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“Forgive Us Our Sins”      Text – LD 51 Matt 6:12      Readings – Isaiah 59; Matthew 18:21-35

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Earlier in the service, we recited the words of Q/A 56 of the Catechism as our confession of faith.  
We said, “I believe that God, because of Christ's atonement, will never hold against me any of my sins nor my sinful nature which I need to struggle against all my life.  Rather, in His grace, God grants me the righteousness of Christ to free me forever from judgment.”  

And I selected this Q/A as our confession of faith, because it shares with Matthew 6:12 a focus on the forgiveness of sins.  

The difference though, between the words of Q/A 56 and Matthew 6:12, is that while the former is a declaration of what we believe, Matthew 6:12 is a prayer request.  

And yet, as Q/A 126 makes clear, this, the fifth request of the Lord’s Prayer, requires whoever asks it to know what the forgiveness of sins is all about.  
If you do not understand the reality of your sin and guilt, and how the guilt of sin is resolved, you have no business praying the fifth request.
Unless you can say, the “I believe” of Q/A 56, it is pointless to ask the, “Our Father in heaven, would you…” request of Matthew 6:12. 

And the reason why this matter of the forgiveness of sins is so important is twofold.

Firstly, the fifth request is the only request that Jesus says more about at the end of the Lord’s Prayer.  
In Matthew 6:14-15, in what we could call the Lord’s Prayer footnote, Jesus says, “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”  

But secondly, its importance is also seen in that it stands at the centre of why Jesus came to earth.  
And we see this made clear in one of the key verses of the whole Bible.  
In Matthew 1:21, the Angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph and said, Mary “will give birth to a son, and you are to give Him the name Jesus.”  
Why did He have to be called Jesus?  Was it because He would make His people wealthy?  No.  
Was it because He would give them a happy and fulfilled life?  No.  
Was it because He would teach them how to keep God’s law?  No.  
He was to be called Jesus, “because He will save His people from their sins.”  

The forgiveness of sins, then, stands at the very heart of Jesus’ earthly ministry.  

And here’s another way of seeing this: Perhaps some one from my intermediate catechism class can help us here with an answer to this question:  
At His baptism, Jesus was anointed to the threefold office of?  Prophet, Priest and King.  

And as Prophet,  He came to proclaim the forgiveness of sins.  
As Priest, He came to obtain the forgiveness of sins; He made the sacrifice for sins, and he was the sacrifice for sins.  
And as King, He gives the forgiveness of sins to the citizens of His kingdom.

In every way, then, the forgiveness of sins stands at the very heart of Jesus’ earthly ministry.  
Well, let’s turn then to Matt. 6:12, and see here that Christ Teaches Believers to Pray for Forgiveness.  And He does so by revealing why forgiveness is needed, how forgiveness is given, 
and what forgiveness produces (Repeat).  

Firstly then, Christ Teaches Believers to Pray for Forgiveness, by revealing why forgiveness is needed.  

	One dictionary defines forgiveness as “the act of excusing a mistake or offence.”  
	What this means then is that for forgiveness to be given, there needs to have been a mistake or offence.  
	If I came up to you and said, “Please forgive me for standing on your toes,” and you were convinced that I had never stood on your toes, the whole conversation would prove rather pointless.  There needs to be a wrong for which the forgiveness is sought.  


Well, as we saw from Matthew 1:21, which I quoted earlier, the offence that needs forgiving by God is sin.  Jesus came to save His people from their sins.  So let’s look for a moment at the nature of our sins.
And I suspect that if I was to ask you to give me a definition of sin, some of you would give me the definition provided by the Westminster Shorter Catechism: 
“Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of God.”  

And this definition helps us to see the two halves of sin.  
To begin with, sin is failing to do the things that we should.  That’s what “any want of conformity unto” means.  
And this we saw right in the Garden of Eden.  
There, soon after Adam was created, God said to him, in effect, Adam, to continue to enjoy the relationship we have; to continue to enjoy all of the benefits of life in this Garden, you must keep my commandment.  Do not eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  
And briefly, we do not know for exactly how long, Adam did what was right, perfectly.  Adam avoided sin.  Adam kept God’s command.  
However, as we all know, Adam soon failed to keep this commandment.  

And, after Adam sinned, his nature changed.  
Previously, he had been able to keep God’s commands, and able to not keep God’s commands.  
But now, as Genesis 6:5 reveals, man’s nature was such “that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.”  
Man was now only able to not keep God’s commands.  

Did this change, then, what God expects of man?  Does God now have lower expectations of man in terms of keeping His commands, considering his fallen nature?  
Well, in Deuteronomy 5, right after giving the 10 Commandments, God said, “Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always.”  
Later, in Deuteronomy 12:32, God said to His people, “See that you do all I command you; do not add to it or take away from it.”  


Brothers and Sisters, God, as the Bible makes clear, is a holy God.  
He is perfect, just, and righteous in every way.  
And so, it stands to reason then that He can only ever be satisfied with perfection, justice, and righteousness.  God cannot lower His standards.  

And this is why sin is still failing to do what we should.  
Even if we never broke one of God’s commandments, the guilt of our sin would stand in that we never perfectly keep God’s commandments.  
Psalm 14:2, “The LORD looks down from heaven on the sons of men to see if there are any who understand, any who seek God.  All have turned aside, they have together become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one.”  

Oh, you say you have never worshipped an idol!  But have you loved God, with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, always?  
You say you have never taken the Lord’s name in vain!  But have you always upheld the Lord’s name by your language and behaviour?  And always defended His name when others misused it?  
Boys and girls, you might tell me that you have never disobeyed your parents!  But have you always obeyed them quickly, willingly, and gladly?  
And we could easily go on.  

Sin then is not doing what we should.  And this makes us guilty sinners in the eyes of God.

But secondly sin is also doing that which God has forbidden.  And this is what is meant by the second half of the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s definition of sin, the “transgression of the law of God.”
And there are even two halves to the doing side of the sin equation.
To begin with, our sin arises in what we call original sin.
I mentioned Adam’s first sin before.  The Bible tells us though that every human being shares in the guilt of Adam’s first sin.
You see, Adam was created not just as an individual but as a representative of all mankind.  
When Prime Minister, John Key, signs a global treaty, he does so as a representative of all New Zealanders, because of his office.
And in a similar way, because God created Adam as a representative of all mankind, in his sin, we all sinned.
When Adam bit the fruit, you bit the fruit, and I bit the fruit, and everyone bit the fruit, and we all became guilty of that original sin.
Romans 5 puts it like this, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned,” and “through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners.”

And this is why, from the moment of conception, before we have even done anything, we are guilty of sin, original sin, in the eyes of God.
King David, Psalm 51:5, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”

But to this guilt of our original sin, is added, every day, the guilt of our own sin; our breaking of God’s commandments.  And this we call our Natural sin.
Romans 3:10-18, which recalls part of what we read in Isaiah 59, “As it is written: "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."   "Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit."  "The poison of vipers is on their lips."  "Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness."  "Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know."  "There is no fear of God before their eyes."”

But oh, you say, that sounds a bit extreme!  That sounds like maybe a description of unbelievers, but I am not like that!
Well, consider Paul’s description of himself in Romans 7, “I do not understand what I do.  For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do … I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do-- this I keep on doing.”  
In 1 Tim 1:16, he calls himself “the worst of sinners.”

And Beloved, this is precisely what the Catechism speaks of when it talks about “the evil that constantly clings to us,” and describes us as “poor sinners.”
This is why we are just like the servant of the parable in Matthew 18 that we read earlier.  We are God’s debtors.  We owe Him a huge unpayable debt that we add to every day.  
This why we must join the prophet Isaiah who said, “For our offenses are many in your sight, and our sins testify against us.  Our offenses are ever with us.”

And all of this, our failure to do what we should and our doing what we should not; both by original sin, and by natural sin is what brings us to the truth of Isaiah 59:2, “Your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden His face from you, so that He will not hear.”  
Sin creates an enormous chasm between man and God that man cannot bridge.  
God created a stench like that of manure, in God’s nostrils, that He cannot bear to smell.
And until you understand the reality of this chasm, the foulness of sin’s filth, and the magnitude of the debt that you owe to God, the fifth request of the Lord’s Prayer means nothing.

And this, brothers and sisters, is why forgiveness is needed.  But secondly, Christ Teaches Believers to Pray for Forgiveness by revealing, how forgiveness is given.

	And simply and briefly, we note this from a couple of verses that we read, earlier, in Isaiah 59.  
	After recording the many types and varieties of sins in Israel, the vast debt of guilt that is owed to God, and declaring that truth is nowhere to be found among His people, Isaiah says this in vv15-16, “The LORD looked and was displeased that there was no justice.  He saw that there was no one, He was appalled that there was no one to intervene; so His own arm worked salvation for Him, and His own righteousness sustained Him.”  


	Or, we could turn to a passage like Psalm 130:7-8, “O Israel, put your hope in the LORD, for with the LORD is unfailing love and with Him is full redemption.  He Himself will redeem Israel from all their sins.”  


	And in these words, and in so many other similar OT psalms, prophecies, and ceremonies, the solution to sin is plainly revealed.  


	And I hope you can see that the solution cannot be anything of us; “poor sinners” that we are.  
	No, God Himself must find a way to bridge the chasm.  

God Himself must find a way to remove the debt.  
God Himself must find a way so that we who sin by failing to do what we should and by doing what we should not can stand before Him as those who are guilty of no sin and who keep every single one of His commandments, perfectly.  

	And that way was and is the person and work of Jesus Christ.  
	1 Peter 3:18, “For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”  

Ephesians 1:7, “In [Christ] we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins.”  
As the righteous one, Jesus Christ took all of the sins, past, present, and future, of those who believe in Him, who love Him, and who trust Him and went to the cross of Calvary to pay the debt that we owed.  
	He kept the commandments of God that we could not.

He endured the punishment that we fully deserve.  
	He suffered the wrath of God that ought to have come to us.  
	And having taken our sins upon Himself, He has taken the righteousness that His payment of the sin debt, and His perfect keeping of the law earned in God’s sight, and given it to us.


	And this means, that despite the fact that you are a “poor sinner,” as you well know, when God looks at you, He sees no sin, only righteousness.  
	He sees no filth, only a pleasing aroma of godliness.  

He sees no imperfection, only holiness.  
	And this is because, when He looks at you, He sees that you are joined, by faith, to His Son, Jesus Christ.


	Which leaves us then, with two questions: 
	Firstly, are you joined, by faith, to Jesus Christ?
	In Acts 10:43, we read that “All the prophets testify about [Jesus] that everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins through His name.”
	Do you know the guilt of your sins, and have you, or will you, confess them, repent of them, and put your faith in Jesus as the one who came to save you from your sins?


	But secondly, how do you confess your sins?  
	You see, if you begin to add up the sheer number and volume of your sins against God’s commandments, then surely you cannot be one who occasionally throws a “Dear God, please forgive all my sins” into your prayers and thinks that that ought to cover it!
	For dear friend, if that is about as far as your prayers of confession have ever got, then you had better examine yourself before the Word of God to see whether you truly are sorry for your sins or just going though the motions of hypocrisy.


	Far better that we learn the lesson of Isaiah 59 and describe our sins before the Lord.  

Far better that we join the Psalmist who prayed, “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.  Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.  For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.”
	Far better that we learn the lesson of the Westminster Confession of Faith, Article 15.5, “Men ought not to content themselves with a general repentance, but it is every man's duty to endeavour to repent of his particular sins, particularly.”  


	And why must we do this?  Because it is only as you grow in the understanding of your guilt that you will grow in the understanding of God’s grace.  
	Rather than be like the Pharisee who couldn’t understand why the woman wasted expensive perfume on Jesus’ feet, you will be like the woman, of whom Jesus said, “Her many sins have been forgiven-- for she loved much.  But he who has been forgiven little loves little."  


Forgiveness is needed because we are sinners.  
But forgiveness is given according to the promise of 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”

And whilst it would be wonderful for us to end on that note, we must go on to briefly consider what forgiveness produces, our final point.  

	Congregation, make no mistake about it, the fifth request of the Lord’s Prayer is a difficult request.  To sincerely pray it requires humility, selflessness, and a forgiving heart.  For it closely ties God’s forgiveness of our sins with our willingness to forgive others.  
	And it does so, in the first place, because we pray, “Forgive us our debts.”  
	As we pray this request, we are asking God to forgive not just our sins but also the sins of our brothers and sisters in Christ.  
	Can we really mean this, then, when we are unwilling to forgive our brother or sister, ourselves?  
	Can we really ask God to forgive him or her while our own heart says, “But as for me, I will not forgive him, but shall hold him guilty”? 


	But secondly, it does so because it runs right over any the notion that “I can forgive but I can never forget.”  
	Now, it is impossible for us to wipe the memory of sins against us from our brains.  
	And forgiveness, in the case of some sins, like adultery, do not always include restoring former intimacy.  
	But that is not what we often mean by ‘forget,’ is it.  
	We often mean, I don’t want to let this go.  
	I don’t want to leave it in the past.  

I want to dredge it up whenever it suits and hold it against you.  
The hurt was too deep for me to be friendly towards you ever again.  
Don’t expect a birthday card from me.  
I will always be suspicious of you in the future.    
Having done this in the past, I know this is how you are likely to behave in the future.  
	Don’t ever expect the benefit of the doubt from me.  And so on it goes.  


	But against all of this, the fifth request of the Lord’s Prayer asks God to “forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.”  
	Now, we need to be careful, here, that we do not misunderstand these words.  
	For we could mistakenly take these words to suggest that we are asking God to forgive us because we have forgiven others.  
	And if we make that mistake, we would be praying, in effect, Come on God, pay up!  


	But nothing could be further from the truth.  We “poor sinners” are in no position to make demands of God.  Rather, with this request, we are recognizing God’s right to make conditions for His forgiveness.  
	Just as we saw in the Parable of the unmerciful servant, it will not do for us to hold over our brother or sister the tiny debt they owe us, if we truly seek to be forgiven for the unpayable debt that we owe to God. 


	And so, our request is, as one commentator beautifully words it, “O God, I see that I need the remission of my sins, and that I want that great and free grace.  However, I do not meet the condition of our Lord.  For in my heart reside hate, pride, and lust for vengeance.  Still, I long to be forgiven; so help me and create in my heart that forgiving spirit which alone can make me the recipient of Thy free grace.” 


Because of the work of Jesus Christ, “If we confess our sins, [Our Father in heaven] is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”

And so, may He give to us a proper sense of our sinfulness.
May He give to us a deep gratitude for His forgiveness.
And as we have been forgiven, may we also be forgivers.  

Amen.

