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"AS WE FORGIVE OUR DEBTORS'7

TEXT; Matthew 6s14-15 "For if you forgive men their trespasses,
your heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do
not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father
forgive your trespasses."

This morning's sermon brings our study of the Lord's Prayer to
what must certainly be its most embarrassing moment,, For who of us
has not had the uncomfortable experience of praying this prayer in new
or mixed surroundings and not knowing what to say when we came to the
phrase, "Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors." Here is a
prayer which ought to unite us as nothing else can, and yet it only
serves to underline our differences. We may begin to pray with joyous
enthusiasm, but as we approach this part of the prayer, our anxieties
seem to build. Will those around us say "debts", we wonder, or will
they say "trespasses?" And if they say "trespasses" should we do the
same in the interests of harmony or should we say "debts" as we
usually do and perhaps even just a bit defiantly? By the time we get
to the words in question, many of us merely mumble rather uncomfortably
until we come to the following phrase where we can speak up again,
secure in the knowledge that all denominations say it alike.

Unfortunately, I don't suppose that much can be done to eliminate
this problem. For a very long time, some Christians have been saying
"debts" and others saying, "trespasses." And what's more, they will
probably continue to do so. If it is nearly impossible to get people
to change the cadence and say, "Thy will be done on earth" how can we
expect them to change their accustomed wording, especially since, by
doing so, one group might seem to be giving in to the other. No, I'm
afraid we might just as well face the fact that this problem will
remain, perhaps for a very long time.

Still, I like the compromise suggested by J. B. Phillips in his
translation of the New Testament, which reads "Forgive us what we owe
to you, as we have also forgiven those who owe anything to us." I
like it because it would permit us to say the prayer together without
anyone defeating anyone else. And I like it because it clearly trans
lates Jesus' meaning as well as Matthew's words. In addition it clears
up a major misconception which leads some of us to see ourselves as
needing little in the way of forgiveness. And there is nothing more
dangerous than that to the spiritual life, It leads us to be like the
Pharisee who prayed, "God, I thank Thee that I am not like other men,
a sinner." And we all know, I think, which of those two Jesus said
went back to his house justified.

The problem, you see, is in our definition of sin. If we see it
only as some deliberately evil, or at least harmful, act, then most of
us are really pretty innocent. But the Bible has a far more inclusive
and realistic definition. To be sure, Biblical Greek recognizes the
possibility of deliberate lawlessness. This is what it calls anomia.
Here is the sin of the man who knows what is right and yet deliberately
does what is wrong. The man, like the old soldier in Rudyard Kipling's
Mandalay, who cries out, "Ship me somewheres east of Suez, where the
best is like the worst, where there aren't no Ten Commandments, and a






