
Page 1 of 9 

 

Prayer: The Sin Problem 

 

Lecture 8  

 

 

The Lord’s Prayer  

 

“forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.…” (Matt 6:12) 

 

 

Introduction  

 

1. I heard a preacher telling us how he responds when one of his children has 

done something wrong to him as the parent. The child comes and says, 

“sorry”. He then replies, “Don’t tell me you are sorry; that only says how you 

feel about the wrong you have done. I don’t want to know about your feelings. 

I want you to ask me to forgive you. That then tells me that you are conscious 

of how I feel about your wrongdoing”. 

 

2. Sin is an offence against God. Saying “sorry” merely expresses your own 

personal emotional feeling. What you need is the forgiveness of God, and He 

wants to hear you ask, “Will you forgive me?” God wants to know that you are 

aware of how much you have hurt and offended Him – not your own state of 

being upset over your sin. Can you see the difference? It is what sin does to 

God that matters most; not what you feel about your sin. 

 

3. Sin! In some Christian circles it is almost politically incorrect to talk about sin. 

The thought is that we must be positive and not negative. People say they 

need to feel good about themselves; they do not want to have a poor self-

image. It is said that the word “sin” is beginning to disappear from our 

vocabulary. 

 

4. But if we pull “sin” out of our preaching, thinking and reading we have lost the 

most important three letter word in the Bible. J. I. Packer once wrote, “If you 

have not learned about sin, you cannot understand yourself or your fellow 

men, or the world in which you live or the Christian faith. And you will not be 
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able to make head or tail of the Bible. For the Bible is an exposition of God’s 

answer to the problem of human sin, and unless you have that problem 

clearly before you, you will keep missing the point of it”.  

 

5. This petition brings into sharp focus the seriousness of sin. It shows that we 

cannot be glib or superficial about it. We must not eliminate it from our 

Christian vocabulary, and most importantly, it must be central to all of our 

preaching and ministry. Without recognition of this vast subject we will fail to 

explain the Gospel.  

 

6. In this light of this subject it is comforting to read this, “…with you there is 

forgiveness…” (Psalm 13:4). Indeed, the same writer also said this, “If you, O 

LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?” (vs 3). If God chose 

to mark sin, take a note of it and refuse to forgive, there would be no hope for 

any one of us because “we have all sinned and fallen short of His glory” (Rom 

21). But, thank God, there is forgiveness. 

 

1. What is the meaning and cost “forgiveness”? “Forgive us our trespasses” 

 

1:1 Do you know the root meaning of the Greek word “forgive”? It means, “to 

send away, to bid to go away; make depart, send away, dismiss, let it go,  

dissolve”. All these words together show us what God does with sin when it is 

confessed. Indeed, the word also has reference to the clearing of a debt that 

is owed. In Matthew 6:12 we have “forgive us our trespasses”, but the Greek 

has “debts” as does the modern translations. We are indebted to God 

because of our sins, but forgiveness means that those debts are cleared; the 

account is cleared.  

 

1:2 The Old Testament is full of illustrations of what it means for God to forgive 

sin. For example, Isaiah 44:22 “I have blotted out your transgressions like a 

cloud and your sins like mist…”. Then come to Isaiah 1:18 "Come now, let us 

reason together, says the LORD: though your sins are like scarlet, they shall 

be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like 

wool”. Then turn to Micah 7:18, “He will again have compassion on us; he will 

tread our iniquities underfoot. You will cast all our sins into the depths of the 

sea”. Then again from the OT, “…as far as the east is from the west, so far 

does he remove our transgressions from us” (Psalm 103). Finally, one of the 
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NT truths, ”If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins 

and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). 

  

1:3 What are all these statements telling us? God forgives thoroughly and 

completely! Forgiveness is not superficial; vague or shallow. It is 

comprehensive, complete and all encompassing. There is nothing half-

hearted about God’s way of forgiveness. Words like, “blotted out…..white as 

snow….underfoot…depths of the sea…east is from the west…”, all show us 

that there is quality, meaning and reality in divine forgiveness. Once God has 

forgiven the sin, or sins, are vanquished, removed and erased for ever. For 

God to forgive is for God to forget. Listen to God speaking through Jeremiah 

to Israel, “For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no 

more." (Jer 31:34). This is the outstanding truth of divine forgiveness.  

 

1:4 Key to NT presentation of the Gospel is the subject of the forgiveness of sins. 

In particular it is very prominent in the writings of Luke (Gospel + Acts). For 

example, at the very beginning Luke gives this message from the lips of 

Zechariah, father of John the Baptist, as he prophecies about this salvation, 

“to give knowledge of salvation to his people in the forgiveness of their sins” 

(Luke 1:77). Then, on the cross we read those memorable words, “Father 

forgive them for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). Just 

prior to His ascension Jesus told the disciples what they must do in their 

ministry, “repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his 

name to all nations” (Luke 24:47). Peter preaches this same message, “God 

exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior, to give repentance to 

Israel and forgiveness of sins” (Acts 5:31). And then the apostolic message is 

summarized in this fashion, “To him all the prophets bear witness that 

everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name." 

(Acts 10:43).  

 

1:5 It is probably correct, therefore, to say that the central emphasis in the NT is 

on the wonder of forgiveness.  

 

1:6 But do we realize the cost of forgiveness? The question which arises, of 

course, is this. If God tells us to forgive one another freely, why cannot He do 

the same? Why does He have to require a blood sacrifice? Why cannot God 

do what He preaches? In the 11th century Archbishop Anselm answered this 
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question in his book “Why did God become man?” He said that you have to 

look at two things. First, the majesty and holiness of God. God is different 

from us. Secondly, you have to realize the seriousness of sin in relation to 

God. We are sinners, so when people sin against us it is not so serious. We 

are merely human. But when we talk of God we are in a different class. Sin to 

God is much more serious. Being holy and just God cannot simply say “I 

forgive you”. He has to do something about His holiness which cries out for 

justice to be done. When we sin we do not merely break a law. We do much 

more than this, we offend a Person. Imagine someone parking their car where 

it is not lawful resulting in the breaking of a law. But imagine that this person 

has also parked the car on the policeman’s foot! Such a person has not only 

broken a law, they have also offended an important person. Sin is not merely 

a lapse from conventional standards; rather it is open hostility to God. Notice 

how often the word “enemies” occurs in Romans – “For if while we were 

enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son” (5:10); “For the 

mind that is set on the flesh is hostile (Gk “enmity”) to God” (8:7) “As regards 

the gospel, they are enemies for your sake” (11:28). Sin is rebellion against 

God. It is saying, “We will not have this God to reign over us”.  

 

 1:7 We should look at it this way. When the Fall occurred through Adam’s sin, 

God was left with a major problem. The problem for God was this. How could 

God remain holy and just whilst at the same time forgive the sinner? If God 

chose to judge the sin in mankind – and thereby uphold His justice -  

everyone would be automatically condemned to hell. There would be no 

hope. If on the other hand God merely said that He would forgive us – thereby 

demonstrating His love - His holiness and justice would be seriously 

damaged. God could not remain holy and still forgive the sinner.  

 

1:8 The answer to this problem was found in the cross of Jesus Christ. This was 

God’s way of dealing with His own problem of how to remain just and holy 

whilst at the same time justifying and forgiving the sinner. When Paul wrote to 

the Romans he said this when speaking of the death of Christ, “It was to show 

his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier 

of the one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom 3:26). The cross was a 

demonstrating of the justice and love of God. He found away to deal with His 

own problem so that He could forgive the sinner.  
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1:9 Let us realize that forgiveness does not come cheap. It might be free for us, 

but it cost the Son of God the agony of the cross. For us to have forgiveness 

it meant that the Son of God had to carry in Himself the full weight of the 

wrath of God against sin and bear the punishment that a holy God has to 

inflict on a sinner. He became sin for us. Indeed, Paul uses a phrase in 

Galatians that is quite horrifying and could not be believed it was not writing in 

scripture. Having told us that everyone who does not obey the Law in every 

respect is under the divine curse, Paul then goes on to say that on the cross 

“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us-- 

for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree" (Gal 3:13). The 

word “curse” means the calling down of the full weight of the judgement of 

God. It is the same word used in Gal 1:8-9 where Paul calls down the same 

curse of anyone – or angel – that should preach another Gospel.  

 

1:10 But, what does this petition mean in practice if we are already forgiven in 

Christ at our conversion? When I was a child it was customary for our family 

to have a bath only once a week. It was felt that daily brief washing of hands 

and face was sufficient for the rest of the week. So, in salvation we have been 

forgiven for our sin and sins in conversion which is our spiritual bath, but as 

we continue through the Christian life we become temporarily soiled through 

sin and require daily washing – hence the need for frequent forgiveness.  

 

1:11 This can be illustrated by the example set by Jesus which is recorded in John 

13. Jesus took on Himself the position of a slave and began to wash the 

disciples’ feet. When He came to Peter he was met by a refusal as Peter said 

he was not worthy for Jesus to wash his feet. Then Jesus made this remark, 

"The one who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet, but is 

completely clean” (John 13:10). In the blood of Christ we have been 

completely bathed, washed and cleansed from all our legal guilt and sin. Yet, 

we do sin still and so need to have daily cleansing. When we sin we do not 

lose our salvation, rather it damages our relationship with God. It is what John 

meant when he said, “If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth” (1 John 1:6). Our fellowship 

with God is disturbed. We may think we are enjoying fellowship with God, but 

in reality it is not true. This is what sin does to the Christian. 
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1:12 But here we must be very careful. We are apt to think that the forgiveness of 

daily sins is not all that important. We can slip into a mode of thinking which 

suggests that as we are already completely “bathed” and cleansed of guilt, 

daily sins are trivial affairs. For example, we can easily get away without our 

daily washing being very thorough – no one would probably notice. Sin must 

always be something very serious to us and needs addressing regularly. I 

wonder how many times we fail to seek for forgiveness thinking that as 

children of God we are accepted anyway so it does not really matter whether 

we sin or not.  

 

1:13 Let us beware! God takes sin in Christians just as seriously as He does in 

non-Christians. Sin is still sin to a holy God. Let us be careful that our sinful 

behaviour does not evoke the chastisement of God as explained in Hebrews 

12:5-11. Even if we do not take sin seriously, we can be sure that God will. 

We may have to suffer the consequences of our negligence of sin. Let us not 

slip into the way the world has dealt with this sin issue. The world has sought 

to resolve itself of personal responsibility in several ways. What used to be 

thought of as personal responsible sin has now become criminalized so has 

passed on to the state and the judicial system. Or sin has become 

medicalised and instead of needing punishment it has to receive treatment. 

Then there is a third way of approaching it and that is to speak of collective 

responsibility. This means that our individual responsibility for personal sins is 

dismissed and transferred onto the whole of society as being responsible.  

 

1:14 When writing his first letter, John made this comment; “….I am writing these 

things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an 

advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous.  He is the propitiation for 

our sins….” (1 John 2:1-2). What does this mean? It is not intended that 

under grace we should sin with impunity. We do sin irrespective of our 

attempts not to sin. When we sin have need forgiveness. How is this procured 

for us? It is obtained once again through Christ who is our Mediator, our 

“advocate”, that is the One who is legally appointed to plead our cause before 

the Majesty of God. As He does this Jesus becomes our “propitiation” once 

again. Our sin evokes the wrath of God; Jesus presents the evidence of His 

death and so placates the wrath of God for us. He continues to be our 

propitiation throughout the Christian life.  
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1:15 It is this that tells us how important and serious is sin. We cannot dismiss it as 

irrelevant or unimportant now that we are saved. If we are the children of God 

it will continue to trouble us because God our Father is offended. We do not 

want to offend against a God of love.  

 

 

2. What does this mean? “ as we forgive those who trespass against us” 

 

2:1 The problem here is that it seems as if we are seeking forgiveness of our sins 

because we are forgiving other people for the sins they have committed 

against us. It almost seems like forgiveness on the basis of good works. In 

fact it seems to go against the whole doctrine of salvation through faith 

without works. It looks like a kind of merit-theology, but God’s forgiveness is 

not a quid pro quo. How do we understand this petition? 

 

2:2 Let us look at what this petition is not saying. It is not saying “Forgive us on 

the grounds of the fact that we have forgiven others”. Rather, it says, “Forgive 

us as we also are forgiving others”. We are asking God to forgive us in the 

same way that we are forgiving others. 

 

2:3 What does this really mean? Think of it like this. When we seek forgiveness 

we need to be in a true state of repentance. There is a false form or  

repentance that comes across like a child, when told by a parent to say 

“sorry”, just mumbles the word and the parent knows that  the child is not 

really sorry, but merely repeating what he has been told to say. Now that is 

not true repentance before God. It is possible for us to just mumble the words, 

as it were, when we do not really feel the weight and horror of our sins. We 

may just repeat this petition mechanically. Or we may recite our sins but feel 

no sense of guilt or wrong doing. Our seeking forgiveness does not come 

from the heart – it is in word only.  

 

2:4 What the Bible requires from us is true conviction; a sense of the gravity of 

our sin; an acknowledgement that our sins have caused grief and offence to a 

holy and just and loving God. We should feel our sins. John puts it like this, “if 

we confess our sins…..” (1 John 1:9). Confession is that act of agreeing with 

God that sins are deserving of His anger, wrath and chastisement; an 

acceptance of the gravity and seriousness of our sins as the Bible portrays it. 
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2:5 It is impossible, therefore, to come before God in a state of confession, 

conviction and humble repentance whilst at the same time holding a grudge 

against another person and refusing to forgive them. The two do not go 

together. If we know that in our hearts we are refusing to fully and freely 

pardon and forgive another person their offences against us, we are not in a 

state of true repentance. Before we go to the Throne of Grace to seek for 

forgiveness we must search our own hearts to know whether we are 

harbouring acrimony, bitterness, resentment, animosity, antipathy and 

hostility against another person. That has got to be dealt with as a priority 

otherwise you will not be in a state of true repentance and confession.  

 

2:6 Jesus told a parable about a man who owed a king a vast sum of money. He 

was unable to pay so was threatened with imprisonment. In the light of the 

man’s apparent repentance and plea for mercy the king forgave the debt. The 

man then went and found a servant who owed him a very small amount of 

money and, irrespective of the servant’s plea for mercy, threw him into prison. 

When the king heard of this he rescinded the initial clemency and ordered the 

man who owed the large sum of money into prison. Jesus then added these 

words, “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not 

forgive your brother from your heart" (Matt 18:21-34, 35). The emphasis 

Jesus places on the “heart” is important. Mere verbal mumbling of forgiveness 

is insufficient. It has to be from the heart. 

 

2:7 It is said that true forgiveness is demonstrated in the fact that we refuse to 

talk to people about the wrong that others have done to us. If you find yourself 

constantly repeating the story of how a certain person has offended you, then 

it is evident that you have never really forgiven that person from the heart. We 

might also add that full forgiveness of a person is reached when we have 

ceased to recall in our minds the wrong that people have done to us. It is 

difficult to forget, but a frequent and on-going memory recall with bitterness of 

some incident in which we have been hurt by another person shows that 

forgiveness from the heart is still wanting. 
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Conclusion 

 

1. “If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand?  But with 

you there is forgiveness, that you may be feared” (Psalm 130:3-4). It is an 

astonishing fact that God really does forgive sin. The way in which He has 

made it possible for Him to forgive sin is also amazing. God has worked very 

hard to facilitate the forgiveness of sins. The way in which He has 

accomplished this stretches through the whole of the Bible from Genesis to 

Revelation. It is the Project of God.  

 

2 Let us not take this lightly. Every time we seek forgiveness let us be 

astonished that it is available to us. When we have been forgiven let us return 

to our daily lives with a renewed sense desire to live a life that pleases God. 

We are forgiven not so that we might return to our sins. Rather, God forgives 

“that you (He) may be feared”.  

 

 

Richard Lee. July 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 


