Lent 5 --- “Forgive Us Our Trespasses”
“Forgive us our trespasses...”

St Paul writes:  “For what I am doing,   I do not understand.    For what I will to do,   that I do not practice;   but what I hate,   that I do….O wretched man that I am!   Who will deliver me from this body of death?” 

St. Paul’s struggle within himself is the struggle of every Christian --- in the Old and New Testament church of all ages.    What can I do?    If the outcome of our salvation depends on us,   the outcome is always trouble — St. Paul always found trial & tribulation whenever he tried to submit himself to the letter of the law.


We get letters that come in the mail saying:    “Sorry, we have not yet received your payment…”   even though you sent it in a couple of weeks ago.    The telephone rings about giving charitably to an organization that encourages you to give again —one that you have never given to before.    They make you feel guilty and you tell them you are sorry,   before you promptly hang up hoping they will never call again.


I’m sorry.    Do you forgive me?    With a resounding   “Yes!”    You might say to comfort a friend or family member.   Or,   it might take a little longer for you to think about it or even say   “I forgive you”   to a loved one or a complete stranger.   Are you or they truly contrite about being sorry?    Or, do we just say that because it’s what we are supposed to do? 


After Peter denied Jesus three times,   the rooster crowed.    As we know,   Jesus predicted that Peter would do this  ---and the rooster crowing at the right time caught Peter dead in his tracks.   When we get caught knowing what we are supposed to do and don’t do it,   we too are caught with that dreaded rooster crowing in our ears.

We live in a world of trials.  Turn on the TV and you find some major trial is underway.   We remember or have heard about the court room trials of O. J. Simpson, Timothy McVeigh,   the Unabomber,   Scott Peterson,   Michael Jackson,   Saddam Hussein.   you can almost chronicle the passage of time by watching the major cases and trials on TV.   More interesting,  however,   is the way these cases are told.   Have you ever noticed on TV how a trial is turned into a drama?   Is it really about the facts of the case?   The reporters seem to be more interested in the strategies of the lawyers, the emotions of the people,   the intentions of the witnesses,   the biases of the judge.  Impartial observation?   A clear statement of the facts?   Today,  drama brings ratings, and so we are taken from facts into feelings.   Justice no longer sits blindfolded and impartial.   Now justice holds a TV camera in one hand and a list of ratings in the other.  The crowing rooster like Peter heard is now more like a coo-coo bird telling us that we are free to turn the channel!

Forgiveness is a bit like changing the channel,   and God clearly is the One who “turns the TV off”    to get our undivided attention since He knows that we are not without sin.  It is as Luther states:  


We still stumble daily and transgress because we live in the world among people


who sorely vex us and give us an occasion for impatience,  anger,  vengeance, etc.


Besides the devil is after us,   besieging us on every side and,   as we have heard, 


directing his attacks against all the previous petitions,   so that it is impossible 


 always to stand firm in this ceaseless conflict.   Here again,   there is a great need 
to call upon God and pray:   “Dear Father,   forgive us our [trespasses].”   Not that 
He does not forgive sins apart from and before our praying;   for before we prayed 
for it or even thought about it,    He gave us the Gospel,  in which there is nothing 
but forgiveness.  But the point here is for us to recognize and accept this 
forgiveness.   For the flesh in which we daily live is of such a nature that it does 
not trust and believe God and is constantly aroused by evil desires and devices, so 
that we sin daily in word and deed, in acts of omission and commission.  Thus our 
conscience 
becomes restless;  it fears God’s wrath and displeasure, and so it loses 
the comfort and confidence of the Gospel.  Therefore, it is necessary constantly to 
run to this petition and get the comfort that will restore our conscience.


Having a good conscience toward God,   it must explained here that living in the reality of the world and its evil devices is always going to require forgiveness — you can’t go to heaven without it!    But this doesn’t mean you need to dust the coffee table off,   vacuum the carpet,   or mop the floors to prepare for Jesus to forgive you.    All that He requires is asking Him for it.    And beyond our feeble human comprehension,  God forgives by taking away all of your sin and putting on Himself — He takes all of the blame in Himself and dies innocently bound to it --- without any worthiness in us. 

This is why we pray for the Father in heaven not to look at our sins,   or deny our prayer because of them.    We ask that God would give all of the things He gives to us in life by grace — and by grace through faith He forgives.    Generously and abundantly.   Since this is the greatest and best gift He truly wants to give us.    And when we forgive others it shows that we truly believe that God has forgiven us.


This is why holding a grudge against someone is much more serious than an ingrown toe nail.    God also wants us to believe that we understand how He has forgiven us as we must forgive others:   unconditionally.    No strings attached.  Justified.    As Luther comments:   “For a confident and joyful heart can come only from the knowledge that our sins are forgiven.” 


After Jesus’ resurrection,   we remember the three times Jesus asked Peter:  “Simon,  son of Jonah,   do you love Me?”    That reflects Peter’s threefold denial beforehand.   The last time,   Peter states with great confidence:   “Lord,   You know all things,  You know that I love you.”    All things — the foremost of them being the forgiveness coming from Jesus Himself even when we deny Him — for He will not deny us.   Jesus makes a fresh beginning with Peter as He does with us every time we ask.

And as Jesus makes a fresh beginning with us every time we ask Him to forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us,   we let Luther have the final word on the 5th petition of the Lord’s Prayer:


Therefore,  this sign  “Forgive and you will be forgiven”  is attached 

to the petition so that when we pray we may recall the promise and think,  “Dear 

Father,   I come to you and pray that You will forgive me for this reason:   not 
because I can make satisfaction or deserve anything by my works,   but because 
You have promised and have set this seal on it,   making it as certain as if I had 
received an absolution pronounced by You Yourself.”    For what ever Holy 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper,   which are appointed to us as outward signs,  can 
effect,   this sign can as well,   in order to strengthen and gladden our conscience.  
Moreover,   above and beyond the other signs,   it has been instituted precisely so 
that we can use and practice it every hour,    keeping it with us at all times.  

In the name of the Father   of the Son   and of the Holy Spirit.    Amen.  

