
SESSION TWO

The Unmerciful 
Servant

SESSION SUMMARY
In this session, we will discuss Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness through the Parable of the Unmerciful 
Servant. Jesus followers are invited to forgive others because they have been forgiven a much greater 
debt. Forgiving others is an overflow of God’s good news, not simply an occasional act when it feels 
appropriate. Following Jesus means remembering we are forgiven, and extending that forgiveness 
to others.

SCRIPTURE
Matthew 18:21-35
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THE POINT

Christians are to forgive other Christians in the same manner 
they have been forgiven. 

INTRO/STARTER  5-10 MINUTES

Option 1
We live in a world that values revenge as an ideal. Achieving revenge and accomplishing our own sense 
of “justice” is a common theme of popular movies, books, and stories celebrated in media. Not only do 
we see this around us, but we feel it inside of us as well. We consciously or unconsciously find ourselves 
treating others differently if they have wronged us, ignored us, haven’t returned a favor, haven’t repaid 
a debt, or failed to meet our expectations.

• When and where have you recently seen or heard messages highlighting revenge in our 
culture? Why do you think revenge is so often celebrated?

One of the core truths in Christianity is that we are forgiven: Our slate of sin is wiped clean because 
of Jesus’ work on the cross. Yet often we stop there, failing to take the next step forward by forgiving 
others in light of the forgiveness that has been given to us. To make it clear how important this next 
step is, Jesus told a dramatic story of forgiveness and judgment, turning the idea of an unforgiving 
heart on it’s head.

Option 2
What comes to mind when you hear the word forgiveness? Some people say, “It’s as much for you as it 
is for the person who hurt you.” Maybe you’ve heard someone say, “I could never forgive her after what 
she did.” Or maybe you’ve even heard, “Forgive and forget.”

• What are some stories of forgiveness you’ve heard?

• When have you made a difficult decision to forgive someone? What happened? Why was it so 
difficult to forgive? 

Biblical forgiveness is different from all of the definitions, phrases, and quotes you’ll hear from the rest 
of the world, because the kind of forgiveness Jesus calls us to is like His—completely unconditional. 
Jesus’ love for us was so great that He went to the cross and died for our sins to forgive us while we 
were still trapped in our sin, content to offend Him (Rom. 5:8). Forgiveness isn’t just about removing a 
punishment or penalties, it’s about moving toward a restored relationship with that person. Jesus calls 
us to forgive, endlessly, no matter what—just as He has forgiven us (Rom. 12:18).
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THE POINT

Christians are to forgive other Christians in the same manner 
they have been forgiven. 

CHARACTERS
• Jesus: the eternal Son of God; second person of the Trinity

PLOT
This next parable demonstrates Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness, or rather, the motivation for us 
to forgive others because of the forgiveness God has given us. Despite being forgiven of his own, 
outrageous debt, the wicked servant refused to extend that same forgiveness to the man who owed him 
a debt. This powerful story has a powerful message, revealing what is really in the hearts of those who 
reject the offer to forgive while knowing God extends forgiveness to all. 

HIS STORY   15-20 MINUTES
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JESUS TALKED ABOUT FORGIVENESS
Matthew included Jesus’ teaching on how Christians should respond to other 
Christians who have sinned against them. 

21 Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my 
brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven 
times?” 22 Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you seven times, but 
seventy-seven times.” (Matt. 18:21-22)

• How would you define forgiveness? How does your definition align 
with what Jesus said in these verses? (p. 16, PSG)

Peter’s question to Jesus demonstrated his willingness to more than double the 
typical requirement of forgiving someone. There seems to be some significance to 
Peter’s use of the number seven, as if that number would “complete” the process. 
As a disciple, Peter seemed to attempt to understand Jesus’ kingdom ethic and go 
beyond what was expected.

Jesus’ answer is somewhat difficult to understand. Some translations say 
“seventy-seven times,” while others say “seventy times seven.” Whichever 
translation you read, the point is the same. Jesus did not give a specific number 
of offenses after which we are no longer required to forgive. The number does 
not matter because Jesus taught that His followers are expected to forgive 
completely, without limits. Jesus’ parable, which followed His response to 
Peter, teaches this point—Christians should keep on forgiving because of the 
magnitude of forgiveness that has been granted to us.

THE SERVANT'S DEBT WAS CANCELED
Jesus wanted to teach His followers what encountering His kingdom is like, so He 
told the following story:

23 “Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who 
wished to settle accounts with his servants. 24 When he began to 

TIMELINE

THE UNMERCIFUL 
SERVANT
Jesus teaches 
on forgiveness.

THE GOOD 
SAMARITAN
Jesus teaches on how 
to love one’s neighbor.

TWO LOST SONS
Jesus teaches on 
God’s grace to both 
the prodigal and 
self-righteous brother.

GOING FURTHER WITH THE STORY
Rabbinic Judaism taught that forgiving someone three times was sufficient to demonstrate 
a forgiving spirit, based on Old Testament accounts of God’s action toward humanity 
(Job 33:29-30; Amos 1:3; 2:6). But the common thought in first-century Judaism was that if a 
person sinned willfully, expecting to receive forgiveness, then forgiveness should not be offered. 
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settle, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. 

25 And since he could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, with 
his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. 
26 So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience 
with me, and I will pay you everything.’ 27 And out of pity for him, 
the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.” 
(Matt. 18:23-27)

According to the story, a slave owed his king ten thousand talents, an amount 
so outrageous that the debt could never actually be paid. This amount would 
be more than a person could make in an entire lifetime. The story does not 
lead us to believe the king was being unforgiving or unfair toward His slave. 
He simply wanted to recover as much of the debt as he could.

How the king would legally repay himself is quite foreign to us today. In Jesus’ 
day, the king would have a right to sell the person with an outstanding debt 
(along with all of his family) to pay back some of the debt. Any money earned 
during their slavery would go back immediately to the king, thus enslaving them 
for life (given the enormous amount owed).

This debt did not just affect the servant but his entire family and his family’s 
future. Likely, generations would be enslaved because of what the man owed. 
Jesus painted a picture of a man so hopelessly in debt that the only value he had 
to the king would come if he, his family, and their possessions were sold to repay 
only a small part of his debt. It was a dire situation. 

The slave, in begging for his life and the lives of his wife and children, made an 
outrageous claim. He offered to repay the debt, but only if he could be given more 
time. Jesus did not say how much time had already passed, but it is reasonable to 
believe his money had been gone long enough and the debt needed to be settled. 

In a wonderful twist to the expected outcome, the king determined not to 
exact payment but to forgive the massive debt. No doubt Jesus’ audience 
would have been shocked. What just king cancels a debt, especially one of such 
an enormous amount? With merely a word, an indebted slave was released from 
his financial bondage and his entire family escaped the approaching, lifelong, 
brutal punishment.

God is Merciful (p. 18, PSG)

Mercy refers to God’s compassion and is often expressed in God withholding something, 
such as punishment for sin (Eph. 2:4-5; Titus 3:5). Both mercy and grace are undeserved, 
meaning humanity can do nothing to earn God’s mercy and grace. If one could, then it 
would no longer be the free gift of mercy or grace.
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As the story relates to believers, which Jesus makes clear, we see a picture of God’s 
kingdom—a kingdom full of slaves that have committed countless transgressions 
against Him, accumulating a “debt” even more outrageous than ten thousand talents. 
Even if we wanted to pay God back, the amount of the offense is too great to repay. 

The obvious response, with or without time, would be for God to judge us for 
our debts. But God demonstrates His love to us by forgiving our debts through 
Jesus (Rom. 5:8). In this story we see a picture of God’s undeserved grace—He 
helps the helpless by forgiving the ones in need of forgiveness. 

CHRISTIANS ARE CALLED TO FORGIVE AS 
THEY HAVE BEEN FORGIVEN

Jesus’ ability to capture the attention of His audience was on full display here. 
After telling of a man whose immeasurable debt had just been forgiven, He 
went on to tell of that same man leaving the king’s presence and finding a 
fellow slave who owed him a debt.

28 “But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow 
servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began 
to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 29 So his fellow servant fell 
down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay 
you.’ 30 He refused and went and put him in prison until he should 
pay the debt. 31 When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, 
they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their 
master all that had taken place. 32 Then his master summoned him 
and said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt 
because you pleaded with me. 33 And should not you have had mercy 
on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’ 34 And in anger his 
master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. 35 
So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not 
forgive your brother from your heart.” (Matt. 18:28-35)

One hundred denarii might have been three to four months of income, certainly 
no small amount, but it paled in comparison to ten thousand talents. This slave, 
having just received forgiveness of his own massive debt, began choking his fellow 
slave for the same offense. The second slave responded exactly the same way as the 
first slave responded—he pleaded earnestly for time to repay.

The first slave, feeling wronged by the debt owed him, did not extend grace. 
Instead, he had the second slave tossed in prison. Debtor’s prison was a legitimate 
alternative to being sold to recoup owed money. Think about the impact to this 
man’s family, as any money earned through work in prison would only go toward 
the repayment of the loan. 

While this action might have been justified in normal circumstances, the 
fellow slaves were shocked that the first slave withheld mercy despite having 
received forgiveness for his own enormous debt. Therefore, they reported to 
the king what they had seen. In righteous anger, the king confronted his slave 

TIMELINE

THE PHARISEE 
AND THE  TAX 
COLLECTOR
Jesus teaches on 
the dangers of 
self-righteousness.

THE WICKED 
TENANTS
Jesus teaches on God’s 
judgment and the 
need to repent.

WATER INTO 
WINE
Jesus shows 
compassion for 
everyday needs.
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and rebuked him for the hardness of his heart. The king chastised the slave in 
verse 33, pointing out that grace received should be grace extended. 

The punishment we see in verse 34 is sobering: Those who receive forgiveness 
but do not extend it to others are “wicked” and will be punished justly and 
severely. The translation we are reading mentions that the servant was turned 
over “to the jailers,” but this is different than it seems. The original Greek 
word means torturer. So what this means is that the slave was tormented in the 
parable until the full payment was made—and recall how impossibly large his 
debt was.
 

CHRIST CONNECTION
Remember, a parable is a fictional story illustrating a broader truth, and here this 
broader truth relates to God’s actions toward the unforgiving. It is quite possible 
that the idea of torment in this parable is an allusion to the eternal punishment 
of hell for those apart from Christ. However, an unforgiving heart can create a 
measure of torment in the present too, leading to a life of bitterness, loneliness, 
anger, and resentment. In the absence of forgiveness, God allows us to be handed 
over to our own personal torturers and tormentors, where the people who 
wronged you may be long gone, long dead, long distant but still wreaking havoc 
in your soul. 

The beautiful truth is that we can be freed from the tormentors of past wrongs 
by forgiving others. You do not have to be bound to the ones who hurt you. 
And withholding forgiveness can bring much torment and pain into your 
own life. 

As 21st-century Christ-followers, let’s not just look at these parables as 
simply narrative stories. Jesus concluded this teaching on forgiveness with a 
very clear and pointed application in verse 35—those who have been forgiven 
but do not extend forgiveness will be treated as the first slave. Jesus is very 
forceful here: Forgive or face God’s judgment. 

The measure and means by which we forgive has nothing to do with 
the person who wronged us. The measure and means by which we forgive 
has everything to do with the Savior who forgave us. When a proclaiming 
Christian has difficulty forgiving others, it reveals a deep problem of the heart. 
In the worst of cases, one must ask: If a “Christian” has difficulty forgiving 
others, then has this “Christian” really understood the gospel?

Though our debt before God was too great to be paid through our good works or 
effort, we have received forgiveness through the grace of Jesus Christ, who paid 
our debt through His death on the cross. God has wiped the slate clean with the 
blood of His Son. And a true realization of our forgiveness in Christ results in a 
radical heart change of forgiving others in the same manner in which they have 
been forgiven by Christ.  
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GROUP QUESTIONS
God’s Story has always been designed to connect with your story. It is because of 
His Story that our stories make sense, have meaning, and carry on into eternity. Use 
the questions below to help think through how His Story connects with your own.

• What makes it difficult to sometimes forgive others?  Answers will vary, but 
sometimes it depends on the offense or how much we are hurting. Other times we don’t 
want to forgive because the offending person doesn’t seem remorseful for hurting us. 

• What potential objections would someone have to forgiving another person 
again and again (“seventy times seven”)?  The most likely response is the 
assumption that a person who keeps offending someone will never change. 

• How are you challenged by Jesus’ addition of the phrase “from your heart” to 
His command to forgive?  Answers will vary. 

• What practical steps do you need to take in light of Jesus’ teaching in the 
parable of the unmerciful servant?  Answers will vary. 

YOUR STORY   10-15 MINUTES

YOUR STORY
Where your story 
meets His.

HIS STORY
God’s Story of 
Redemption, 
through His Son, 
Jesus Christ.
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YOUR MISSION   10-15 MINUTES

HEAD

The truth of the matter is our rebellion against God is a price too high for us to pay. We foolishly think we can 
repay Him by our good works or by cleaning up our act, but those things will never be enough to overcome 
our massive debt. Our inability to repay is what makes God’s forgiveness so remarkable—He forgives us and 
wipes our debt clean because of Jesus. He has extended forgiveness to those most in need.

• Why is it important to realize we can never repay our personal debts to God? How does 
our inability to repay increase our amazement of God’s mercy and forgiveness?  Our 
amazement of God’s grace and mercy will depend on our understanding of how great our debt to 
Him was because of our sin. 

• Why is it important for us to always remember our own forgiveness when confronted 
with needing to forgive someone who has wronged us?  Our own forgiveness provides us 
with the right motivation and framework for forgiving others. 

HEART

The world often lives by the mantra “Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.” 
Jesus’ teaching is that no matter how many times a fellow believer sins against you, you are to forgive 
that person. There is no limit to your forgiveness because in forgiving “seventy times seven,” you are 
demonstrating that forgiveness is essential to Christian living. And in doing this, we cultivate a lifestyle 
of forgiveness, though not by ourselves. That is why Jesus told a story to reinforce to His followers the 
importance of forgiveness.

• Why must forgiveness begin with the heart?  Genuine forgiveness isn’t something that is simply 
external—we can say the words “I forgive you” and still have bitterness and anger toward someone 
who has sinned against us. This is why forgiveness first and foremost takes place in the heart. 

• What would such a level of grace and forgiveness within the church communicate 
to unbelievers?  Answers will vary. 

HANDS

Is the way the unmerciful servant responded not the way we behave toward those who need our 
forgiveness? We who have been generously forgiven for our sins find those same sins disgusting in 
others. We often point out the same faults in others that we think we have mastered. This part of the 
parable of the unmerciful servant is the picture of what God sees in us when we fail to forgive others 
despite being forgiven of our rebellion. The daily discipline of forgiving others should be reflected in the 
lives of all those who claim to be under the forgiving grace of God in Christ. 

• What are some ways, even subtle ones, that we punish others instead of forgiving them 
for wrongs they have done against us?  Answers will vary. 

• How can we resist the desire for vengeance and instead practice mercy as it has been 
shown to us in Christ?  Answers will vary. 
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ADDITIONAL INFO

LEADER PACK
For this session, refer students to pack item #5, which contains a quote poster related to the session. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Check out the following additional resources:

• Leader Training Videos
• One Conversations
• Midweek Studies (to access your Midweek Study, go to lifeway.com/TGPSUM17Stories)
• Circular Timeline Poster
• App (for both leader and student)

Additional suggestions for specific groups are available at
GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

And for free online training on how to lead a group visit
MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject
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