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“DEBTS” OR “TRESPASSES”?

“Which is it--debts or trespasses?” That’s probably your first question for this petition of the Lord’s Prayer. You have probably had the same experience I have had. You are visiting for the first time in a worship service and everybody says together the Lord’s Prayer. You try to pray, “Hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done” and you pray for daily bread.  But as you are praying, your main concern is, “Does this group say “debts” or “trespasses?”

This is no minor concern!  The last thing you want to do as a visitor is to string out the three-syllable word “trespasses” while everyone has already succinctly said “debts” in one syllable.  The “s’s” in “trespasses” carry throughout the worship center.  You sure don’t want to do that, so you don’t say anything when you come to the confession of this prayer; therefore, you don’t ask for forgiveness for anything during Sunday worship. 

Well, which is it--debts or trespasses?  A common folk tradition is that years ago the Episcopalians were landowners and the Presbyterians were merchants.  When the Episcopal landowners thought of sinners, they saw the faces of persons who trespassed on their property.  When the Presbyterian merchants thought of sinners, they remembered those who did not pay their debts at the store. One group called sin “trespassing” and the other group called sin “owing a debt.”  Well, which is it?  


In verse 12, the word in the text is best translated “debts.” In Judaism of Jesus’ time, the noun “debt” was a common term for “sin.”  Being a faithful Jew, Jesus speaks of a person as a debtor to God. Here in Matthew 6 is the only time in the New Testament where sin is defined as “debt” (ophelema). 1 The word “forgive” here in verse 12 really means “cancel, remit, or pardon a loan; forgive a debt.”  


In Luke’s version of the Lord’s Prayer in 11:4, he uses the word “sins”: And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us. These are the only two versions of the Lord’s Prayer in our Bible, and the two words are “debts” and “sins.” We don’t find the word “trespass” in Luke either. Why, then, is “trespasses” the word we often repeat in the Lord’s Prayer? Does anyone else want an answer to this question?

In verses 14-15 (but not in the prayer itself) we find the word “trespass”: “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.”  The Lord’s Prayer itself, however, clearly has the word “debts” and not “trespasses.” How did the word “trespasses” slip from verse 14 to verse 12?



You will probably say, “It must go back to the King James Version of 1611!” You do know that the KJV is 400 years old this year. Look through your bookshelves and blow the dust off of a King James Version and you will find in the Lord’s Prayer the word “debts” and not “trespasses.” In the centuries leading up to the King James Version, however, the earliest English Bible translations of Wycliffe (c. 1380), Tyndale (1526), and Coverdale (1535) translated the prayer, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.” 

The Prayer Book in England used their translation and the word “trespass” became common in English-speaking countries in both Roman Catholic and Protestant settings. Even the translation “debts/debtors” in the King James Version was not enough to change the prayer tradition in the churches. Since, as we Baptists well know, people tend to stick with tradition no matter what, many people continued to pray using the version familiar to them. Even though “trespasses” is not in the Lord’s Prayer in our Bible, the wording of 600-year-old English translations lives on even today in the life of the church’s worship. 2

Well, which is it—debts or trespasses?  I propose the only accurate translation of the Lord’s Prayer as it is found in verses 9-13 is to say “debts.” The emphasis here, however, is asking for forgiveness for our sin.  To me, it does not matter whether you use the word “debt,” “trespass,” “sin,” “pride,” or any other word.  Just don’t omit the plea for forgiveness when you worry whether to say “debts” or “trespasses.” 
WHY IS IT SO DIFFICULT FOR US TO FORGIVE OTHER PERSONS?


We cannot ignore the strange statement that almost interrupts the prayer—“As we forgive our debtors.” A second question has become apparent: “Why is it so difficult for us to forgive other persons?”  I believe that the common interpretation of verses 12, 14-15 has made it more difficult for us to forgive other persons.  You will notice that the only commentary Jesus gives to the Lord’s Prayer is in 6:14-15; thus, I think that in all seven petitions of the Lord’s Prayer, none concerned Jesus and Matthew’s community as much as forgiveness between persons.  


In regard to forgiveness, these words could be taken in the sense of a condition for forgiveness which we gain by the forgiveness which we ourselves first grant to others.  After all, the biblical text clearly states that we will receive the forgiveness of God only if we are willing to forgive other persons. “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (6:14-15).

How tragic this interpretation has been for us!  It’s tragic because we are then asking for exactly what we don’t need: to be in control and to be righteous. In this prayer Jesus is teaching us that we are not in control and we are not righteous enough or good enough or gracious enough to be generous with our own store of forgiveness. We would love to see ourselves first as forgivers who spread forgiveness around to others. Jesus teaches us to pray that we are in debt to God and to others and we depend on the mercy of another. In this prayer Jesus is teaching us that we are not first forgivers but are first forgiven.

Most of us here today think that God will not forgive us as long as we do not forgive others first. When I think of the story of the Lord’s relationship to the people of Israel and to the early Christians, when I read about the life and ministry of Jesus, when I hear the words of Paul to the churches, I cannot agree with the statement, “Well, if I don’t forgive you, God will not forgive me.” 

So what do we do with this statement in Matthew? I propose that we see our ability to forgive not so much as a decision to forgive as much as an effect of forgiveness we have received. Jesus is teaching us that if we do not allow the forgiveness of God to have an effect in our lives, then we will not live in forgiveness toward others. Rather than a statement about the conditions for God to forgive us, Jesus gives us the reality of what happens when we do not allow God’s forgiveness to work in our life.

In Matthew 18 Jesus tells a parable about someone who is forgiven a large debt and yet does not allow forgiveness to effect the way he relates to someone who owes him a small debt. That is the text for my next sermon on September 11. Some of our church staff and worship planners have noted that my last sermon before I leave for sabbatical is on forgiveness and my first sermon back in September is also on forgiveness. They ask, “Bob, are you asking for forgiveness for leaving us for eight weeks?” Who knows the unconscious mind?

I believe you and I have a difficult time forgiving others because we cannot honestly believe that we have been forgiven by God.  We know that a price must be paid for forgiveness—that the debt must be paid.  As long as we think that we have to do something or be something before God will forgive us, then we will think that others must do something or be something before we can forgive them as well. How tragic! I believe our forgiveness toward others begins as a response to our being forgiven. Forgiving is not so much an act of generosity toward others as an act of thanks and gratitude toward our forgiving God. We are first forgiven and then become forgiving.
WHEN ARE YOU GOING TO START LETTING DIVINE FORGIVENESS BE YOUR RESOURCE?


I believe the emphasis of the Lord’s Prayer is not upon asking God to forgive us, for God has already done that through Jesus Christ.  The emphasis is upon receiving the forgiveness God offers us.  Forgiveness from God is a gift with our name on it that Divine Graciousness offers to each person.  What is important is that we receive this gift from God and then live as if forgiveness is true.   

Here is a question for you and for me: When are you going to start letting divine forgiveness be your resource for coping with all imperfection—your own and everybody else’s?  John Claypool, one of my mentors, says this was one of the first questions his therapist asked him. When are you going to start letting divine forgiveness be your resource for coping with all imperfection—your own and everybody else’s?  I believe it is a central question for each of us to answer every day.  In other words, when will we finally admit that the debt is too great for us to pay and that we do not have adequate resources to pay the debt to God and to others?  When will we finally admit that we are guilty before God and before persons?  When will we admit that the ways we have dealt with debt, guilt, sin, and unforgiveness are destroying us, destroying our relationships with those closest to us, and destroying our relationship with God?

I believe God’s goodness is greater than our badness and that God’s power to forgive is greater than our ability to sin.  I believe there is nothing you can do to make God love you any more than God already loves you; and nothing you can do to make God love you less than God already loves you. God loves you and forgives you. Period!


We don’t forgive others because we are good people, kind people, or naturally forgiving people. We forgive for one reason and only for one reason—we have already been forgiven.  Forgiveness begins at the top.  The main word here is not “debt” or “trespass.”  The main word is “forgive.” If you and I are going to become forgiving people, our first task is to pray as Jesus instructs us: “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  Will you pray with me now the prayer Jesus taught us?
THE LORD’S PRAYER

1 Friedrick Hauck, “ophelo”, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 1967, V: 561-562

2 Gene Boring, New Interpreter’s Bible, 1995, VIII: 202-203

Hymn: God, How Can We Forgive? (Ruth Duck)
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