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Matthew 18:21-35 
It is important to understand that this parable is set in the context of discipleship training. 
Look at the 18th chapter. Jesus teaches his disciples on a variety of different subjects. 
The disciples come to him asking, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom?” and Jesus 
settles that question for them.  
Then Jesus teaches them about discipleship and humility.  
Next, Jesus transitions to another discipleship matter – the subject of offenses and the 
processes of forgiveness and restoration. Jesus deals with this on two levels – corporate 
and personal. The first aspect of this teaching involves how to deal with a fellow believer 
who has committed some moral failure but failed to take personal responsibility. This 
passage has served as a template for dealing with sinful failure by those within the 
church.  The simple formula is to go to them privately and encourage them to repent. If 
that fails, you can escalate that to take witnesses with you for a second attempt, and 
finally, take it before the church where a final effort and decision can be made.  
In the modern church we have problems executing this. The first problem is we have not 
successfully generated a culture within the church of mutual accountability. The church is 
supposed to be a family and a family is supposed to watch out for one another. But if we 
don’t adopt that family dynamic, we are reluctant to allow someone else to speak into our 
life. We fail to live out our Christianity within the context of a Christian family and we 
choose rather to keep our business solely between God and ourselves. In so doing, we 
don’t view the church as an extension of God.  
The second problem we have is the fact that it is generally ineffective to try to hold others 
accountable when we ourselves are not accountable, or we ourselves have our own 
unresolved problems in our life. Jesus spoke of this in His sermon on the Mount when he 
said we needed to pull the beam out of our own eye before we try to pull the splinter out 
of someone else’s eye.  
The third problem we have is the modern day risk of lawsuits. People who resent being 
held accountable for their actions are sometimes prompted to bring defamation lawsuit 
against a church for excommunication and public humiliation. If the church chooses not to 
exercise Biblical discipline for fear of lawsuits, we completely forfeit one of the vital tools 
of our fellowship and the church becomes nothing more than another social gathering 
where we meet on a very cordial and limited level and never allow anyone to speak into 
our life.  
The fourth problem we have today is when a church attempts to exercise discipline 
against a non-repentant member, that member now has the option of merely changing 
churches where everyone openly accepts them just as they are - hidden baggage and all 
- making church discipline virtually ineffective.  
This is where we find that very familiar verse,  
Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be 
loosed in heaven.  Matthew 18:18 
Once again, context is king. Jesus didn’t just blurt out this little stand-alone gem of 
wisdom totally disconnected from its context. He was talking within the context of carrying 
out discipline with God’s authority. The binding and loosing refers to the issue of either 
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forgiving and restoring, or executing discipline against a non-repentant individual. If the 
church is acting in a Biblical manner, their actions carry the authority of heaven.  
And the second familiar verse we find here is  
Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask for, it will be done 
for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three gather in my name, there am I with 
them.” 

It should come to you as no surprise that this verse is also typically taken out of context. 
Keep it in the context of the previous verse. The word “anything” is a term often used in 
judicial matters, so this verse ties into the previous verse of settling matters within the 
church. This is not a broad verse that implies all you have to do is find two or three 
people who will agree together on any matter and God will be obligated to answer your 
prayer request (even though that is the way it is interpreted the greater percentage of the 
time.) The problem with that is it makes God a vending machine responding to a unified 
human committee. But kept in context, it simply points back to verse 18 that if you stay in 
complete agreement with the Biblical principles for resolving conflict, you can be 100% 
assured God will honor that.  
 This sets Peter to thinking about how to deal with forgiveness on a personal level.  
21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister 
who sins against me? Up to seven times?” 
22 Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 

Now we have the stage set for the parable of the unforgiving servant, which is a 
continuation of discipleship teachings. (Read Matthew 18:23-35) 
 Understand, what Christ is teaching in this parable is for us as much as it was for his 
immediate disciples. We understand the church may have to take drastic measure 
against one who refuses to repent, but there is still an issue of how we are expected to 
react when someone has personally offended us. When the offense is personal, the rules 
change somewhat. And the reason they rules change is because the church as an 
institution can execute discipline against an unrepentant believer without harboring 
personal ill-will. After all, the offense was not a personal offense. But when we are 
personally offended, we tend to harbor unforgiveness to the point of self-destruction. 
There nothing to say we have to allow people into our personal fellowship who have 
committed unspeakable offenses against us. We might need to “excommunicate them” 
from our lives if necessary, but we cannot harbor anger and resentment and 
unforgiveness in our heart without destroying our own soul. Let’s see what this parable 
teaches us about godly forgiveness.  

I. You	Have	Been	Forgiven	
The magnitude of God’s grace is illustrated. Jesus typically uses sharp contrasts in his 
parables – a beggar and a rich man; a faithful son and a rebellious son; or an obedient 
son and a disobedient son; and here, a huge debt and a very small debt.  
The large debt is described in the KJV as ten thousand talents and in the NIV as ten 
thousand bags of gold. Neither translation captures the magnitude of the debt like 
expressed in the original language. A talent was the largest denomination of currency, 
and “ten thousand” (Greek – myriads) was like us saying, “he owed millions”. The  Jewish 
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people knew nothing personally of ever having or owing “myriads”, but they associated 
that kind of money with rich kings in their history. So when Jesus said the man owed 
“myriads”, that statement drew a very powerful mental image for the Jews – the debt was 
beyond comprehension. Yet the king forgave him!  
There was a news article in the past few weeks about a megachurch in Texas that was 
paying off the staggering medical bills for some people. Can you imagine the impact of 
that? One day you are drowning in debt, owing multiplied thousands in medical bills and 
virtually facing bankruptcy, then the church steps up and wipes it all out with one check. 
You are suddenly debt free! Can you even imagine the overwhelming tide of relief that 
would wash over you?  
That is nothing! That is mere peanuts! The man who was forgiven the debt of ten 
thousands bags of gold by the king was nothing! Jesus did not intend to make that 
portion of the story the most remarkable point. He was getting to the point, but he wasn’t 
there yet. If the audience was in awe that a king would forgive that kind of massive debt, 
it is as though Jesus was saying, “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet!” 
Some of you may be thinking, “Wow! I wish something like that would happen to me!” 
Well for every one of you here, either it can or it did. If you have been forgiven of your 
sins, you have had an insurmountable mountain of debt wiped clean. Do you realize our 
sins are a debt we can never pay? Our debt of sin doomed us to eternal Hell. Lost! 
Hopeless! Doomed! Headed for eternal death! Like the prisoner making that final walk to 
the gas chamber, you were a dead man walking. All you had to do to be free was pay you 
debt, but you couldn’t pay. You owed millions! Your sins were to great! But one day you 
heard that someone was paying off debts for people. It wasn’t a church in Texas, but it 
was a King in Heaven. All you had to do was sign the agreement. “I do here and now 
confess Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior of my life. I give my life, my all to Him. In 
exchange, I understand my debts are erased, the death penalty is hereby cancelled and I 
now come into possession of the gift of eternal life, payable immediately upon death.”  
Like the man in court sentenced for his crimes. The judge read the sentence and ordered 
the execution carried out immediately. Strangely, the man had no reaction. The judge did 
not understand. He had seen the strongest of men cry or faint at the declaration of their 
sentence, but this man had no response. “What is wrong with you, man? Don’t you 
understand what I am telling you? You are sentenced to die! Have you no soul?” At which 
point the man calmly reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out a document. It is a 
pardon, signed by the king! He had no fears, no worries. The debt had been forgiven! 
That is what God has done for you! When satan tries to harass you by suggesting you 
are worthless and deserving of nothing but Hell for all of your sins, remind him of the 
cross where you debts were paid. Remind him of the altar where you gave your life to 
Jesus and you were set free. Show him the pardon signed by the King!  

II. You	Are	Required	To	Forgive	
The man who was forgiven “Myriads of bags of gold” by the king goes out into the streets 
a free man, but meets another man who owes him a hundred pence. The ratio of the 
large debt to the small debt is perhaps as much as a 1,000,000:1. The man was just 
forgiven a million times as much debt by the king, yet he grabs this man who owes him 
the equivalent of about three month’s wages and begins to choke him and demand he 
pay him now! The man begged him, “Please be patient and I will pay you!”  But the first 
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man refused to show the least amount of mercy. He had him thrown into debtor’s prison, 
a place from which people never escaped.  
Some of the other servants happened to see this and reported back to the King. The King 
was so furious, he ordered this man to appear before him, where the King scolded him 
for his inhumane treatment of his fellow man and then turned him over to the jailers to be 
beaten and imprisoned. 
Then Jesus unveils the spiritual truth of the parable. “This is how my heavenly Father will 
treat you unless you forgive you brother from your heart!”   

III. You	Cannot	Enter	Heaven	With	Unforgiveness	In	Your	Heart	
Counselors observe that unforgiveness is at the root of so many emotional problems. It is 
vital that we learn to forgive for our own well-being.  
But more than that, if we don’t resolve the unforgiveness in our heart, we stand to lose 
our gift of eternal life. You dare not stand before God with unresolved unforgiveness.  
I know forgiveness can be difficult. Author Peter Jones says, “The imperative of 
forgiveness intrudes into our comfortable working arrangements with life, exposes our 
cherished grudges, discloses our hidden hostilities, and unmasks our guerilla warfare.” In 
other words, it often grates against everything convenient and desirable. We much prefer 
to stew in our anger and resentment than to offer forgiveness.  
But God has forgiven you a debt far greater than every debt others owe you. You have 
been given mercy. You must show mercy. As great as the mercy of God is, there is a limit 
to his forgiveness and you set the limit. If you do not forgive, you will not be forgiven.  


