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Lord’s Day 51 

A Prayer for Forgiveness 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

Q.126. Which is the fifth petition? 
A. "And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors"; that is, be pleased for the sake of Christ's 

blood, not to impute to us poor sinners, our transgressions, nor that depravity which always 
cleaves to us; even as we feel this evidence of thy grace in us, that it is our firm resolution from the 
heart to forgive our neighbor. 

 

The more we study the Lord’s Prayer, the more we realize how appropriately it is called the most 
perfect prayer. One marvels that so much perfection can be compressed within the bounds of so short a 
prayer. The entire prayer hardly counts three score and ten words. Yet there is nothing omitted. There is 
no need of the soul or of the body that is not covered by it. We may elaborate on it, but the fact is, that 
when we pray the prayer which the Lord has taught us to the end, there is nothing else left to pray for. It 
is perfect as to its contents. It is perfect as to its order. There is no mistake there. There is no mentioning 
of important things last, and of less important things first. There is no confusion of any kind.  

And thus it is also with the second part of this prayer that has more to do with our needs for this 
life. The Lord’s Prayer is a prayer for this life. We will not pray this prayer hereafter. We can only pray 
this prayer as long as we are in this life. The reason why this fifth petition occupies this particular place 
in the Lord’s Prayer is evident in itself. It follows the prayer for daily bread.  

This prayer for bread is first, not because the material is first in importance, but because scripture 
teaches that the natural is first, in point of time, then the spiritual. The temporal is first, then the 
eternal. The earthly is first, then the heavenly. That is, they are first in point of time. As long as we need 
daily bread, we need forgiveness of sins. In other words, this petition for forgiveness of sins shall cease 
at the same time with the petition for bread. And so, there is one petition for our bodily needs, and 
there are two petitions for our spiritual needs.  

These two petitions refer to two aspects of our spiritual wants. Together they cover the entire need 
of the Christian in order to be perfect. But separately they look at our spiritual needs from two aspects. 
They look at the need of the Christian from the point of view of his being perfected from the guilt of sin, 
and from the point of view of his being perfected from the pollution of sin. The Christian must be 
delivered from his guilt, but he must also be delivered from the corruption of sin. In other words, he 
must be sanctified.  

Notice the order also here. The forgiveness of sins is first. Deliverance from its corruption is second. 
There can be no deliverance from sin, unless there is forgiveness of sin first.  

The general meaning of this petition is also plain. It reads: forgive us our debts as we forgive our 
debtors. These terms must not be changed into “trespass,” as is sometimes done. Instead of saying, 
“forgive us our debts,” we sometimes say, “forgive us our trespasses.” Now, we may say that, but that is 
not in harmony with the original form of this petition. The original can only be rendered by the word, 
“debts.” Forgive us our debts, that is, forgive what we are behind in our obligation before Thy face. The 
prayer is that these debts be forgiven. In other words, to put it in an earthly form, that we, in spite of 
the fact that these debts stand against us, may have a clean bill. Forgive us our debts, that is, impute not 
unto us that which we are behind in, in our obligation to Thee.  

And finally, there is a certain standard expressed in the last part of this petition. Forgive us our 
debts as we forgive our debtors. Do as we do. Grant us according as we do. Which puts a certain 
characteristic stamp upon this prayer, and which makes it very narrow, so that it requires a certain 
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spiritual disposition to pray this petition.  

We wish to look at this fifth petition from that spiritual background, that is, we wish to look at it as 
prayer. We will ask: what spiritual disposition is required in order to pray this fifth petition, and then we 
will find three elements. In the first place, that this prayer for the forgiveness of our debts is an 
expression of true sorrow over sin. In the second place, it is an expression of personal assurance and 
faith in the atonement of Christ. And in the third place, that it is an expression of a spirit of forgiveness. 

 

Theme: A Prayer for Forgiveness 

1. An Expression of True Sorrow over Sin 

2. An Expression of Personal Assurance in the atonement 

3. An Expression of a Spirit of Forgiveness 

1. An Expression of True Sorrow over Sin 

True sorrow for sin. It is well that that be emphasized, for that is essential. Scripture frequently calls 
attention to true sorrow over sin, and also to counterfeit sorrow. The sorrow after the world worketh 
death, but the sorrow after God worketh repentance unto salvation.  

Scripture calls our attention to many examples of counterfeit sorrow, which sometimes very closely 
resembles true sorrow, so that you can hardly tell them apart. It calls our attention to the example of 
Esau, who sought a place of repentance with tears, and found it not. We have that same example in 
Pharaoh, who repents again and again, only to fall back into the same thing again. We find such an 
example of counterfeit sorrow in Saul. And supremely, we find such an example of counterfeit sorrow in 
Judas. And so scripture calls attention to the difference between true sorrow over sin and counterfeit 
sorrow.  

We ought to know the difference. For even our sorrow over sin is not always true sorrow. There is a 
close resemblance in outward appearance between counterfeit sorrow and true sorrow. In the first 
place, both have to do with sin. In the second place, both ask for forgiveness. Yet there is a fundamental 
difference. There is, in the first place, the difference in motive. The sorrow after the world is rooted in 
self. Because one loves himself, he is sorrowful due to the circumstances into which his sin has led him. 
But sorrow after God is rooted in love of God. It is sorrow because God has been offended, and His law 
has been transgressed.  

Sorrow after the world and sorrow after God each differ in their objects. Sin is not the object of the 
sorrow of the world. This is evident because sin never brings that sorrow. The sorrow after the world is 
not occasioned by sin. In other words, the sorrow after the world is not occasioned by sin, but by the 
wages of sin.  The wages of sin is death. And because sin pays these wages, this accounts for those who 
sorrow after the world. But sorrow after God has for its object, sin. Because sin is transgression of the 
law of God, sin is the object of true sorrow over sin. And so, the two have different aims. Sorrow after 
the world aims at the separation of the wages of sin from sin itself. Sorrow after the world aims not at 
the removal of sin, but at the removal of the wages. In other words, he that is sorry with a counterfeit 
sorrow, would have God separate the wages of sin from sin itself. And when such a one prays this 
petition, he prays that God may separate the consequences of his sin from his sin, and if he can sin 
safely, he will keep right on sinning.  

Sorrow after God, however, is the direct opposite. He that sorrows after God does not, in the first 
place, think of the removal of the wages of sin, but he wants sin itself removed. And because of these 
fundamental differences, there is a fundamental difference in effect. The sorrow after the world 
worketh death; it worketh hell. But the sorrow after God worketh salvation. Just because it is rooted in 
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the love of God, and has for its object the removal of sin, therefore the sorrow after God worketh 
salvation.  

We therefore do not easily pray this petition perfectly. If we examine our heart when we pray this 
petition, we will find that the carnal element is always present. It is not easy to pray: forgive us our 
debts. For in the perfect sense, that prayer is always an expression of sorrow over sin. He that truly 
expresses this prayer will say: regardless of whether I must die, or regardless of whether I must go to 
hell, I must have forgiveness of sins.  

That this is so, is plain from the form of this prayer: forgive us our debts. The original means our 
debts. It refers to the obligation which we failed to perform. Only we must not conceive of it in a 
mechanical way. It is a spiritual obligation. The obligation is to love God. The obligation is always to live 
to the glory of God from the principle of love. The obligation is always to live according to the law of God 
from the principle of love. And our debts are those thoughts, those words, those manifestations of our 
life, that are not rooted in that love of God. So that he that prays this fifth petition says, forgive all my 
thoughts, and words, and deeds, that were not rooted in the love of God.  

That love of God is the deepest principle from which this prayer arises. It does not arise from the 
fear of hell. The Christian is delivered from hell, and he knows it. When he comes with this prayer for 
forgiveness of sin, he is not thinking of hell at all. It does not rise from the fear of hell, but from the 
principle of the love of God. The love of God has been poured out in his heart. It has been poured out in 
his heart, so that, he knows that love of God; he tastes it. And by that love of God poured out in his 
heart, there has been kindled in his heart, as the catechism expresses it, the desire to walk according to 
all the commandments of God. The love of God is the deepest root from which this prayer arises. From 
this love of God comes sorrow for sin. So that we come to the Father, not in order that we may not go to 
hell. The Christian does not seek forgiveness in order not to go to hell. He does not say: come to Him 
now for tomorrow may be too late. To say, “tomorrow my be too late,” is a vulgar gospel. To say, 
“tomorrow may be too late,” is vulgar street corner preaching. But he that prays this fifth petition, prays 
not from fear of hell.  

He that prays here, has said, “Our Father which art in heaven; hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom 
come; thy will be done. That same Christian prays here, “forgive us our debts.” Not because of fear of 
hell, but because he is sorry that he has offended God. And notice, that this petition puts it in the plural: 
forgive us our debts. So that in this petition, we do not merely ask in general: forgive us our sins. When 
we pray this petition, we do not merely have before our mind the general fact that we are sinful, and 
pray in that general way: forgive us our sins. We usually do that in all our prayers. In all our prayers, we 
ask in general, for forgiveness of sin. But that is not the meaning of this petition. This petition puts it in 
the plural. Forgive us our debts. In other words, when we pray this petition, we do not merely have 
before our mind the general fact that we are sinful, but we have before our mind our sins. Those which 
we have committed today, and yesterday, and last week, and last month. It means that we have 
examined ourselves and have found certain definite sins. So that when we pray, “forgive us our debts,” 
and the Lord should ask us, “What do you mean,” we could say, “This is what I mean. I mean this sin, 
and that sin,” and I mention them by name. 

2. An Expression of Personal Assurance in the atonement 

That is why this petition, in the second place, is an expression of personal assurance, that we have a 
part with the atonement of Christ. Otherwise, we could not pray it.  We cannot pray this fifth petition, 
unless we have personal assurance that we have part with the atonement of Christ.  

There are people that say that we cannot put this prayer for the forgiveness of sins on the lips of 
the new dispensation people of God. They are people who appear to be so pious, so enthusiastic, that in 
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their hearts they imagine themselves to be more pious than scripture, and then the Lord Himself. There 
are such people. They are, O so pious. They are O so enthusiastic. They are at all times ready to give 
their testimony. And in a cloak of piety and enthusiasm, they carry in all sorts of errors. That is also the 
case with regard to this fifth petition of the Lord’s Prayer.  

There are also those who claim that this fifth petition is old, that it is out of date, and that the 
Church of the new dispensation should not pray it anymore. The prayer for forgiveness of sins may have 
been alright in the old dispensation when Christ had not come, and the blood of the atonement had not 
yet been shed, and sin had not yet been paid for. It may have been alright to pray for forgiveness of sins 
when the people came with bulls and goats. Israel coming to the temple with bulls and goats may have 
looked forward to the forgiveness of sins and prayed: forgive us our debts. That was alright in the old 
dispensation, but in the new dispensation, the sins of the Christian are forgiven. And he should believe 
that they are forgiven. If you ask these people why then the Lord gave this petition to his disciples, they 
say that this was before the cross. Christ had not yet suffered and died when He gave this fifth petition 
to His disciples. This prayer for forgiveness of sins was given to the disciples before the cross. But after 
Christ has died, the Church cannot pray anymore, “forgive us our sins,” because our sins have been 
forgiven, and we cannot pray for what has been done. Sin has been forgiven, and it is impossible to ask 
for what has been done.  

How corrupt is that reasoning. We can hardly imagine a Christian that can so speak and act 
accordingly. We can hardly imagine a Christian going along without ever asking for forgiveness of sins. It 
looks like a spiritual monstrosity for a Christian to walk about in this world, full of sin, and sinning every 
moment, to shout hallelujah, and never to humble himself before God in true sorrow for sin, and never 
ask for forgiveness. That is such a spiritual monstrosity, that these people who say that they do not have 
to ask for forgiveness, because their sins are forgiven anyway, will go to hell shouting hallelujah. A man, 
who says that he does not worry about his sins because they are forgiven anyway, and has nothing else, 
has never tasted the grace of God, no matter how much he may shout hallelujah. If a man has never felt 
the need of praying for the forgiveness of sins, he has never felt the grace of God in his heart. So that we 
may say, at the least, that not to pray for the forgiveness of sins is very unchristian. Even as it is safe to 
say that to pray for the forgiveness of sins is a distinguishing mark of the Christian.  

But not only is that reasoning unchristian, it is also characterized by error. They that say that they 
do not have to ask for forgiveness do not understand that there is a difference between the atonement 
for sin, and the forgiveness of sin. The two are closely related, but they are not identical. It is true that 
objectively atonement has been made, and that sin has been blotted out. Reconciliation has been 
accomplished. Atonement has been made. Objectively our sins have been removed. Strictly speaking, 
the Church cannot say: blot out our sins. Strictly speaking, it cannot say: atone for our sins. Strictly 
speaking, the sins of the Church are atoned for, once for all. There is an element of truth in what these 
people say, as is so often the case. The sins of the Church are atoned for. The sins of the Church are no 
more. In fact, in the deepest sense, they never were. The guilt of the Church has been atoned for in the 
everlasting love of God in His counsel. And the Church in the old dispensation, in that sense, could not 
say either: forgive us our sins. The sin of the Church of the new dispensation has been blotted out 
historically by the cross. Christ shed his life blood, and the shedding of that blood was the everlasting 
blotting out of sin. That blotting out of sin has been sealed by God when He raised Jesus from the dead.  

But that is not the idea and purpose of this prayer for forgiveness of sins. Rather it is the purpose of 
this prayer that we say: Lord, so apply the atonement of Christ unto me, that I may have the 
consciousness that my sins are blotted out. In this fifth petition, the Lord does not teach us to pray: blot 
out my sins. We cannot pray that our sins may objectively be blotted out. They have been blotted out.  

But we do pray: grant that I may consciously appropriate the atonement of Christ, and that I may 
eat and drink out of the fountain of forgiveness. For how do we receive the forgiveness of sins? Does 
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God say to us, merely as a cold fact, never mind, I have blotted out your sins? And do we receive the 
forgiveness of sins merely as a cold announcement? Do we receive the forgiveness in that way? No, we 
never receive spiritual things in such an unspiritual way. We receive spiritual things in a spiritual way. 
God bestows the blessings of His grace upon us. He applies the atonement unto us. He gives us a new 
heart to receive the forgiveness of sins. He gives us a new life and pours a principle of the love of God in 
our heart. And He calls us, and gives us new eyes, new ears, and new tastes. And as He gives us new 
eyes, ears and taste, He shows us our sins. He places us in the midst of our sins.  

And what is the result? That we shout hallelujah? No, the result is that we cry out: O God, be 
merciful to me a sinner. And then He leads us to the fountain of atonement, and we drink out of that 
fountain of atonement. The prayer for forgiveness, is the approach of the soul to the atonement of 
Christ. It is the opening of the mouth and the drinking out of the fountain of atonement. That is the 
spiritual background. Personal assurance of having a part with the atonement of Christ, is the spiritual 
background of this prayer for forgiveness. Some say that prayer for forgiveness of sins is born of doubt. 
It is said that this prayer is good for the doubting soul. But assured faith does not bring this petition to 
the throne of grace. That is not so. Prayer is never born of doubt. It is not doubt that sends this petition 
up to God. You can never pray this fifth petition in doubt. Doubt does not pray. Unbelief does not pray. 
This fifth petition presupposes a personal assurance of our part with Christ. The prayer for forgiveness of 
sins is not that we say: I don’t know whether my sins are forgiven, and that therefore we cry out, Lord 
please forgive me my sins. That is not the prayer for forgiveness. We would not dare to pray this petition 
if we do not know that our sins are forgiven and blotted out. Therefore, this prayer is not a contradiction 
to personal assurance. No, it is in personal assurance that I know I have a part with the atonement of 
Christ, and I turn to God and say: apply that atonement unto my heart, and let me drink out of the 
fountain of forgiveness. Therefore, it must be understood that it is a fact that the sins of the Church 
have been blotted out. That is a fact, and we must be careful not to change it. That has been done. In 
the Dutch, we often pray: “verzoen onze schuld.” We should not pray that. That is frequently done. In 
the English, we pray: blot out my sins. Strictly speaking, we should not pray that. Frequently when we 
pray that way, we mean nothing more than, forgive our sins. But we should not pray, “blot out my sin,” 
if we understand what we are praying. Just as we cannot pray that the Spirit may be poured out and 
may dwell in the Church. The Spirit has been poured out. So also, we cannot pray: blot out my sins. That 
has been done. But there is a difference between atoning for sin, and the application of that atonement 
to my heart. Atonement is the blotting out of my guilt, and forgiveness is the applying of that atonement 
to my heart. To use a figure: atonement is the bread already prepared for us, while forgiveness is that 
God takes that bread of atonement and nourishes our soul with it constantly. Atonement is not that God 
prepares it for us, and that He then gives us the whole business and tells us to run away with it. That is 
not salvation. Salvation is in Jesus, and Jesus receives it from moment to moment, and through all 
eternity from the Father. Now when I pray, “forgive me my sins,” I know that the atonement is there. 
There is atonement, but God connects my sinner’s heart with Christ, and feeds me with the bread of 
atonement, day by day, as I need it. And as He feeds me, He forgives, and as He forgives, He feeds me 
with peace and joy. O the brute who has never prayed: forgive me my sins. For the relation is this, that I 
am born in sin, and when Jesus changes my heart, there comes in my heart a beginning of new life. And 
that beginning is characterized principally by this, that I assume God’s attitude over against my own sin. 
By nature, we take the devil’s attitude. But when the light of Jesus Christ begins to shine in our hearts, 
we see the darkness of our nature. And it does not develop in this way, that when we come to see our 
sins and ask for forgiveness, that then our sin drops away. No, the Christian is a man that sins every day. 
And as Christ grows in him, he discovers more sin all the while. As he discovers his sins, he must have 
peace. In order to have peace, he must be fed by the bread of atonement. When the Lord does so, he 
prays always: forgive me my sins. It is his daily prayer. Exactly because he believes, and because he daily 
sees his sins, he prays in more earnest need and fervor, and in personal assurance of having part with 
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the atonement of Christ: forgive me my sins. 

3. An Expression of a Spirit of Forgiveness 

Hence, because this prayer, “forgive us our debts,” is the expression of true sorrow over sin, and of 
personal assurance of being a partaker of the atonement of Christ, this last part belongs to it. Forgive us 
out debts as we forgive our debtors.  

You cannot separate these two. Scripture teaches that everywhere. God will not forgive our sins if 
we do not forgive one another. There is an inseparable connection between God forgiving our sins, and 
our forgiving the sins of one another. When the Lord teaches us to say, “as we forgive our debtors,” He 
teaches two things.  

This fifth petition is variously rendered. One rendering is: forgive us our debts, even as we have just 
forgiven our debtors. The supposition is that we can only pray this at that time. So that when we pray 
this petition, we say: if I do not forgive my debtors, then do not forgive me. That is what we say in this 
prayer. The spiritual things are delicate. Things must be even before the Lord. So that in this petition, we 
pray: do as I do, and don’t do as I don’t. And that not because our forgiving one another is ground for 
God forgiving us. The meaning of this fifth petition is not: forgive us our debts because we forgive our 
debtors. But the meaning is: with what measure you meet, it shall be meeted out to you.  

There is a spiritual law of receptivity. The measure of our receptivity is no larger than the measure 
with which you meet. If you do not love the brother, you do not love God, and our prayer for forgiveness 
is pure hypocrisy if we cannot say: as we forgive one another. So that it is impossible, spiritually 
impossible, to obtain forgiveness of sins if our soul knows not the spirit of forgiveness. He that goes to 
the Lord to ask forgiveness of sins, and does not have the desire to forgive the brethren, does not mean 
it. And the Lord really means to say: if you go to the throne of grace with this prayer, you must do so in 
the spirit that forgives the brother.  

But there is more. It means that when we forgive each other, we do so in the same manner that 
God forgives us. That means, in the first place, that we are glad to forgive one another.  

In the second place, it means that the brother wants forgiveness. In other words, that we humble 
ourselves. If we are to receive forgiveness from God, we must humble ourselves. If we are to forgive the 
brother, that brother must humble himself.  

And in the third place, it means that the offended look up the offender. That is what God did with 
us. It means that there is in our hearts the earnest desire, which is a reflection of the earnest desire of 
God to reconcile us unto Himself, to reconcile the brother.  

Is it not true that that last added to this petition, crashes all hope that we have advanced very far in 
praying it? O what little of that love of God do we taste! How little of our sins do we see. And how little 
of the little that we see of sin do we realize. How our heart is inclined to enmity and hatred.  

Yes we know that there is within us a small beginning. There is a longing to taste the forgiveness of 
sins. And there is a longing to be able to forgive the brother. And in principle there is the desire to be 
able to pray: Lord forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. But we may well ask for the precious 
grace whereby we will be able to pray: forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. That prayer is 
always heard. It is heard unlimitedly. And it is heard in the measure that we come to the spiritual 
fountain of forgiveness, to be filled with God’s forgiving grace. There is no reason why we should not 
consciously have forgiveness of sins and should say: we then being justified by faith, have peace with 
God through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 


