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Sermon for 5th Wednesday of 
Lent 

                          

Forgive Us Our Trespasses as 
We Forgive those who. . . 

Years before The Flintstones, Hanna-Barbera Productions 
made a cartoon for movie theaters. It begins with a group of 
mice singing at Christmastime. The mice are the only ones 
left to sing, for in this cartoon all the people on earth have 
killed one another. These mice sing, “Hark the herald angels 
sing, Glory to our God and King.” Notice those words, 
changed from the original hymn. The mice sing nothing 
about “the newborn King.” As their song goes on, it fails to 
mention “God and sinners reconciled.” The cartoon says the 
now-deceased human population left something behind, a 
rulebook. It turns out to be a Bible. Pages are shown from 

Text: John 11:25-26 
 
Jesus said to her, “I am the 
resurrection and the life. The 
one who believes in me will 
live, even though they die; and 
whoever lives by believing in 

me will never die. 



 2 

this book, saying, “Love your neighbor” and “Thou shalt not 
kill.” Ironic, don’t you think? In this irony lies the message of 
the cartoon, the moral of the story. Despite this cartoon’s 
strong moral message, and even though it was apparently 
intended for viewing at Christmastime, it’s not particularly 
Christian. It says nothing about Christ. 

Perhaps you’d say, “Well, what do you expect from a movie 
short produced for a mass audience?” I can understand why 
you’d say that. The modern world has grown accustomed to 
morality taking the place of religion. More pointedly stated, in 
the modern world people have let morality upstage Christ. 
Even Christians have done so. 

Christ himself put the emphasis elsewhere. He taught us to 
pray, “Forgive us our trespasses . . .” 

Compared with God’s forgiveness, morality seems relatively 
easy to talk about. It’s easier because God has written his 
Law on the human heart. Therefore, people can easily 
conclude that morality becomes the basic purpose of 
Christian faith and the essential objective of the Church. The 
Church’s whole work can turn into a process of 
understanding and implementing a moral code, a set of laws. 
Yet there are other ways to inculcate morality besides talking 
about Jesus. As we’ve observed in previous sermons of this 
series, you can find pretty soon that you don’t need Jesus at 
all—if the goal is strictly to be “moral.” Morality ends up 
crowding out the Christ, as in the Hanna-Barbera cartoon. 
This same crowding-out occurs even if someone speaks 
ever-so-eloquently about Jesus, yet simply to make a moral 
case. 

That kind of thing comes to an end in prayer. At least, it 
should. Someone has wisely said that prayer makes my sin 
really mine. For in prayer I don’t talk about God; I talk to him. 
Whenever sinners come into God’s holy presence, our sin 
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shows. Thus, Abraham prayed, “Behold, I have undertaken 
to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes” (Gen 
18:27). Abraham entertained no illusions about his own 
worthiness. Dedicating the temple, Solomon prayed, “Listen 
to the plea of your servant and of your people Israel, when 
they pray toward this place. And listen in heaven your 
dwelling place, and when you hear, forgive” (1 Ki 8:30). 
Solomon knew the need for God’s forgiveness, and he wove 
it throughout his prayer. Jesus told of a Pharisee who 
proudly prayed, “God, I thank you that I am not like other 
men” (Luke18:11), but Jesus was showing how horribly 
misguided this man was. The only way for any of us to come 
before the Lord God is as the chief of sinners. As we pray, 
we may be weary, doubtful, impatient, or any number of 
other things. But we have no alternative to being penitent. 

In counseling, pastors will sometimes point to an empty chair 
and invite a person to turn and speak as if God were sitting 
in the chair. I’ve done this myself, especially when people 
find it hard to admit they’re sinners. Using this “empty chair” 
technique, however, I know I have an advantage over 
secular counselors who might say, “Pretend your father, 
mother, husband, or wife is sitting in that chair.” God truly is 
there. People seldom need to be reminded. They know the 
Lord hears their words. When they say something in the 
direction of that chair, they are in effect praying to the holy 
and all-knowing God, and their sin shows. It may show in 
ways they themselves hadn’t previously seen. Prayer makes 
their sin really theirs. 

Don’t you find it so for you? Try it. Speak your prayer aloud 
so you, too, can listen to what you say, but remember that 
God hears even your every unspoken word. He is thoroughly 
acquainted with the innermost secrets of your heart. What 
can you say? Any excuse would sound worse than lame. It 
sounds downright dead, for it comes from the deadness of 
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your old Adam. Your sin is really yours. You need it to be 
forgiven if you’re to live. 

No wonder Jesus taught us to pray, “Forgive us our 
trespasses.” However upright and moral we may be in the 
eyes of others, we remain creatures who fall far short of the 
glory of God. We always stand before him with nothing to 
offer but our sin and shame. No amount of moral codes or 
laws will help us out of this plight. Only our heavenly Father 
can.  

The good news is that our Father sent his Son, Jesus, to win 
for us the forgiveness we need so much. The first word from 
Jesus after he was nailed to the cross is “Father, forgive.” 
That’s why he was on that cross, dying to save us. He bore 
our sin and made complete satisfaction for it. Then there 
was no reason why he shouldn’t live, and the Father raised 
him. The resurrection of Jesus resulted from his full 
atonement for all human sin, all of yours and mine. If there 
was only one sin for which he hadn’t paid, perhaps one of 
yours or mine, he would still be dead and in the grave. But 
he rose to new life, for himself and for you. 

The more people think of Christian faith as a matter of 
morality, not only do they have less room for Christ, but they 
also tend to lose interest in eternity. In other words, the more 
Christian faith is equated with morality, the tighter people 
want to cling to the here and now. After all, this life gives 
them more than enough opportunity to act in moral ways, 
and morality is sorely needed in this world. For moral 
exertions, there’s no time like the present. 

Yet Jesus showed that the result of his mission is not merely 
to set up a moral example, and that the essence of following 
him does not consist in making moral improvements. As 
much as anywhere, Jesus showed this when he raised 
Lazarus from the dead. Here we see a case in which 
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forgiveness visibly resulted in nothing less than life, life from 
the dead. For Lazarus knew Jesus and trusted him. Paul 
wrote, “If, because of one man’s trespass (Adam’s), death 
reigned through that one man, much more will those who 
receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of 
righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ” 
(Rom 5:17). Forgiveness leads to life. It overcomes the 
deadness of sin. The catechism summarizes, “Where there 
is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation” (SC, 
Sacrament of the Altar). 

These all come in Christ. In today’s text, the grieving Martha 
speaks in a confused way about Jesus. She says she 
understands that God will answer his prayer, like a superior 
grants a request from an underling. But Jesus is no mere 
underling. Does he have some good news for Martha! It 
starts with the words “I am.” This is the Old Testament name 
for God, which Jesus applies to himself: “I am the 
resurrection and the life.” Thinking of Lazarus, he says, 
“Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.” 
Thinking of Martha, he continues, “Everyone who lives and 
believes in me shall never die” (vv 25–26). Life comes from 
our gracious God in Christ. “In him was life, and the life was 
the light of men” (Jn 1:4). 

A seminary professor used to tell us students that the 
message of Christ is no less than forgiveness unto life, life 
out of death. He added that all our work as pastors would be 
superficial if we didn’t address the great problem that people 
have brought into the world by sin, namely, death. For Jesus 
addresses this enemy. He met it head-on, and he won. He 
did not come to bring mere morality, but life. 

Think of the life he brought to Lazarus, a man who’d seen 
heaven. If there was ever a person equipped to live with a 
heavenly viewpoint, it was Lazarus from this time forward. 
Does it figure that back-from-the-grave Lazarus would be 
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slow to confess his sin and seek God’s continued 
forgiveness in Christ? Even though it seems he had to die 
again and await the resurrection at the Last Day, he knew he 
already had resurrection life from Christ. Therefore Lazarus 
had resources against despair in the time of trouble, against 
timidity under the press of opposition, or against weakness 
at the moment of temptation. Jesus was telling Martha that 
by faith she had the very same resurrection life then and 
there. You have it too, right now. Remember your new birth 
in Baptism. 

“The story is told of a father in Spain and his teenage son 
who were at odds. The relationship became so strained that 
the son ran away from home. The father began a cross-
country search for his rebellious son. Finally, in a last and 
desperate attempt to find him, the father put an ad in a 
Madrid newspaper: ‘Dear Paco, meet me in front of the 
newspaper office at noon. All is forgiven. I love you. Your 
father.’ The next day at noon 800 ‘Pacos’ showed up in front 
of the newspaper office. These men had all come to know 
that forgiveness and reconciliation with their fathers stood 
out as more than a mere nicety. It was real living, real life. 

In another “I AM” statement, Jesus said, “I am the way, and 
the truth, and the life” (Jn 14:6). Through him we come to our 
heavenly Father, for in him lies our answer to the prayer he 
taught: “Forgive us our trespasses . . .” 

 


