
DEBTS AND DEBTORS
MATTHEW 6:12                     MAY 15,  2022 PERSONAL STUDY GUIDE

INTRODUCTION

1  Name something you’d like someone else 
to do for you, but don’t necessarily want 
to do yourself (cleaning toilets, mowing 
the lawn, preparing dinner, etc.). 

2 Respond to the following statement: It 
is easier to receive forgiveness than to 
give it.

3 Who do you consider to be a forgiving 
person? Why do you think he or she is 
that way?

4  Is it reasonable for God to expect us to 
forgive people who have hurt us deeply? 
Is it possible for you to forgive people 
who have hurt you deeply? Explain.
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UNDERSTANDING  
> Read Matthew 6:12.

And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our 
debtors.

M AT T H E W  6 : 1 2 , 1 4 - 1 5

6:12. The Greek word for debts in the New Testament 
appears only here and Romans 4:4. It is clear that 
Jesus and Matthew intended the word to mean “sins” 
here (Luke 11:4). The choice of this word reflects 
the fact that all sins place us in debt to God. In a 
more extended treatment and parable on this same 
concept in 18:21–35, Jesus used the idea of debt to 
teach about sin and forgiveness.

This is the only petition that seems to have a condition 
prerequisite to its fulfillment and two full verses of 
explanation following (6:14–15). The context is the 
relationship of a child to a father. This is “family 
forgiveness,” not forensic or judicial forgiveness. 
Jesus is not saying that our forgiving is a necessary 
means to earning God’s forgiveness. The Bible makes 
it clear that there is nothing we can do to merit God’s 
judicial forgiveness, but that it is given freely (e.g., 
Rom. 5:6–8; Eph. 2:8–9).

One does not gain forgiveness by forgiving. But 
a person evidences his or her own forgiveness by 
forgiving others. Since this is family forgiveness, our 
sense of forgiveness is denied us when we deny 
forgiveness to others. As God’s children, we are 
commanded to be forgiving. When we fail to forgive, 
we reap the consequences of spiritual and moral 
defeat.
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	• According to this verse, what do you need 
from God? How do the words “debt” and 
“debtors” add to your understanding of 
this verse?

	• Why is it so difficult for many of us to 
recognize the debts we accrue each day?

	•  Is acknowledging your need for God to 
forgive you part of your regular prayer 
practice? Why or why not?

	• What are you acknowledging to be true 
about God’s character when you humbly 
ask for forgiveness?

 

	• Why do you think asking for forgiveness is 
so difficult for many people?

	• Why do you think offering forgiveness is so 
difficult?  
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	•  Why do many of us mentally disconnect 
the link between our forgiveness of others 
and God’s forgiveness of us? 

	• What happens when you do that?

> Read Matthew 6:14-15.

For if you forgive other people when they sin against 
you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 15 But 
if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father 
will not forgive your sins.

6:14–15. These verses further exhort the 
kingdom servant concerning the necessity of 
forgiveness in human relationships if we expect 
God’s forgiveness. These verses, and 18:21–
35, explain 6:12. Receiving God’s forgiveness 
motivates forgiveness toward others.

Jesus expects us to replace this specific petition 
with more personalized requests for forgiveness 
for the specific sins in our own lives. No 
“meaningless repetition” here. Jesus’ intention 
might be better reflected if our Bibles printed 
his words of petition followed by a large white 
space, leaving room for us to “fill in the blanks” 
with our own personal sins. The petitions as he 
has given them guide us to the important themes 
for prayer, but he expects us to personalize these 
principles in our own lives.

	• What do these verses teach us about 
forgiveness?  
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	• Why is it so important for us to practice 
forgiveness? 

	•  According to Jesus, what is the true 
motivation for forgiveness? How is that 
different from most people’s motivation 
to forgive?

	•  Why do you think Jesus chose forgiveness 
as the only subject in the Lord’s Prayer 
where He emphasized people’s actions?

	•  Given Jesus’s warning in verse 15, how can 
we help one another grow in our ability 
to forgive?

	•  Beyond just obeying God by confessing our 
sins to one another, what other benefits do 
you see this practice delivering?
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	• When have you seen the power of 
forgiveness change lives?

> Read 1 John 1:9 and Ephesians 4:32.

1  J O H N  1 : 9

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and 
will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness.

Confessing our sins does not mean a shallow 
reciting of misdeeds. It means owning up to 
wrongdoing and bringing our lives into line with 
God’s goodness and commands. God can forgive 
and cleanse us from terrible transgressions.

E P H E S I A N S  4 : 3 2

Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving 
each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.

Paul used a play on words to illustrate his point. 
Believers are urged to be kind (Gk chrestos) 
because of Christ (Gk Christos).

	• If God has forgiven all of our sins because 
of Christ’s death, why do we need to 
confess our sins? 
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	• What encouragement did John give to 
believers who struggle with sin?

	• Discuss what Paul might have meant by the 
terms kind, compassionate, and forgiving 
in Ephesians 4:32.

	• How are each of these terms a reflection of 
God’s love for us?

	• What are the positive and/or negative 
motivations that prompt us to walk or live 
a Christian life? According to verse 32, 
what should be the primary motivation? 
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APPLICATION

1 How does today’s study affect the way 
you view others? In light of that different 
view and God’s calling, how will your 
actions toward people change?

2 What are some practical ways we can 
remember God’s great gift of forgiveness 
daily? How might those daily reminders 
re-frame our attitudes, words, and 
actions toward people who may be hard 
to forgive?

3 As a group and a church, how can we 
demonstrate together a true passion for 
God and a passion for others through the 
ways we love and forgive people?

PRAY
Thank God that there is no limit to His forgiving 
grace. Ask Him to help you forgive the people in 
your life who have wronged you. Ask Him to remind 
you daily how much you have been forgiven so that 
you can readily extend forgiveness to others.
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