FORGIVE US OUR SINS

Text: Matthew 6:12
Readings: Matt 6:9-15; Psalm 51; Psalm 103
Heidelberg Catechism LD 51
Theme: We must ask God to forgive our sins and extend this forgiveness to others.
Purpose: To assure you that God forgives repentant sinners and urge you to forgive others.


In our worship services, when a Christian is admitted as a communicant member of the church by profession of faith or by baptism, the minister will ask; “Do you humble yourself before God and repent of your sins?”
In our post-modern society, and even in the contemporary church, that is hardly a politically correct question! People in our Western culture don’t use the word “sin” or “sinner”, unless they want to joke about it. 
If they do have problems in their lives it is not because they are sinful or evil but because they are depressed, or suffering from low self-esteem, or have been the victim of an abusive relationship.
If they have done something wrong they don't see a need for need forgiveness from God but rather for counseling, therapy or recovery.

With all the emphasis on self-esteem many people would not sing this hymn of Issac Watts (1707):
"Alas! and did my Saviour bleed,
And did my sovereign die?
Would he devote that sacred head
For such a worm as I?"

And a contemporary version of "Amazing Grace" by John Newton has gone for a more politically correct statement about ourselves. Instead of, "that saved a wretch like me", they sing, "that saved and strengthened me". Far more positive! (Reformed Worship, No. 34)

Yet God wants us to face our sin. He wants us to recognise the reality of our human condition. He wants us to acknowledge our transgressions and confess our sins. Jesus taught us to do this in prayer; "Forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors". 

We will consider this subject of forgiveness: its need, its assurance, and its obligation. 

1. THE NEED FOR FORGIVENESS

a. We need forgiveness because we are sinners. The New Testament was written in Greek and it uses a number of Greek words for sin. Three of them are used in the Lord's Prayer.

i. Verse 12 uses the word "debts". A debt, children, is something you owe to another person. Because of our sin we owe a great debt to God. We owe him a life that ought to be holy and righteous and good; but our lives are not like that; we are morally bankrupt, we cannot pay our debts.
We are like a person who cannot keep up the payments on their rent or on their credit card. Every month he falls further and further behind until it become impossible to repay what he owes. Our situation, humanly speaking, is also impossible. We cannot pay our debt to God. 

ii. Verses 14 and 15 use another Greek word for sin. The NIV translates it as sin, the NASB as transgressions, and the KJV as "trespasses". This is how we usually say the Lord's Prayer; "Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us."
To trespass is to make a wrong step, to go where you should not, to leave the right way or stray from the proper path. This is what we do all the time. We transgress against God’s commands.

iii. In Luke's version of the Lord's Prayer he uses another Greek word which is translated as "sin" - forgive us our sins. (11:4) It means to miss the mark, or to fall short of the standard God sets for us. Sin is a failure to hit the dead center of God’s law. We do not live up to the perfection he requires of us.

These three words describe our condition of sin, a condition that makes us guilty. But many people do not feel guilty; some because they do not know God's law; others because they have blunted their conscience with repeated acts of wrongdoing. But whether or not we feel guilty, we are guilty; we stand as sinful people before a holy God.

Robert Louis Stevenson was in the habit of gathering his family around him every day for family devotions. At the end of that time they would pray the Lord's Prayer together. On this occasion they got half way through and Stevenson stopped, stood up, and walked away. His wife went after him, asking him what was wrong, was he feeling ill? He replied, "I am not fit to pray this prayer today." 
Have you felt like that? Have you had that experience? Do you recognise your own sin? Do you realize your need of forgiveness.

b. In this prayer Jesus is teaching us that we must recognise that we are sinful and confess that to God. This is not easy. 

Parents know how difficult it is to extract confessions out of their children. No one knows who lost the hammer or how all those puddles ended up on the bathroom floor! No one comes forward to admit that she knocked the pot plant over in the lounge or that he was the one who broke the window!

Confessing sin is not easy for adults either. Very seldom will people come forward of their own will and confess a crime of rape or robbery or a hit-and-run; confessions like that are unusual. And when caught those accused are far more likely to plead not guilty than guilty. 

We also find it hard to confess to God; we are reluctant to expose ourselves; we find it difficult to be honest. And when we do confess we are good at offering excuses or mitigating circumstances; "Yes I did that but you need to consider..."; "Yes, it was me, but bear in mind..." 

Our confession of sin is not only reluctant but it is often superficial; we don’t grasp the depth and breath of our wrongdoing; we are not urgent or earnest enough in our confession. We do not realize how much we ignore God, how often we fail to trust him, how much we live independently of him. 

We need to pray the words of David in Psalm 139;
“Search me, O God, and know my heart;
Test me and know my anxious thoughts.
See if there is any offensive way in me,
And lead me in the way everlasting.” (v 23f)

Our regular celebration of the Lord’s Supper provides us with a good opportunity to examine ourselves, before we eat of the bread and drink of the cup. (1 Cor 11:28) We come to the Lord’s Supper as sinners who need forgiveness.

2. If we confess our sins God ASSURES US OF FORGIVENESS. 

a. Just as the Bible uses many words to describe sin it also has many words and pictures to explain forgiveness. 

The word forgive used here in the Lord’s Prayer means to pardon, to release, to send away, to cancel. Think of a courtroom where a person is being tried for a crime; the judge then releases him, he lets him go, he pardons him. This is what God does for us - he pardons us. 

The Bible also pictures God blotting out our sin; "According to your great compassion blot out my transgressions…. Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquity." (Ps 51:1b,9; cf. Is 43:25) We saw that sin is like a massive debt on your credit card that you cannot pay. Imagine that the manager of the credit card company writes to you; "We have decided to cancel your debt, you don't owe anything any more!"  
This is unheard of, yet this is what God does with our debt of sin; he blots it out, crosses it off, rubs it out! God writes to us in the Bible; "Your sins are pardoned, your debt is cancelled!"

Psalm 51 also uses the picture of washing; "Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin…; wash me and I shall be whiter than snow." (v 2,7)

Another striking picture is that of God throwing our sins away. 
"As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgression from us." (Ps 103:12)
"You will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea." (Micah 7:19).  

b. All of this is possible through the death of Jesus on the cross. 

"We all like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all." (Is 53:6)
Paul expressed this clearly and simply in Ephesians 1:7, "In Him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins."

One of our hymns puts it like this:
"My hope is built on nothing less
than Jesus blood and righteousness."

Again the Lord’s Supper is a visible reminder that Jesus died for his people, that he took the punishment we deserved, that he bore the wrath of God for us. If you trust in the Lord Jesus then God assures you that your sins will be forgiven.   

You might think that is too good to be true and that your sins are too bad to be forgiven like this. You might think that you are unworthy of God’s love, that he will not accept you just as you are.
But if you think like this you are wrong! God promises to forgive everyone who comes to him. 
Think of how God accepted the prostitute Rahab, the tax collector Zaccheus, the murderer Paul.
Think of the promises of God: "Come, let us reason together says the Lord.  Though your sins be as scarlet, they will be white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will be like wool." (Isaiah 1:8) None of you should think you are too bad or too far gone to be forgiven, for while we were still sinners Christ died for us.

Others of you might respond at the opposite end of the spectrum and take this forgiveness for granted! You might treat it in a "ho-hum" manner. You might forget that this is amazing grace! There is a danger that we lose the wonder of what God has done for us in His Son. “But when I think that God His Son not sparing, sent Him to die - I scarce can take it in,
That on the cross, my burden gladly bearing,
He bled and died to take away my sin."

If you grasp the reality of God’s forgiveness you will find much comfort. This is one of the themes of the Heidelberg Catechism. In the previous petition of the Lord’s Prayer we asked for our daily bread so that we may live comfortably; in this petition we ask God to forgive our sins so that we may die comfortably. 

In one cemetery there was a headstone with no name and no date but simply the word “forgiven”. This individual or family understood that this is our most pressing need and our greatest comfort. Do you know the assurance of being forgiven? Do you belong, body and soul, in life and in death, to your faithful Saviour Jesus Christ? Is this your great comfort?

3. THE OBLIGATION OF FORGIVENESS

This petition asks; “forgive us our debts as we also have forgive our debtors.” Or, as Luke has it; “Forgive us our sins as we forgive everyone who sins against us.”
Jesus assumes that we who ask for forgiveness are also forgiving others.

He is not saying that our forgiveness of others merits our salvation; we do not earn forgiveness by our forgiving others. The ground or basis of our forgiveness is not our forgiveness of others but rather the saving death of Jesus on the cross.

Jesus is saying is that a forgiven believer must forgive. God has loved us - we must love others. An unforgiving Christian is a contradiction in terms, an impossibility. 

To withhold forgiveness from another shows that we have not grasped the grace of God in Christ. 

God's forgiveness and our forgiveness must go together, hand in hand. Your forgiveness of others is the proof, the evidence, the consequence of God having forgiven you. They are two sides of the same coin. If you have been forgiven you will forgive.

This is such an important matter that Jesus expands on it in verses 14-15 (but that is another sermon). 

We have seen our need for forgiveness because we are sinful human beings.
God assures us that he will forgive us all our sins on the basis of the suffering and death of Jesus on the cross.
And as people who are forgiven we have an obligation and duty to forgive others.

Amen




