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Matthew 18:21-35 (NRSV) 
 

 21 Then Peter came and said to him, "Lord, if another member of the church sins 
against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?" 
 22 Jesus said to him, "Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times. 
 23 "For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to 
settle accounts with his slaves. 
 24 When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought 
to him; 
 25 and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and 
children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. 
 26 So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, 'Have patience with me, and I will 
pay you everything.' 
 27 And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. 
 28 But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed 
him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, 'Pay what you owe.' 
 29 Then his fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, 'Have patience with me, and I 
will pay you.' 
 30 But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. 
 31 When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and 
they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. 
 32 Then his lord summoned him and said to him, 'You wicked slave! I forgave you all 
that debt because you pleaded with me. 
 33 Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?' 
 34 And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire 
debt. 
 35 So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your 
brother or sister from your heart." 
 
Exegetical observations: 
 
1. In verse 21, the phrase “another member of the church” is a rendering of the 
simple word “brother” (avdelfo,j, adelphos). 

2. In verse 21, the word for “forgive” (avfi,hmi, aphiemi) has a first definition of “let 
go,” to send away,” or “dismiss from one’s presence,” with a second definition of 
“release from obligation.” 



 

These notes represent a compilation of insights taken from both publically available resources and personal study.    
Rev. Richard S. Hong, First Presbyterian Church of Englewood (www.englewoodpres.org) 
 

3. In verse 22, many of us learned this as “seventy times seven” (KJV) rather than 
“seventy-seven” (NRSV).  In the Greek, the words for “seventy” and “seven” are 
consecutive.  There was a suggestion in rabbinic law at the time that the required 
number of times one must forgive an enemy was four.  Peter understood that Jesus 
would expand the limit. 

4. In verse 23, the notion that the king represents God is also expressed in a subtle 
word shift.  In verse 26 when the slave “fell on his knees” before the king, the word is 
one that is often translated as “worship” (proskune,w, proskuneo).  In verse 29, when the 
fellow slave “fell down”, the word was different (pi,ptw, pipto) which simply means to fall 
down to a lower level. 

5. In verse 24, there is a lot of conjecture surrounding the amount of the debt.  
10,000 talents is an astronomical sum of money; a talent is anywhere from 2,000 to 
10,000 denarii (a denarius is a day’s wage), with a commonly accepted value of 6,000 
denarii, or about 17 years’ wages.  Therefore, 10,000 talents would be about 170,000 
years’ wages.  It is not practical to believe that any individual could incur a debt of that 
magnitude.   

6. Another interesting aspect of the magnitude of the debt is that a “talent” is the 
largest unit of money in that time, and 10,000 (mu,rioi, murioi - cognate of myriad) is the 
largest cardinal number in the Greek language at the time.  Therefore, 10,000 talents is 
the largest possible amount of money that could be expressed. 

7. In verse 25, selling the debtor’s family would not come close to settling the debt.  
Slaves typically sold for 500-2,000 denarii. 

8. In verse 34, the word for “tortured”, which does not appear earlier in the story, is 
(basanisth,j, basanistes), who is a jailer charged with engaging in torture, but usually for 
the purpose of interrogation rather than simply for the purpose of inflicting pain. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What do you think "forgiveness" means? 

2. Discuss the extent to which you feel a need to be forgiven by God for your sin. 

3. Verse 35 sounds very threatening. What does this do to your image of God? 

4. What kind of offense is easiest for you to forgive? What is the hardest? 

 


