
1 
 

August 30, 2015 

Colossians 2:9-15  Weird Things that Presbyterians Do: #2 Forgive our Debtors 

Matthew 6:9-15   

 

On any given Sunday morning, Presbyterians do a very strange thing. 

They gather in church and pray about their debts and their debtors. 

Anyone who might overhear this would certainly find it odd: a whole 

group of people praying about what seem to be their financial issues. 

Forgive us our DEBTS, Lord, as we forgive our debtors. “Shouldn’t 

these people be speaking to a bank instead? Or maybe a financial adviser 

who could help them with payment plans and refinancing? These poor, 

poor Presbyterians. What kind of money troubles must they be having?” 

It might seem to some like that is the case, as we pray the Lord’s Prayer 

in our particular way. On the list of Weird Things that Presbyterians do, 

it’s #2: We pray for God to forgive us our debts and we forgive our 

debtors. 

If you are Presbyterian and you have probably noticed that we do that 

forgiveness part in the Lord’s Prayer differently. You have probably 

noticed that some folks from other traditions say trespasses and others 

say sins. My minister friends who say trespasses and sins that tell me 
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that their way is better because it makes more sense. “Why do you say 

debts?,” they tease me. “It makes you seem like a money-obsessed 

weirdo.” And honestly, I don’t know why we do say debts and debtors. 

Other than it’s just what we do; it’s our tradition. I asked a well-known 

Presbyterian worship leader why we say debts and debtors and if there 

was some theological reason for it. He said he didn’t know. He said 

maybe it was because Presbyterians came from Scotland and the 

Scottish were known to be very frugal people, always concerned about 

money. He said, did you hear the one about the guy who stopped to see 

his Scottish friend and found him stripping wallpaper from the walls of 

his house. "Oh, I see you're finally re-decorating." To which the 

Scotsman replied "No. I'm moving." 

Maybe it is a Scottish Presbyterian thing to say debts and debtors in the 

Lord’s Prayer. But I’m more inclined to think that it’s a Bible thing. 

Because it IS a Bible thing. “Forgive us our debts as we also have 

forgiven our debtors;” these are the words that Jesus teaches his 

disciples in the Gospel of Matthew, which we read today. Debts and 

debtors are Jesus’ words. And some bible scholars say they might 
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actually be Jesus’ words. Chob, the word in Jesus’ language Aramaic, 

meant both sin and debt. And those around Jesus who spoke that 

language and heard him pray this prayer, they would have gotten that 

meaning. They would have understood that when you hurt someone or 

break a promise or lie or kill or cheat or steal, you create a debt. Sin 

takes away. It subtracts respect for others. It deletes their dignity and 

yours. It negates the peace and joy that God has given us. 

We have experienced it ourselves. We have sinned and been sinned 

against. We all have had peace and joy deducted from our lives by 

someone. And we have deducted those things from someone else. And 

keeping up with all those debts, and all the balances and whose sin is 

whose and what debt is bigger and you OWE me, it does not make our 

lives better. In fact, it can ruin our lives to carry those debts around and 

always be fretting about who owes you and who you might owe. Jesus 

says the only sane thing to do is to cancel the debts. Forgive them. Jesus 

says that if we want to follow him, and have abundant life and live in joy 

and peace, then, as hard as it is--and, boy is it hard--we must forgive. 

For God’s sake, for our sake, for Jesus’ sake, we must forgive our 
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debtors as we have been forgiven. And it starts, Jesus says, with us 

acknowledging and appreciating how much God has given us. Second, 

God has forgiven us for anything we might owe. And third, we then can 

forgive what others might owe us. 

The first order of business is acknowledging and appreciating all that 

God has given us. In the Presbyterian Church we do not believe that we 

are self-made men and women. Life is not what we make of it. 

Everything we have, everything we are, is a gift from God. This is a 

pretty controversial statement in our culture. We are told that we 

ourselves are entirely responsible for our lives. We are taught that living 

a good life means getting as much as we can. And that mean having the 

high powered career and the health and the wealth and the stunning 

children and the stunning vacation home and the stunning patio set in the 

backyard. How often do we feel the pressure to work hard to make our 

own lives good? And how often do we feel like others should be doing 

the same? 

One of our fundamental beliefs, as Presbyterians, is that all of this, all of 

life, is a blessing from God. And we appreciate it. It’s God who gave us 
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life and created this amazing earth. It’s God who gives us what we need: 

the air we breathe and the food we eat. It’s God who has given us our 

families and our friends and our communities. It’s God who has given us 

our minds and our abilities and our direction. It’s God who gives us each 

new day and the strength to get through it. It’s God who gives us love 

and joy and peace and hope. All of it, every bit of it, is a gift.  

And for the gift, God asks nothing. Only that we appreciate it.  Often 

that’s not what we do. We do not appreciate the abundance we have. We 

live as if God owes us something more. I can’t tell you how often I find 

myself thinking about what I don’t have and what I ought to have and 

what I should have. I’m not satisfied with God’s gifts for long. Like 

Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, I want more. More of that stuff 

that I don’t have. More space, more money, more time, more respect, 

more customer service. I don’t appreciate what I have from God. Which 

is why I’m so thankful for my kids. They appreciate the heck out of 

everything. They appreciate how that cloud looks like a duck. And how 

the sand in the sandbox feels good between your toes. And how amazing 

those caterpillars are on the parsley plants. And how delicious 
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homemade bread is. And how great it is to talk and laugh without 

phones or computers. They remind me that a holy life is a life of 

appreciation. A life that is enjoyed and admired and delighted in.  

When we appreciate life, when we appreciate the enormous value of 

what we have from God, we know we could never repay God for it. And 

the amazing thing is, is that God gives it, even when we don’t appreciate 

it. God loves us even before we don’t know how to love. Even with our 

ingratitude and our indecision and our selfishness and our sorrow and 

our actions that subtract from the value of things, God adds grace and 

peace to our lives. And that’s the second part of our prayer. In Jesus, 

God takes everything we owe, all our debts and our sins and our 

trespasses and takes them all to the cross. God forgives us our debt. As it 

says in Colossians, he erases the record that stands against us. When our 

accounts are in the red and we are owned by death and despair, Jesus 

gives his life to settle the debt. 

God has given us so much. And we are indebted to God. We 

acknowledge that first and then second, we remember that in Jesus 

Christ, our debt has been forgiven. At an Indianapolis elementary 
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school, some of the kids had a negative balance in their lunch accounts. 

Those with a negative account could still get a cheese sandwich at the 

cafeteria lunch counter, but many of them were too embarrassed to be 

singled-out for their negative accounts. So they would skip lunch. A man 

named Ryan Cox heard about these kids living with a debt they couldn’t 

pay and he went to the cafeteria and he paid off all the balances of the 

kids in debt. Nearly $1300. He said, “I didn’t want there to be a kid who 

doesn’t eat because they are too embarrassed because of a delinquent 

account or what delinquent account kids eat. I don’t care why the parents 

haven’t paid the accounts…or how a parent could let their kid’s account 

go negative. It isn’t my place to judge.”1 Cafeteria supervisor Latiousha 

Smith told reporters through tears: (He paid for) “the whole school. The 

whole school. $1,200-plus dollars. That's simply amazing. It's a big deal. 

It means a lot to the children and they have no idea they're being blessed 

like this."2 We too have been blessed and we too have been in debt. We, 

                                                           
1 http://www.theryancox.com/because-i-can-activating-others-to-help-pay-it-forward/ 
2 http://www.wthr.com/story/25268894/2014/04/16/indianapolis-man-pays-it-forward-in-school-cafeteria 
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too, have had our debts forgiven. So, Jesus says, we forgive the debts of 

others. 

Forgiving others as we have been forgiven. That’s the third step. As God 

has given and forgiven us freely, so we pass on that free gift. Forgive us 

our debts, we pray, AS we have forgiven our debtors. Wait a second, did 

you hear that? In the gospel of Matthew it says: Forgive us, God AS WE 

HAVE forgiven. Now wait a minute, it sounds like we are inviting God 

to forgive us in the same way that we forgive. And that God will let go 

of my sins only if I let go of the sins of others. I don’t know. I have to let 

go of what people owe me?  I’m still mad at my second grade teacher for 

hitting me with her cane. I still resent the boys in middle school who 

made fun of my huge Sally Jesse Raphael glasses. I’m still secretly 

angry at every person who didn’t hire me. And every guy who wouldn’t 

date me. I admit that I still hold on to the debts that people owe me. And 

there are times, when I spend my life thinking about what I am owed. 

Maybe you have times like that too. When you think about the debts and 

what you don’t have and you can’t appreciate the life you do have from 

God.  
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In the Community Garden, we had some beautiful pumpkins. There 

were about five of them. And I checked on them every day. And I 

thought about how nice they were going to be in the fall. I turned them 

so they would grow happily. I weeded them. I moved the vines so they 

would be out of the way of the mower. Then, one day I went to check on 

them and they were gone. All of them. I was a little upset. Someone else 

had gotten for free what I had worked for. But the thought came to me 

that this is practice of the holy life. Forgive my debts, O God, as I 

forgive my debtors. Let me remember what I do have. My blessings 

from you, O God. That there is so much more that is beautiful in the 

garden. There are zucchinis and tomatoes and beans and peppers and 

soon, there will be potatoes and kale. And there are butterflies and bees 

to watch and sunshine to enjoy. And I have family and friends to enjoy it 

with. My life is not in the negative. My life is full of the gifts of God. 

Forgiving isn’t easy. Letting go of the debts we are owed is difficult. But 

Jesus says that for us to have life, it must be our practice and our prayer. 

It must be our discipline, to appreciate the love and the life we have 
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from God. To remember that we have been forgiven of what we owe. 

And to forgive others. To the glory of God. 


