red to $20 MILLION.  An d yet , th ou gh h e h a d been forgiven SO 
MUCH, he still couldn’t find it in his heart to BE FORGIVING. 

S o the k ing w as very an gry and s en t th a t w ick ed s ervan t to jail   
to be punished until he could pay back the WHOLE DEBT. 

Wh ich , of cou rs e, wou ld h a ve been NEVER beca u s e th e u n forgivin g fir s t s erva n t wou ld NEVER be 
able to repay such a debt.  
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“This,” s a id J es u s , “is how m y Father in heaven w ill trea t every one of y ou un les s y ou forgive 

others from y our heart.”  FROM YOUR HEART…J es u s s a id .  From you r h ea r t of GRATITUDE…from 
you r h ea r t wh ich gra tefu lly RESPONDS to th e forgiven es s YOU h a ve received s u ch th a t oth ers a re, 
in turn, receive YOUR forgiveness.  

You s ee, good fr ien ds , to forgive from th e h ea r t , you h a ve to h a ve s u fficien t REASON.  An d 
that reason is our DEBT…the debt WE owe and can NEVER repay, but for which we have ALREADY 
been forgiven.   

Ta ke a m om en t r igh t n ow a n d th in k ba ck over you r life…or even ju s t th is pa s t WEEK of you r 
life.  Th in k a bou t th os e t im es you h a ven ’t been th e pers on God wou ld h a ve you be…th e pers on 
J es u s ca lls you to be.  Th in k a bou t th os e t im es wh en you h a ve h a rbored ill will towa rd a 
n eigh bor…a fr ien d…a s pou s e…a broth er…a s is ter…a s t ra n ger…a n en em y.  Th in k a bou t th os e 
t im es wh en you ’ve h eld a n ger a n d res en tm en t in you r h ea r t a n d WANTED to ta ke reven ge…get 
even…pay somebody back, even though you didn’t DO it.  Think about those things you’ve done…or 
th ou gh t…or s a id th a t you rea lly wou ldn ’t wa n t a n yon e els e to kn ow a bou t beca u s e it wou ld 
em ba rra s s you TERRIBLY if oth ers kn ew wh a t k in d of pers on you REALLY a re wh en you r gu a rd is 
down a n d you r pu b lic fa ce com es off.  Con s ider th e t im es you h a ve fa iled to tu rn th e oth er ch eek or 
go the extra mile…those times you have cursed those who have cursed you and wanted to get EVEN 
with th a t pers on wh o m is t rea ted you .  THINK a bou t th os e t im es .  An d th en m u lt ip ly th is week’s 
fa ilu res by 52 weeks of th e yea r a n d th a t a ga in by th e n u m ber of yea rs in you r life.  An d th en , 
m a ybe, you ca n begin to ca tch a glim ps e of wh a t J es u s m ea n t by givin g th a t fir s t s erva n t s u ch a 
t rem en dou s , en orm ou s , u n m a n a gea b le deb t wh ich h e cou ld NEVER repa y.  Bu t th e t ru th of th e 
matter, of course, is that HIS is the debt of us ALL!  

An d if we h a ve eyes to s ee a n d ea rs to h ea r , we ca n begin to u n ders ta n d h ow it is th a t you 
a n d I CAN forgive th e deb ts of th os e wh o t res pa s s a ga in s t u s …wh o bu ild u p deb ts with u s th a t 
THEY ca n n ever repa y.  We CAN forgive…we MUST forgive…precis ely beca u s e WE h a ve been 
forgiven so much…so VERY MUCH.  

In th e fin a l a n a lys is , you a n d I forgive beca u s e a s lon g a s we REFUSE to forgive, we get n o 
m ercy ou rs elves …NOT beca u s e God does n ’t WANT to forgive.  God DOES forgive a n d God HAS 
forgiven .  Th a t’s wh a t J es u s Ch r is t is a ll a bou t .  Bu t if we a re to ta ke J es u s a t h is word…a n d I 
th in k we ca n … a n d MUST…God’s m ercy is , in effect , NEGATED in ou r lives …don e AWAY 
with…made NULL AND VOID when WE refuse to forgive others.  In a very real sense, we can, and in 
fa ct DO, ru in God’s forgiven es s by ou r u n forgivin g s p ir it s …by fa ilin g to joyou s ly a n d gra tefu lly 
receive what God has given US and then eagerly pass it on to others.  

Then the k ing called h im in and s a id to h im , “You w ick ed s ervan t!  I forgave y ou the  
w h ole d eb t y ou ow ed m e, ju s t becau s e y ou as k ed m e to.  Bu t y ou cou ld n’t forgive  
the measly debt your fellow servant owed you?  You should have had mercy on him  
ju s t as I h ad m ercy on y ou!” The k ing w as very angry and s en t the s ervan t to  
ja il to be pun is hed un til he cou ld pay back the en tire d eb t he ow ed .   

Wh en a ll is s a id a n d don e th en , th e bot tom lin e is th is :  We forgive beca u s e we h a ve BEEN 
forgiven .  It ’s ju s t th a t s im ple.  Not in order to GET forgiven …NOT beca u s e it s pa r t of s om e 
BARGAIN God m a kes with u s – “I’ll forgive y ou if y ou forgive others .”  No, it ’s NEVER like th a t .  
In s tea d , we forgive beca u s e we h a ve BEEN forgiven .  In J es u s , th e Ch r is t…th e on ly on e wh o h a s 
ever lived wh o d idn ’t NEED to be forgiven …th e on e wh o wa s r id icu led a n d s corn ed…wh o wa s 
wh ipped a n d bea ten …wh o wa s fin a lly h u n g u p on a cros s like s om e k in d of h u n k of m ea t u n t il th e 
life b lood a ll d ra in ed ou t of h im , a n d wh o, in th e p roces s of it a ll, s a id , “Father, FORGIVE them , for 
they d on’t k now w h at they are d oing”…in J es u s Ch r is t , we HAVE been , WILL be, a n d even n ow, 
ARE being forgiven…in HIS name, we are called to forgive others…to forgive our debtors.    

“How OFTEN?  How MANY TIMES ? As m any as S EVEN tim es ?”  th e gen erou s , t ryin g to do 
th e r igh t th in g, Peter in u s wa n ts to kn ow.  Bu t J es u s res pon ds to ou r typ ica lly h u m a n requ es t for 
legalisms with an answer which speaks only of grace:  “As m an y tim es as it tak es …” 
For th a t is p recis ely wh a t God h a s don e with u s …a n d ca lls US to do with oth ers .  We forgive 
because we have BEEN forgiven.    

May God make it so!   May God make it so, on earth…in us…even as it is in heaven.   
Amen.  So be it.  Amen!  
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