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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In the Lord’s Prayer we pray each Sunday, we say, “Forgive us our 

trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  Some say the same 

thing in a slightly different way.  “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our 

debtors.”  In our lesson today, Jesus says, “forgive us our sins, for we also 

forgive everyone who sins against us.”  But whichever one is used, I 

sometimes wonder whether we really understand what it is we are asking.  

Let me use this as an example.  The nations of Africa are in a terrible fiscal 

mess.  Over the past forty years they have borrowed heavily from western 

countries through institutions like the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund.  Because the governments that borrowed the money were 

corrupt, most of it was stolen.  It went to fund palaces in Monte Carlo and 

fleets of Mercedes-Benzes rather than to help the people.  To make a long 

story short, the dictators got the money, the citizens got the bill.  The same 

thing has happened in Iraq.  That nation, under Saddam Hussein, borrowed 

billions of dollars against its oil revenues so the dictator could have a series 

of opulent palaces.  These countries have been left in a position where their 

interest payments alone take up the greatest portion of their Gross National 

Product. 



 In response to this, there has been a growing movement among 

churches calling for a cancellation of this tremendous debt.  They are calling 

for it on basis of the Biblical “Year of Jubilee.”  Provision for a Jubilee is 

found in Leviticus 25.  This is what it says: 

 Count off seven Sabbaths of years--seven times seven years--so 
that the seven Sabbaths of years amount to a period of forty-nine 
years.  Then have the trumpet sounded everywhere on the tenth day of 
the seventh month; on the Day of Atonement sound the trumpet 
throughout your land.  Consecrate the fiftieth year and proclaim 
liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants.  It shall be a jubilee 
for you; each one of you is to return to his family property and each to 
his own clan.   

The idea behind it was this.  It was God who had given the tribes and clans 

of Israel their particular portion of the Promised Land.  Because it was a gift 

from God, it could not properly be sold; it could only be leased.  If I were an 

Israelite and I needed the money, I could lease my property; but in the year 

of Jubilee it would come back to my family--to me or to my heirs.  Every 

fifty years, the slate was to be wiped clean and everybody started back at 

square one.  The amount I could get for the land lease, then, depended upon 

how many years were left until the Jubilee.  Were there forty-seven years left 

or just two years left?  The longer the time period, the more you could get 

for the property.  The same system, by the way, was supposed to be used in 

the matter of slavery.  A person could not sell himself into perpetual slavery; 

every fifty years the slaves were to be set free.  Slave prices were to vary 



with the time of service that remained.  There is, I understand, a system 

something like this in England, at least in the matter of property.  Over there 

many houses are “sold” with ninety-nine year leases; after ninety-nine years 

they revert back to the owner.  And so, for example, if there were eighty 

years left on the lease you would pay much more for the house than if there 

were just six years left.  In any event, some have latched onto the idea of 

jubilee as a way of wiping the slate clean and canceling third world debt.   

 Now here is the problem I have with that.  It is impossible to cancel 

debt.  It cannot be done.  You can no more cancel a debt than I can fly.  

Debts always have to be paid for by someone.  If you declare bankruptcy, for 

example, your debt doesn’t go away; it is simply paid for by somebody else.  

If you borrowed money from a family member, the family member pays.  If 

you borrowed from the Credit Card Company, the customers pay in higher 

interest charges.  If you borrowed from a bank, the customers pay in lower 

interest earned or the stockholders pay with depleted share values, or the 

employees pay by not getting a raise in salary.  If you are a government and 

you borrow and decide simply to print more money to cover the costs, 

everybody pays because the entire currency becomes devalued through 

inflation.  That’s what’s happened to us and that’s why you can’t get a cup of 

coffee for a dime anymore.   



 There is no such thing as debt cancellation.  There is no magic wand 

and no free lunch.  When people speak of canceling third world debt what 

they are really calling for is debt forgiveness.  They are asking taxpayers in 

Canada, Europe and the United States to make the payments for their 

African or Iraqi brethren.  They are asking pension plans that own stock in 

banks that have lent money to take a financial hit.  They are asking you to 

accept a lower interest income from your investments.  They are not asking 

for debt cancellation; they are asking for you to pay.   

 Now I think that forgiveness of third world debt is something we must 

consider.  It is, I believe, a loving and charitable thing to do.  I have no idea 

about the details, or how much should be forgiven or how it might work, but 

it is clear we have entire nations that are economic basket cases.  They have 

been looted and we as Christians must do what we can to alleviate their 

suffering and get them back up on their feet.  But we need to be clear; it’s 

going to cost us.  No simple declaration will make the debt disappear. 

 It’s important that we take the costs into account, and here’s why: It’s 

not so that we can say, “Look what a grand thing I have done.  I have been 

charitable.”  It’s certainly not so that we might look down on those who have 



placed themselves in a position where they cannot pay and puff ourselves 

up.  No, none of that.  Beloved, we need to take the costs into account to 

remind us of the cost Jesus bore in the forgiveness of our sins.   

 Look at it this way: God requires something from every human being 

he has created.  Jesus explained what God is owed in his summary of the 

Law: 

 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest 
commandment.  And the second is like it: Love your neighbour as 
yourself.  All the Law and prophets hang on these two 
commandments.  

How closely must this law be followed?  These are the words of Jesus: “Be 

perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  How have we made 

out?  The Holy Spirit gives us his testimony through the Apostle Paul: 

 There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who 
understands, no one who seeks God.  All have turned away, they have 
together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even 
one. 

We owe God a debt we cannot pay.   

 Imagine you owed someone $100 a day for every day of your life.  

Then imagine your maximum earning capacity was $100 a day.  If you fell 

behind in your payments, you would never be able to catch up because you 



cannot make anything extra.  Well, we owe God 100% obedience all the 

time.  We cannot make up with our obedience today what we lost through 

our disobedience yesterday, because we already owe 100% of today’s 

obedience.  And in any event, day-by-day we add to our debt because day by 

day we continue to sin.  We never love God with everything we have; we 

never love our neighbour as ourselves.  When we sing, “O to grace how 

great a debtor/Daily I’m constrained to be,” we are admitting that day-by-

day we fall further and further behind in our payments to God.   

 All of this is to say that when we pray, “Forgive us our trespasses...” 

or, as in our lesson today, “forgive us our sins,” we are not saying, “God, 

cancel our debt.”  We are saying, “God, please make someone else pay.”  We 

are saying, “We know the wages of sin; you have told us it is death.  Not 

merely physical death, but spiritual death as well.  The wages of sin is to 

spend eternity in the presence of your full, burning and unadulterated fury.  

We know your justice and holiness are utterly inflexible and demand 

payment to the full.  You cannot simply ignore our trespasses, ‘for your eyes 

are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong.’  And we know you 

will not change your mind in this matter, for ‘[you are] not a man, that [you] 

should change [your] mind,’ and you are ‘the same yesterday, today and 

forever.’  If somebody else does not pay for our sins, we will perish.”  So 



when we pray the Lord’s Prayer, saying, “Forgive us our trespasses as we 

forgive those who trespass against us” we mean, “Lord, for the sake of 

Christ’s blood, be pleased not to charge to us, miserable sinners, our many 

transgressions, nor the evil which still clings to us.  Please let Jesus pay for 

me.”  

 I think it is good that we come to this petition of the Lord’s Prayer as 

we prepare our hearts to come to the Lord’s Supper this evening.  We all 

need to spend time thinking about the cost of forgiveness and what it was 

that Jesus endured that this prayer might be answered.  I ran into this in a 

book by Arthur Pink called The Seven Saying of the Saviour on the Cross.  

It’s an extensive quote but a revealing one.  In it he talks about Jesus’ cry, 

“My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?”  Listen to what he says: 

 “These are words of appalling woe.  The very word “forsaken” 
is one of the most tragic in all human speech.... What calamities are 
conjured up by this word--a man forsaken of his friends, a wife 
forsaken by her husband, a child forsaken by its parents!  But a 
creature forsaken by its Creator, a man forsaken of God--O this is the 
most frightful of all.  This is the evil of all evils.  This is the 
climacteric calamity.  True, fallen man, in his unrenewed condition, 
does not deem it so.  But he, who in some measure at least, has 
learned that God is the Sum of all perfection, the Fount and Goal of 
all excellency, he whose cry is, “As the hart panteth after the water 
brooks, so panteth my soul after Thee, O God!” is ready to endorse 
what has just been said.  The cry of saints in all ages has been, 
“Forsake us not, O God.”  For the Lord to hide his face from us but 
for a moment is unbearable.  If this is true of renewed sinners, how 
infinitely more so of the beloved Son of the Father. 



 “He who hung there on the accursed tree had been from all 
eternity the object of the Father’s love.  To employ the language of 
Proverbs 8, the suffering Saviour was the one who “was by him, as 
one brought up with him,” he was “daily his delight.”  His own joy 
had been to behold the Father’s countenance.  The Father’s presence 
had been his home, the Father’s bosom his dwelling place, the 
Father’s glory he had shared before ever the world was.  During the 
thirty and three years the Son had been on earth he enjoyed unbroken 
communion with the Father.  Never a thought that was out of the 
Father’s mind, never a volition but what originated in the Father’s 
will, never a moment spent out of his conscious presence.  What then 
must it have meant to be “forsaken” now by God!  Ah, the hiding of 
God’s face from him was the most bitter ingredient of that cup which 
the Father had given the Redeemer to drink. 
 “My “God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?”  These are 
words of unequaled pathos.  They mark the climax of his suffering.  
The soldiers had cruelly mocked him: they had arrayed him with the 
crown of thorns, they had scourged and buffeted him, they even went 
so far as to spit upon him and pluck off his hair.  They despoiled him 
of his garments and put him to an open shame.  Yet he suffered it all in 
silence.  They pierced his hands and his feet, yet did he endure the 
cross, despising the shame.  The vulgar crowd taunted him, and the 
thieves which were crucified with him flung the same taunts into his 
face; yet he opened not his mouth.  In response to all that he suffered 
at the hands of men, not a cry escaped his lips.  But now, as the 
concentrated wrath of heaven descends upon him, he cries, “My God, 
My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?”  Surely this is a cry that ought 
to melt the hardest heart.” 

 Let me close with a couple of observations.  First, when you really 

think about it, to come before the Father as lost and miserable sinners and to 

say, “Forgive us our trespasses” is a remarkably bold thing to pray.  We are 

asking for our sins to be charged to Jesus’ account and for Jesus’ 



righteousness to be transferred into our own.  But while it is bold, it is not 

presumptuous.  You know the story of the Pharisee and the tax collector who 

went up to the temple to pray.  The Pharisee’s prayer was eloquent.  The tax 

collector’s prayer was a desperate plea: “God, have mercy on me a sinner.”  

Literally translated, the tax collector says to God, “Mercy-seat me.”  The 

mercy seat was the golden lid on the Ark of the Covenant.  Once a year, on 

the Day of Atonement, the high priest would enter the Holy of Holies and 

sprinkle the blood of a lamb on the mercy seat.  It was symbolic of the truth 

that the sacrifice of Jesus alone can bring forgiveness.  I am a tax collector.  

A sinner.  But let Jesus pay for my sins.  That is what the tax collector asked 

for.  That was what he received.   

And how willingly the Father grants forgiveness.  The road that leads 

to forgiveness begins even before we ask, as the Holy Spirit comes to our 

hearts unbidden to bring us spiritual life.  That is grace.  It is grace full and 

free to us; it is grace infinitely costly to God.   

Beloved, never forget: The only way we can come to God with this 

prayer in our hearts is by the blood of Christ.  Seek forgiveness on any other 

basis--your own work--any other gods--any other religion--and the door will 

be shut against you and you will pay and pay and pay and your sorrow and 

misery will never end.  Never. 



 But, if you come “by the blood”—if you come trusting in Jesus Christ 

alone—God will answer your prayer completely, for Jesus saves to the 

uttermost.  I mention this because there are many Christians with troubled 

hearts.  They know that all the sins they have committed before coming to 

Christ have been forgiven, but they are not sure about those sins which they 

commit after they have been born again.  They are fearful, for they think 

they can sin away their forgiveness and salvation.  If you are troubled over 

this, I want you to think about things in this way.  Scripture teaches us that 

when the unbeliever is converted, he is brought from the place where there is 

no forgiveness to the place where there is forgiveness.  He is brought from 

the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light, from the kingdom of the 

world into the Kingdom of God.  The chain that bound him to Satan is 

broken; now he is connected to Christ in bonds of love that will ever remain 

secure.  If you are in Christ, then, if you are in his kingdom, you are 

forgiven.  Past, present and future.  All of you who have a true and living 

faith.   

 And third, a sign of your citizenship in the kingdom of light will be 

your sanctification.  You will no longer be able to rest happily in your sins as 

you did before.  You will strive so to live that God will be given honour and 



praise and cheerful obedience.  You will also find in your heart a “sincere 

intention heartily to forgive [your] neighbour.”  What you have graciously 

received you will long to impart.  If grace has touched you, you know that it 

can never run out.  It’s a fountain.  And despite the millions who have been 

plunged beneath it’s flood, it remains just as full now as it ever was.  If such 

a flood of forgiveness has been given you, how can you not pour it out upon 

others?  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


