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Introduction 

For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, 15 but if you do 
not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses (Mat.6.14-15). 

 The passage sounds very straightforward. Forgiveness is ours provided we grant it to 
others. However, we have to ask, “But what does this mean, do we earn forgiveness by 
forgiving, and can a Christian fail to make it to heaven by failing to forgive? To answer these 
questions we need to consider the passage closely in light of the teachings of Jesus in general. 
For a close look at the text, let us consider these things today regarding forgiveness (required and 
promised): the conditions, the cause, and the future. 
 
1A. Conditions regarding forgiveness 
 The text has a positive side and then a negative side.  Forgive others (do so) and the 
Father will forgive you. Do not forgive (do not do so) and the Father will not forgive you. 
 The text is structured in the form of two “if then” statements (If you do…then and If you 
do not…then). The qualities of the conditions (positive or negative) carry over to the 
consequents: 

 If you do…then the Father will 
 If you do not…then the Father will not 

 On each side, the text moves from others to you. If you forgive others, the Father will 
forgive you. If you do not forgive others, the Father will not forgive you. The weighty side states 
that forgiveness is not ours if we do not grant it to others. 
 There are no built-in qualifiers. Therefore, some things need clarification. 
 Why does Jesus speak in this way without qualification? That is, why does He use 
exaggeration, absolutes, and universals in an unqualified way? Intuitively, we know that it is 
akin to His use of parables. It is to stimulate thought, to arouse interest, to place emphasis and to 
indicate importance. Unquestionably, Jesus directs us to the importance of forgiveness; that is, 
He directs us to the importance of forgiving others for their transgressions. Whatever other issues 
and problems surface in the study of this passage, this singular point must come home to our 
hearts: it is emphatically important that we be about the business of forgiving others.  
 Still the open-endedness and straightforwardness takes us back. We want immediately to 
say, “Then no one will be forgiven because no one can forgive in such a universal, absolute, and 
perfect way.” It seems to me that the text-put the way it is-cannot help but cause a reaction. 
 On one hand, it seems so simple: we have forgiveness if we grant it and if we do not 
grant it, we do not have it. How can anyone fail to see that? How can anyone miss the point of 
this text? On the other hand, it raises complicated questions related to our imperfection and our 
safe arrival in heaven. There is both promise here and warning. How then do we do justice to the 
warning without losing sight of the promise and how do we do the reverse (how do we do justice 
to the promise without losing sight of the warning?)? What does this (straightforward, 
negative/positive promise and warning) mean?  
 There is nothing here about forgiving in degrees from various levels of imperfect to 
perfect. Put as a question, does the text teach that perfection in the art of forgiving others is 
required to experience God’s forgiveness? The answer is no. How we know the answer is no is 
from the general drift of the teachings of Jesus, especially areas of His teaching that move in the 
same orbit of thought as this text. Every individual text must be placed within and understood 
within the context of Jesus’ teaching as a whole (both recorded in the Gospels and amplified in 
the rest of the NT).  
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 For example, texts like Matthew 5.43 (be perfect as God is perfect) have a context that 
indicates that being perfect is qualified to mean we are to love in a perfect way like God does, 
namely, by loving both just and unjust alike (cf. v. 45). Surely, by analogy, we can think that 
unqualified (absolute, perfect) forgiveness does have some qualification. We have to understand 
it in some particular way.   
 
2A. Cause regarding forgiveness 
 While dining at a Pharisee’s house, remarkably, a sinful woman wet the feet of Jesus with 
her tears and “wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his feet and anointed them with 
the ointment” she brought with her (vs. 37-38). Taking it all in, the Pharisee said to himself, “If 
this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this is who is 
touching him, for she is a sinner” (v. 39). Jesus then told a story of a moneylender and two 
debtors ending with a question (40-42). Would not the person forgiven more love more? In the 
end, Jesus proclaims the woman’s forgiveness (v. 48). 
 Is it because of her love that God forgave her (by merit, by the anointing and self-
sacrificing deeds, by a work of love)? This is parallel with asking, “Is it because of our forgiving 
that we are forgiven?” Forgiving is one slice of the pie of love. In human relationships in a real 
sinful world, a forgiving spirit ranks high on the scale of loving acts. The answer is a firm no for 
two reasons.  
 First, forgiveness is something granted to debtors who cannot pay. Forgiveness of sin is 
like the pardoning of a debt. The moneylender cancelled the debt in full recognition of the fact 
that “they could not pay” (v. 42). This illustrates our standing before God: the truth for us all is 
“they could not pay.” Jesus clearly teaches that we owe a sin debt that is so large that it is 
impossible for us to pay it. Our own resources cannot even begin to pay the debt. Forgiveness is 
therefore a gracious act of God that He gives to those who do not deserve it and cannot merit it in 
any way. Loving acts, not even acts of forgiving love, cause or ground God’s forgiveness. We 
must read Matthew 6.14-15 in this light.  
 Second, a major point of this story is that love flows from forgiveness. Love does not 
cause forgiveness but forgiveness causes love. a) Thus, the one forgiven more will love more (vs. 
42-43). b) Proof of the sinful woman’s forgiveness is her love: “Therefore, I tell you, her sins, 
which are many, are forgiven-for she loved much” (v. 47). The connection of “therefore” and 
“for” (or because) is critical. It is not that the love caused or merited the forgiveness.  Instead, 
this is a move from premise to conclusion: based on the premise of her great love, the conclusion 
is that she has been forgiven and forgiven much. Plainly, Jesus tells us that if we have 
forgiveness then we will love Him and our love for Him will be proportional to our sense of how 
much forgiveness we have received.  
 When we translate this into the duty of the Matthew text (forgive others and God will 
forgive you), we cannot suppose that our loving act of forgiving others is the cause of the 
forgiveness we receive from God.  
 Our actions can never fulfill what God requires. We fall terribly short (Rom. 3.23). Thus, 
we are required to keep God’s law perfectly, to love God fully, and to forgive perfectly but not in 
order to receive forgiveness. Perfection is our duty and our goal but not as a way of earning 
God’s forgiving grace. Instead, acceptance is by the mercy and grace of God. He is the 
moneylender that forgives the undeserving servant directly in the face of the servant’s sin, 
demerit, unworthiness, and inability to pay. This is core gospel in the gospel; it is core good 
news within the good news of forgiveness through the risen Lord Jesus.  
 Jesus proclaimed good news that sinners receive by repentance, “Repent for the kingdom 
is at hand.” In the wonderful story of the prodigal, it is in the way of repentance that the lost son 
finds acceptance. His sin is obvious. He returns to the father declaring his unworthiness to be a 
son. This declaration is true. He is in fact unworthy but nonetheless in the way of repentance he 
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receives the embrace of love, forgiveness, joy and rejoicing in the acceptance of the lost that 
was dead and is now alive. This story pictures the joy in heaven over a sinner that repents. It 
goes against the grain of this parable to suggest that here in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus is 
now teaching that somehow we have forgiveness on the basis of something that we do, albeit 
forgiving others. The prodigal has forgiveness by repentance, which is the other side of the coin 
of faith in the case of the sinful woman.  
 Thus, “to forgive” must be repentance-faith qualified forgiving.   
 It is also something rooted deep in the heart (from the heart, Mat. 18.35). 
 Finally, to forgive means that you cling to the Lord Jesus as the answer to your sin debt. 
He paid the ransom price for His covenant people. Therefore, all who trust in Him receive eternal 
life (Jn. 11.25-26, Jesus said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live, 26 and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die. Do 
you believe this?").  
 Therefore, the requirement here must refer to a disposition of heart that comes to 
expression in a daily life of repentance in meaningful though imperfect ways. In repentance, we 
acknowledge these imperfect ways but in repentance, we also commit ourselves to forgiving and 
we work hard at it. Ultimately, it means to forgive the sins of others toward you in due 
recognition of your sins toward God and your need of forgiveness every day as you cling to 
Christ as your ransom payment for a sin debt He only could pay and you could never pay. It 
means to forgive as you have been forgiven.  
 In summary, forgiving refers to a heart attitude of commitment to forgive others that goes 
with heart attachment to the Lord Jesus for your own forgiveness. It means to forgive in 
recognition and outflow of being forgiven. Thus, if you love Christ and others much because you 
have His forgiveness and if you show that love by working hard in a repentant way at forgiving, 
then you will be forgiven.  
 
3A. Future regarding forgiveness 
 What do we do with the future aspect of the passage: if you forgive as you have been 
forgiven then you will be forgiven? Is there a way that those forgiven will yet be forgiven? Does 
He point us to the final Day of Judgment in the great future? This makes us look again at the 
conditional, the promise and the warning. Is it possible that those who have been forgiven may or 
may not receive forgiveness in the final day? 
 What future forgiveness is in view (the Father will forgive you, Mat. 6.14)? What future 
forgiveness is in view that follows from the condition of showing forgiveness (repentance 
qualified forgiving)? It cannot be the declaration of justification by faith because that is the cause 
of the forgiving love (those forgiven much love much including the loving act of forgiving). It 
must be a forgiveness that comes in the Day of Judgment. Entering the kingdom involves more 
than calling God your Lord or Father; it involves doing the will of God (Mat. 7.21). Doing the 
will of God is parallel with loving God with a heart of repentance that overflows in forgiveness. 
Again, doing the will of God does not, and cannot, merit entry into the kingdom. The point is 
that doing the will of God with repentance and always clinging to the work of the Lord Jesus is 
the way, the necessary way, of entry into heaven.  
 The promise is that in the way of forgiving others you make your path run straight to the 
gate of heaven. This encourages us to forgive others especially when it becomes extremely 
difficult. Sometimes it is easier to forgive than other times. The promise of heaven at the end of 
the forgiving pathway encourages us to walk that pathway.  
 We also have a warning that those who claim God as Father, but do not have a forgiving 
heart that is conditioned by repentance and faith in Christ, will not enter into heaven in the final 
day. “Your Father” has to mean, “You claim God as your God” as the Pharisees did but who will 
have no reward (Mat. 6.1).  
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 It is asking the wrong question, to inquire about someone who dies with the sin of not 
forgiving someone on his or her conscience. In one sense, every saint that dies does so with 
remnants of sin including surely the sin of failing to forgive (as we should). This wrong kind of 
inquiry fails to see the Christian life in dynamic terms as an ever-growing process of difficulties 
(“ups and downs”) in a repentant life. The Christian clings to Christ by faith (cf. the woman’s 
faith that saved her, Lk. 7.50) and in repentance (cf. the prodigal’s unworthiness that “makes” 
him worthy, Lk. 15.21-24). Daily we ask for forgiveness proportional to how we forgive others 
(Mat. 6.12). This way of praying according to the Lord’s Family Prayer is an outflow of love to 
the Lord because of His saving love to us. His love causes us to love Him (1 Jn.4.19) and our 
love to Him causes us to weigh and work at forgiving others with forgiving love as He showed 
us. Thus, we work at the duty of forgiving as God forgave us. 
 
Conclusion 
 Returning to Matthew 6.14-15, we have this paraphrase and summary: If you cling to 
Christ for forgiveness and in that way of faith and repentance you work at forgiving others, then 
the Father will forgive you in the Day of Judgment. However, if you do not cling to Christ and 
work in faith and repentance at forgiving others, then the Father will not forgive you in the Day 
of Judgment.   


