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Introduction 
 

 “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But 

if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.” Surprisingly, 

commentaries spend only a few lines commenting on this passage. Translating and reading this 

text doesn’t cause any difficulties. Explaining the meaning and significance is a different story. 

o On another occasion, the disciples "were greatly astonished and asked, 'Who then can 

be saved?' Jesus looked at them and said, 'With man this is impossible, but with God all 

things are possible'" (Mt 19:25, 26). 

 The words of Jesus reflect the greatest need of man(kind), caused by sins against God, other 

men, and oneself. When there is no forgiveness, anger, revenge and condemnation have the 

final word, and salvation is at peril. 

 This passage must be read and understood in its context, the Sermon on the Mount. 

o The same parallel is used in the Lord’s Prayer: “Forgive us our debts, as we also have 

forgiven our debtors” (Mt 6:12). 

o Compare: 

 "Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that 

your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the 

altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift" 

(Mt 5:23, 24). 

 "So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this 

sums up the Law and the Prophets" (Mt 7:12). 

 "Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect" (Mt 5:48). 
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o Also: 

 “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, 

you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you” 

(Mt 7:1, 2). These words mirror Matthew 6:14, 15. 

o It is part of a search: 

 "But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be 

given to you as well" (Mt 6:33). 

 "In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good 

deeds and praise your Father in heaven" (Mt 5:16; compare Mt 9:8). 

o Forgiveness is an important theme in the Gospel of Matthew: 

 It is an authority given by God to "the Son of Man” “to forgive sins….” And who 

“who had given such authority to men” (Mt 9:6, 8). 

 It raised questions: "'Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he 

sins against me? Up to seven times?' Jesus answered, 'I tell you, not seven 

times, but seventy-seven times" (Mt 18: 21, 22; see also Mt 18:15-20). 

o Forgiveness must be studied, believed, and received with: 

 The holiness of God the Father (Mt 6:9). 

 The Kingdom of God (Mt 6:10; 5:3-9; 6:33; a.o.). 

 The will and righteousness of God (Mt 6:10, 33). 

 The mercy of God (Mt 5:7; 12:7). 

 The gentleness and humbleness of Jesus (Mt 11:29; Mt 5:8). 

o Forgiveness aims at: 

 Repentance (Mt 3:11; 4:17); 

 Reconciliation (Mt 5:24); 

 Healing (Mt 9:1-8; Jm 5:13-161) 

 Purity of heart (Mt 5:8); 

 Peace (Mt 5:9). 

o Forgiveness is intrinsically part of: 

 Baptism (Mt 3:11; Acts 2:38); 

 The Lord's Supper (Mt 26:28). 
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o Forgiveness is ultimately made possible by: 

 The death of Christ (Mt 26:28; Eph 1:7). 

 Reasons enough to study this succinct passage and its implications. 

 

 The context, form and structure, theological notes, technical and hermeneutical notes given in 

this sermon outline overlap with other sermon outlines taken from the Sermon on the Mount 

(Matthew 5-7). This makes it possible to use this sermon outline as a “stand-alone”. 

 

 These sermon outlines refer sometimes to articles published on Wikipedia. This is done for 

accessibility reasons only. 

 

Context 
 

 To understand the teachings of Jesus, a summary of the background is necessary. 

 The baptism of Jesus (Mt. 3:13-17): 

o Before Jesus was baptized by John, he said: “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do 

this to fulfil all righteousness.”  

o And after: “As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment 

heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on 

him. And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well 

pleased.’”  

 The Sermon on the Mount teaches this fulfilment of all righteousness. “For I tell 

you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law…” (Mt. 5:20). 

 The preaching of Jesus: 

o Jesus had already been preaching in the synagogues in Galilee for some time before he 

delivered his sermon on the mount. Matthew summarized these sermons as follows: 

 “From that time on Jesus began to preach, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 

is near’” (Mt. 4:17). 

o Jesus continued and took over the ministry of John the Baptist: 

  “In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea and 

saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near’” (Mt. 3:1–2). 

o And later on, when Jesus sent out His twelve disciples: 

 “As you go, preach this message: ‘The kingdom of heaven is near’” (Mt. 10:7). 



o These two aspects, repentance, and the kingdom are prominent in the Sermon on the 

Mount. 

 The life of Jesus Christ: 

o Jesus taught the Law and the Prophets, and he lived according to the Law and the 

Prophets. The Sermon on the Mount reflects his life. He lived according to his teachings 

and by doing so set an example for his followers, the disciples. A clear example is found 

in Matthew 5:39: "Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right 

cheek, turn to him the other also." When Jesus was arrested, he didn't strike back. 

 The future of the Kingdom: 

o After his resurrection, Jesus summoned his eleven disciples to go back to the mount: 

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make 

disciples of all nations (…)  and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 

you” (Mt. 28:18-20). 

 This authority is reflected in expressions like: “But I tell you that anyone who is 

angry with his brother will be subject to judgment” (Mt. 5:22). 

 And in: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 

heaven, but…” (Mt. 7:20). 

 

Form and structure 
 

Prayer: the central focus of the Sermon on the Mount 

 The Sermon on the Mount consists of five main parts: 

o 1. General calling to repentance and the promise of the Kingdom: Matthew 5:3-10, 

characterized by: “Blessed are…” 

 2. Then Jesus turns to his disciples and all who want to learn from him: “Blessed 

are you…” The main theme is “the prophets” (Mt. 5:11-16). 

 3. The central part is an exposition of the Law and the Prophets (Mt. 

5:17-7:12): 

o  “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the 

Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them” 

(Mt. 5:17)… 

 The Lord’s Prayer 

o “So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to 

you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets” (Mt. 7:12). 



 4. After his exposition of the Law and the Prophets, he returns to the theme of 

the Prophets and warns against “the false prophets” (Mt. 7:13-23). This 

contrasts with the second part of the sermon. 

o 5. He concludes his sermon again with a general call to choose: “Therefore everyone 

who hears these words of mine…”(Mt. 7:24-27). 

Prayer (Matthew 6:5-15) 

How we pray (Mt 6:5-8) 

(1) And when you pray, But when you pray, 

do not be like the hypocrites, 

for they love to pray standing in the 

synagogues and on the street corners 

to be seen by others. 

 

go into your room, close the door and pray to 

your Father, 

who is unseen. 

Truly I tell you, 

they have received their reward in full. 

 

Then your Father, who sees what is done in 

secret, will reward you. 

(2) And when you pray,  

do not keep on babbling like pagans, Do not be like them, 

for they think they will be heard because of 

their many words. 

for your Father knows what you need before 

you ask him. 

What we should pray (Mt 6:9-13) 

‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth 

as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven 

our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.' 

(For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.) 

The necessity of forgiveness (Mt 6:14, 15) 

For if you forgive men when they sin against 

you, your heavenly Father will also forgive 

you. 

But if you do not forgive men their sins, your 

Father will not forgive your sins. 

 
 



 

 

Technical and hermeneutical notes 
 

Galilee AD 30 

 It is important to realize that Jesus preached his sermon around 30 AD in Galilee. 

o To Jews living in a country,  

 which was part of the Roman Empire;  

 who had contact with the Hellenistic (Greek) and Roman culture; this culture 

was prominent in a city like Tiberias (Lake of Tiberias = Sea of Galilee) and the 

Decapolis, nowadays Jordan. 

o To Jews,  

 who frequented the synagogues and were used to listening to the teaching of 

the Pharisees and scribes, their spiritual leaders at that time; 

 who were expecting the promised One (according to Dt. 18:15-18; Mal. 4:4-5; 

Mt. 11:3); 

 who were longing for the restoration of the Kingdom of God (Mt. 11:12), which 

is the main theme of the teaching of Jesus. 

 Knowledge of this background is necessary for understanding some passages of the sermon, 

especially those that speak of persecution (Mt. 5:10-12), pagans (Mt. 6:7, 32) and hypocrites. 

o The selection of topics found within the Sermon on the Mount reflects some debated 

issues among first-century Jews such as (Mt. 5:31-32; Mt. 19:3-9). Jesus doesn't cover all 

aspects of the Law, for instance, the fourth commandment (Sabbath Day) is not found 

here, although it was hotly debated between the Pharisees and Jesus (Mt. 12:1-8). 

Neither does he refer to the greatest commandment (Mt. 22:37-40). 

o He especially confronts the teaching of the Pharisees and Scribes. Some of the topics 

found in the sermon are also found in Matthew 23, where he condemns them for their 

hypocritical stance. 

o Jesus doesn’t give a new set of rules or applications but teaches a different mindset. 

This mindset is governed by (see application): 

 the blessings of the Kingdom (Mt. 5:3-10); 

 the Lord’s prayer (Mt. 6:9-13), the central part of the sermon. 



 “Most scholars believe the Gospel of Matthew was composed between AD 80 and 90, with a 

range of possibility between AD 70 to 110 (a pre-70 date remains a minority view).”2 It is 

interesting to note that Jesus refers to “the altar.” “If you are offering your gift at the altar and 

there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of 

the altar.” Since the altar at the temple in Jerusalem had been destroyed by the later Roman 

emperor Titus AD 70, the question remains why Matthew did include this reference of Jesus to 

the altar, while at the time of writing his gospel the altar didn’t exist any longer. Therefore a date 

of composition before AD 70 is more likely. 

Forgiveness of sins 

 “Forgiveness" in the Gospels represents "a dynamic, social-psychological experience of being 

released from the deleterious effects of guilt and sinful behaviour and restoring broken relations 

between human beings and God and among themselves." Forgiveness, and related words such 

as liberation, salvation, reconciliation and restoration, create God’s new community. “Because of 

humankind’s deeply flawed nature, forgiveness ultimately depends on the gracious love of God 

mediated through Jesus Christ.”  A believer responds “to God’s reconciling mercy in various 

ways, especially repentance, baptism, confession, prayer and forgiveness of others.3 “It is 

forgiveness as part of a dynamic, holistic project of rescuing people from the ravages of sin and 

enabling them to flourish.”4 

 Forgiveness of sins in the Gospel of Matthew, an overview: 

o Matthew 1:21: “She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, 

because he will save his people from their sins.” (See also:  Lk 24:47; Acts 2:38; 10:43.) 

o Matthew 3:1-12 (John the Baptist): “I baptize you with water for repentance. But after 

me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He 

will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Mt 3:11). 

 = Luke 3:3: “He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a 

baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” (See also:  Acts 2:38.) 

o Matthew 5:21-26 (Reconciliation): “First go and be reconciled to your brother; then 

come and offer your gift” (Mt 5:24). 

o Matthew 6:9-15 (The Lord’s Prayer): “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our 

debtors” (Mt 6:12). 

o Matthew 9:1-8 (Jesus heals a paralytic): “But so that you may know that the Son of Man 

has authority on earth to forgive sins….” Then he said to the paralytic, “Get up, take your 
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mat and go home.” And the man got up and went home. When the crowd saw this, they 

were filled with awe; and they praised God, who had given such authority to men.” 

 “Authority” = “ἐξουσία”: potential or resource to command, control, or 

govern, capability, might, power.5 Power, authority to do a thing,6 

o Matthew 18:15-20 (A brother who sins against you).7 

o Matthew 18:21-35 (The parable of the unmerciful servant): “Then Peter came to Jesus 

and asked, 'Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? 

Up to seven times?' Jesus answered, 'I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven 

times'" (Mt 18:21, 22). This parable is an apt illustration of Matthew 6:14, 15). 

o Matthew 26:28 (The Lord’s Supper): “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured 

out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” 

 Forgiveness of sins (the New Testament, a thematic overview): 

o Work of the Spirit (John 20:22, 23): “And with that he breathed on them and said, 

“Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not 

forgive them, they are not forgiven.” 

o Preaching (Lk 24:47; Acts 13:38; 2 Cor 5:19): “And repentance and forgiveness of sins 

will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.” 

o Testimony of the Prophets (Acts 10:43). 

o Baptism (Acts 2:38): “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus 

Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” 

o Lord’s supper (Mt 26:28; Eph 1:7): “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured 

out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” 

o Ministry (Jn 20:23): “If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not 

forgive them, they are not forgiven.” 

o Prayer (Mt 6:12; Lk 11:4): “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.” 

o Forgive each other (Eph 4:32; Col 3:13). 

 Forgiveness of Sins (Psalms) 
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o Psalm 32: 1, 2: “Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are 

covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD does not count against him and in 

whose spirit is no deceit.”  

 See also Romans 4:7, 8 and Psalm 103. 

 For “Blessed”, see also Matthew 5:3-10. 

o A personal prayer for forgiveness (Ps 51). 

o A communal prayer for forgiveness (Ps 130; also Ps 79:9; 85:1-3). 

 Forgiveness of Sins (The Prophets) 

o It is made clear by the Prophets that:8 

 God is gracious and forgiving: “Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on 

him while he is near. Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his 

thoughts. Let him turn to the LORD, and he will have mercy on him, and to our 

God, for he will freely pardon” (Isa 55:6, 7). 

 Cultic activity does not guarantee forgiveness (Ho 6:6 (Mt 12:7)). 

 Forgiveness Is the Divine Prerogative. 

 

Exposition 
 

The Lord’s Prayer 

 It is important to relate verses 14 and 15 to the contents of the Lord's Prayer: 

o There is one Father of all. He is the heavenly Father, searching the minds and hearts of 

men, and his children (Ps 139:1, 2; Mt 9:4). See figure 1 below. 

o The holiness of God the Father (Mt 6:9). 

o The Kingdom of God (Mt 6:10; 5:3-9; 6:33; a.o.). 

o The will and righteousness of God (Mt 6:10, 33). 

o Also: 

o The mercy of God (Mt 5:7; 12:7). 

o The gentleness and humbleness of Jesus (Mt 11:29; Mt 5:8). 
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 “It is a given that God’s forgiveness is always prior.”9 “It is comparatively easy to repeat the 

words of the Lord’s Prayer like a parrot (or indeed a heathen ‘babbler’). To pray them with 

sincerity, however, has revolutionary implications, for it expresses the priorities of a Christian.”10 

o Where there is no forgiveness, the devil will tempt us (Mt 6:13): “In your anger do not 

sin: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a 

foothold” (Eph 4:26, 27). 

Verse 14, 15 

 “Our Father in heaven” (Mt 6:9), “your heavenly Father” (Mt 6:14) and “your Father” (Mt 6:15). 

 “forgive” = “ἀφίημι”: 2. to release from legal or moral obligation or consequence, cancel, 

remit, pardon.11 

o “Forgiveness is as indispensable to the life and health of the soul as food is for the 

body.”12  

 “sin” = “παράπτωμα”: a violation of moral standards, offence, wrongdoing, sin.13 “There are 

no sins against one’s neighbour which do not affect one’s relation to God.”14 This is also true for 

the opposite. Sins against God will affect one's relation to the neighbour. 

o Compare verse 12: "debts": "ὀφείλημα”: 2. obligation in a moral sense, debt=sin.15 

o “Sin” as a theological concept is deeply rooted in the theology of the Old Testament. 

 The structure in which the saying is cast is well-known from Proverbs and the Psalms, the 

Wisdom literature in general. This saying can therefore be characterised as a wisdom-saying, 

easy to remember, difficult to put into practice. These kinds of sayings abound in the Sermon on 

the Mount. The character of the Sermon on the Mount as Wisdom-literature is endorsed by the 

final saying: "Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is 

like a wise man who built his house on the rock” (Mt 7:24). 

o Other examples of sayings are: 
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 Matthew 5:16: “In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may 

see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.” 

 Matthew 5:48: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 

 Matthew 7:1, 2: “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way 

you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be 

measured to you.” 

 Luke 6:37: “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, 

and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven.” 

 Matthew 7:12: “So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to 

you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.” 

 Matthew 7:21: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 

kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in 

heaven.” 

o All these sayings need to be taken into account to try to understand the impact of verses 

14 and 15. 

 “This certainly does not mean that our forgiveness of others earns us the right to be forgiven. It 

is rather that God forgives only the penitent and that one of the chief evidences of true 

penitence is a forgiving spirit. Once our eyes have been opened to see the enormity of our 

offence against God, the injuries which others have done to us appear by comparison extremely 

trifling.”16 

o At this point, the Blessings (Mt 5:3-9) are helpful. 

 To be able to forgive, one must become “poor in spirit”, “mourn”, and become 

“meek.” Forgiveness is based on the “righteousness of the Kingdom” and 

“mercy.” Forgiveness will purify the heart and establish “peace” (of the covenant 

community. 

 There are three situations. A describes: “But if you do not forgive men their sins” 

o This results in C: “your Father will not forgive your sins.” 
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o B. describes: “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father 

will also forgive you.” 

 



 

 

 

Application 
 

Important 

 This saying must be understood as a wisdom-saying, not as a conditional saying. The following is 

true: 

o On another occasion, the disciples "were greatly astonished and asked, 'Who then can 

be saved?' Jesus looked at them and said, 'With man this is impossible, but with God all 

things are possible'" (Mt 19:25, 26). 

Praise 

 Praise God for his grace, peace, righteousness, wisdom, love, patience, mercy which are 

expressed in the forgiveness of sins. 

o Praise God for the gift of the Spirit of reconciliation. 

 Praise Christ for his saving death: “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for 

many for the forgiveness of sins”(Mt 26:28). 

o “Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. 

o Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD does not count against him and in whose spirit is 

no deceit" (Ps 32: 1, 2; Rom 4:7, 8). See also Isa 1:18; 43:25; 44:22; Jn 1: Acts 13:38, 39. 

Forgiveness 

 Forgiveness is an important theme in the Gospel of Matthew: 

o It is an authority given by God to “the Son of Man” “to forgive sins….” And who “who 

had given such authority to men” (Mt 9:6, 8). 

o It raised questions: "'Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins 

against me? Up to seven times?' Jesus answered, 'I tell you, not seven times, but 

seventy-seven times" (Mt 18: 21, 22; see also Mt 18:15-20). 

 And the relationship to our Father, his holiness, and the kingdom of heaven. 

o Forgiveness must be studied, believed, and received with: 

o The holiness of God the Father (Mt 6:9). 

o The Kingdom of God (Mt 6:10; 5:3-9; 6:33; a.o.). 

o The will and righteousness of God (Mt 6:10, 33). 



o The mercy of God (Mt 5:7; 12:7). 

o The gentleness and humbleness of Jesus (Mt 11:29; Mt 5:8). 

 Forgiveness aims at: 

o Repentance (Mt 3:11; 4:17); 

o Reconciliation (Mt 5:24); 

o Healing (Mt 9:1-8; Jm 5:13-1617) 

o Purity of heart (Mt 5:8); 

o Peace (Mt 5:9). 

 Forgiveness is intrinsically part of: 

o Baptism (Mt 3:11; Acts 2:38); 

o The Lord's Supper (Mt 26:28). 

 

Additional thoughts 

 Forgiveness cannot be used for self-righteousness, in a sense that you must acknowledge that 

you were wrong and I was right. 

 “Expressing words of reconciliation and forgiveness cannot guarantee that a severed 

relationship can be restored, but it can result in a sense of integrity and peace.”18 

 “The path to wholeness and to holiness is through God’s forgiveness in Christ. The cross and 

resurrection of Christ represent the victory of good over evil.”19 

 “One of the great mysteries of faith is the process of redemption and reconciliation. At the heart 

of God is the desire to forgive, making confession and forgiveness spiritual exercises that can 

transform lives. The Scriptures clearly call us to practice confession on a regular basis, both as a 

private matter between the individual and God and as a corporate discipline between 

believers.”20 
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