
 
 

 Sermon for Sunday, April 7 

AMBASSADOR'S FOR CHRIST 
 

 "Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors." This is the fifth and most disturbing petition of the 
Lord's Prayer.  When we get to it, our heads drop a little lower, our voices become a whisper, and our hearts 
sink within us as we remember who we really are.  We are debtors, persons who have failed to live according 
to the divine will that inspired our creation, persons who have failed to forgive those who are in some way 
indebted to us, and persons who have tacitly embraced whole systems of injustice and cruelty which day 
after day injure the children of God. 
 Although it is unpleasant, it is important we feel this way in the midst of this prayer.  Forgiveness is 
not a once and done thing; it is a state of living in grace.  God forgave us in Jesus Christ when our Lord died 
and was resurrected, but what is most important is that God forgives us still.  Forgiveness is a real and 
current reality.  We hang our heads and whisper these words of the Lord's Prayer in the knowledge that we 
continue to sin.  And we raise our heads again, in the confidence that God is still forgiving, still cancelling 
our indebtedness, still suffering for the sake of remaining in relationship with us.  We cannot say that once 
we were sinners, but now we are not.  We dare not say that because Christ died for our sins we are now 
perfect.  We can only say we are recovering sinners, who are attempting to live new lives in a state of grace.  
We are those who through Christ have discovered the joy of living in the forgiving love of God. 
 What is forgiveness?  In its simplest terms, forgiveness is the beginning of reconciliation; it is a 
reuniting of that which has been separated by sin, or by hurtful words and actions, in spite of the causes of 
the separation.  It is not blindness to sin or a way of absolving someone of wrongdoing.  God hates sin, but 
because of forgiveness, God continues to love the sinner.  For instance, if your child punches you in the nose, 
you don’t ignore it.  You tell her that she has done something very wrong.  But forgiveness demands that in 
spite of it, you still love her, care for her, and work with her to develop a better relationship.  Forgiveness is 
also not a forgetting of sin.  No one forgets a personal injury.  God remembers every sin just as we do, but 
because of forgiveness, God doesn’t allow our disobedience to affect our relationship.  Though God 
remembers sin, God doesn’t keep an accounting of sin that can be held against us.  The indebtedness is 
cancelled.  For instance, a friend of mine once introduced me to the concept of green-stamping.  That’s when 
a husband stores up a whole list of mistakes his wife has made over the years, to be redeemed in a future 
argument.  Forgiveness isn’t like that.  It remembers, but doesn’t green-stamp.   
 How does a person procure forgiveness?  Does forgiveness require repentance?  No, forgiveness 
precedes repentance.  Only the person who is already aware they are forgiven will truly be remorseful.  Does 
forgiveness require good works?  No, because no amount of good works will erase a bad work.  The fact is, 
forgiveness cannot be procured; it can only be received.  All we can do is ask for it.  Beyond that, we are 
utterly dependent on the grace of God, or dependent on the grace of the person we have wronged. 
 Receiving forgiveness is kind of like filing for bankruptcy.  To file for bankruptcy a person has to 
admit to himself that his debts have gotten the best of him and he is powerless to eliminate them.  Just so, 
receiving forgiveness demands a coming to oneself, a moment of self-discovery when the truth about oneself 
is admitted and accepted.  I mean, if someone says, "I forgive you," only you don't feel as if you've done 
anything wrong, you'll be furious.  Forgiveness only happens when you recognize your need of it and 
humbly seek it or gratefully receive it. 
 Having come to himself, the bankrupt person proceeds to throw himself on the mercy of the court.  
Why?  Because he knows that the judge has the power to save him from his overwhelming indebtedness.  
Just so, as sinners we throw ourselves on the mercy of God's court, knowing that God has the power to 
cancel our debts.  We do this, because we know that forgiveness is a reality, a current possibility for us. 
 To file for bankruptcy, a person surrenders all her assets to the judge.  Everything is put at the courts 
disposal.  Just so, the repentant sinner, submits herself before God, surrendering her will to the will of the 
Lord.  This is the great turning point, when we die to sin, in order that we may live to righteousness.  We die 
with Christ, in order to rise with him to new life. 
 Then, the analogy breaks down, because the law court, takes all your assets and distributes them to 
your creditors.  God takes all your assets, and gives them back to you.  Instead of making you pay off your 
debt, God pays it for you.  Your name is not recorded on the court record as a debtor.  In fact you are listed 



 
 
on the court record as a friend.  God bears the cost of your debt, and suffers the price of your mistakes.  The 
one with no debt, takes on your debt, that you might be free to live again.  This is what it means to receive 
forgiveness, that is, to receive the forgiveness of God.  This is what we ask for when we pray, "forgive us our 
debts." 
 "As we forgive our debtors." Some have taken this to mean that we are asking God to forgive us in 
the same way that we forgive those who are indebted to us, and that God's forgiveness of us is dependent on 
our willingness to forgive others.  Now there's a terrifying thought!  No, this is a prayer that we may truly 
live as God's co-workers, offering to others the same kind of unconditional forgiveness God has offered to 
us.  Having freely received forgiveness, God makes us friends, that we may freely give forgiveness in 
Christ's name.  This part of the prayer is a plea to understand forgiveness, that God's grace, displayed in the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, may become ours. 
 Remember the parable of the unmerciful servant?  He was a man who had accumulated an 
inconceivably large debt to his Lord.  When the day of reckoning came, he pleaded for mercy and pledged to 
pay it all back, but of course there was no way he could.  The debt was simply too great.  But the Lord had 
compassion for him, and in an unparalleled act of mercy and forgiveness, relieved him of the debt and 
released him from a life of slavery. 
 But then, this free man, having been forgiven his enormous debt to the Lord, encountered a fellow 
servant who was indebted to him for a mere twenty dollars.  Though the small debtor pleaded his case with 
an entreaty identical to the servant's own, the unmerciful servant threw him into prison.  When the Lord 
found out, he was furious.  "You wicked servant!  I forgave you all that debt because you asked me; and 
should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?" 
 Mercy received is meant to issue in mercy shown.  This is what it means to take up the cross of 
Christ and follow him: to take up the banner of unconditional forgiveness, and show forgiveness and 
compassion to others, never being vindictive about insults or injury, remembering always the great 
forgiveness of God. 
 I get discouraged watching our political process, because our politicians, in order to get elected, 
don’t want you to forgive.  They want you to hold a grudge. They want you to remember that so and so said 
something untoward, and they want you to hold it against him.  They want you to remember that so and so 
did something untoward, and they want you to hold it against her.  They want you to remember how every 
politician voted on a particular issue of concern to you, and hold it against them.  What would happen if a 
candidate came along who instead of appealing to our worst instincts tried to appeal to our best?  What 
would happen if a candidate, instead of maligning the competition, encouraged us to forgive them their past 
and respect their present positions? 
 German theologian, Helmut Thielicke, wrote that we are always echos.  "The only question is: echos 
of what?  Either we are echos of the injustice, the intrigue, the falsehood, the meanness that is around us, and 
then we ourselves become scheming, cheating, and mean.  Or we are echos of Jesus Christ and therefore 
echos of that forgiving, renewing, creative love that comes to us from God.  Then we ourselves become 
loving, renewing, forgiving, creative, and positive."1 
 "In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and 
entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.  So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his 
appeal through us (II Cor. 5:19)."  When we pray, "as we forgive our debtors," we are praying that God will 
empower us to be good ambassadors of Christ.  It means we want to be God's co-workers, granting the same 
kind of forgiveness we have received in Jesus Christ, bearing the same pain and suffering Christ bore to 
procure our forgiveness, that others may receive the grace of God through us.  We know that the only way to 
the abundant and eternal life in Christ is to love the Lord our God and our neighbor as ourselves.  We cannot 
love the Lord our God without receiving forgiveness.  We cannot love our neighbor without having received 
and given forgiveness.  Let us not be unmerciful servants, but let us be ambassadors for Christ, "as we 
forgive our debtors." 
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1 Helmut Thielicke, Our Heavenly Father, (New York: Harper & Row,1960), p. 113. 



 
 

 


