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18:21 Then Peter came and said to Him, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and 

I forgive him? Up to seven times?”  

18:22 Jesus *said to him, “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times 

seven. 

Peter’s question (18:21) reflected views that were prevalent in Jesus’ day. The rabbis believed that a 

brother should be forgiven three times for repeated sins, but after that it was not mandatory to forgive 

them any longer (Morris, 471; Carson, God With Us). When Peter suggested forgiving someone seven 

times, he thought he was being very generous, but Jesus’ answer in 18:22 showed Peter how far off he 

really was: “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy-seven times” (not seventy times 

seven - NAS; see Carson, EBC, 405, n.22). Of course, the language is hyperbole not calculation (France, 

705). The point is not that forgiveness has a much higher limit than Peter thought, but that it has no 

limit at all. This is then illustrated in the following parable.  

As France says, “The opening exhortation to forgive without limit is undergirded by a parable which 

compares God’s forgiveness and ours; it is because there is no limit to God’s generosity to His 

undeserving people that they in their turn cannot claim the right to withhold forgiveness from their 

fellow disciples. A community of the forgiven must be a forgiving community” (France. 702). 

18:23 “For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to 

settle accounts with his slaves.  

18:24 When he had begun to settle them, one who owed him ten thousand talents was 

brought to him.  

18:25 But since he did not have the means to repay, his lord commanded him to be sold, along 

with his wife and children and all that he had, and repayment to be made.  

18:26 So the slave fell to the ground and prostrated himself before him, saying, ‘Have patience 

with me and I will repay you everything.’  

18:27 And the lord of that slave felt compassion and released him and forgave him the debt.  

It should be remembered that “kingdom” most often means “reign.” The reign of God establishes 

certain kinds of relationships portrayed in the parable. The parable illustrates that we serve a great king 

who has forgiven all of our debt, and for that reason we should forgive our debtors (cf. Matt 6:12).  

Servants were often given great responsibilities, often acting as managers. The slave in verse 24 was 

given the responsibility of managing the king’s resources.  

A “talent” was the largest measure of weight used by the Jews (probably about 66 lbs.; 30 kg). When 

used of money it could refer either to gold, silver, or copper. Ten thousand talents would be about 300 

tons of gold or silver (France, 706). If the 10,000 talents were gold, it would be worth billions in today’s 

currency. I think that France gets to the gist of it when he says that the impact of using such numbers in 

that day would have been comparable to our use of “zillions” (France, 706). 

We get a glimpse of the size of the indebtedness when we recall that David donated 3000 talents of gold 

and 7000 talents of silver for the construction of the temple, and the princes provided 5000 talents of 

gold and 10,000 talents of silver (1 Chron 29:4, 7). Josephus (38-100AD), a Jewish historian who wrote 

valuable works on Jewish history, commented that in his day the tax for all of Israel totaled about 8,000 

talents (Ant. 12.175).  
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A slave could be sold for a talent but often only a tenth of that, so even if the servant’s family was sold 

into slavery, it wouldn’t come close to recouping that amount of debt. The point is to convey the terrible 

plight that the servant was in. He had no resources or hope. All he could do was plead with the master 

for time to pay everything back – which in itself would have been impossible. However, when the king 

saw the man begging for mercy he had compassion on him and forgave him the entire debt. The man 

was completely forgiven without any conditions attached. It was an act of pure grace.  

18:28 But that slave went out and found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred 

denarii; and he seized him and began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay back what you owe.’  

18:29 So his fellow slave fell to the ground and began to plead with him, saying, ‘Have 

patience with me and I will repay you.’  

18:30 But he was unwilling and went and threw him in prison until he should pay back what 

was owed.  

18:31 So when his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were deeply grieved and came 

and reported to their lord all that had happened.  

The slave who had just been forgiven this huge debt then went out and found one of his fellow slaves 

who owed him 100 denarii. A hundred denarii was about 100 days wages for a common laborer or foot 

soldier (perhaps $5000). About 6,000 denarii equaled a talent. In other words, this man owed the 

servant 1/600,000 of the debt that had just been forgiven (France, 707). Yet he was unable to pay him.  

So he pleaded for mercy just as the slave himself had done (18:26, 29). However, instead of showing 

mercy, he became violent and began to choke him, saying, “Pay back what you owe!” 

The scene is shocking. Over against the staggering sum that had just been forgiven him, the servant was 

unwilling to forgive his fellow slave a much smaller debt and threw him in prison until he should pay 

back everything that was owed. 

His fellow slaves who saw what had just happened were deeply distressed and reported the inequity to 

their master.  

18:32 Then summoning him, his lord *said to him, ‘You wicked slave, I forgave you all that 

debt because you pleaded with me.  

18:33 Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow slave, in the same way that I had 

mercy on you?’  

18:34 And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to the torturers until he should repay 

all that was owed him.  

Upon hearing what the servant had done, the lord was moved with anger (18:34) and summoned the 

servant back to him. He was appalled by the servant’s behavior and said, “I forgave you all that debt 

because you pleaded with me. Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow slave, in the same 

way that I had mercy on you?” 

Notice that when the servant had asked for mercy the king forgave him, but when he himself was 

unforgiving toward his fellow slaves the king called him, “wicked” (18:32). He had proven to be 

ungrateful for the king’s mercy. If he insisted on justice instead of mercy, he would get it.  
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The result was worse for him than it was before. Instead of being sold into slavery, the servant was 

handed over to torturers to be tortured until he paid back the entire debt - which was something he 

could never do.  

18:35 My heavenly Father will also do the same to you, if each of you does not forgive his 

brother from your heart.” 

Jesus sees no incongruity in God who can show great mercy and punish severely.  

 

As Christians, we were up to our eyeballs in debt, and not just with an earthly king, but the King 

of the universe. We had sinned against Him. What we deserved from Him was nothing but hell. 

However, in Christ, God has wiped away our huge debt and has credited our account with 

Christ’s righteousness. He has been unfathomably generous to us. 

Therefore, in light of His gracious pardon, we are to forgive those who sin against us. We are to 

let off the small debts (in comparison to the debt God has let go) against us. In other words, the 

Christian is called to echo the forgiveness of God. The Christian is called to be generous and free 

others from the obligation of punishment. They are to forgive, as they have been forgiven in 

Christ. (Andy Constable) 

  

1. Why is forgiveness so important? 

Failure to forgive will result in judgment. The parable in Matthew 18 shows that if you’re a merciless 

person, you will meet a merciless God. If you demand payment, payment will be demanded of you. 

• Matthew 6:14–15: “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also 

forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive 

your trespasses.”  

• Matthew 5:7: “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.” 

• James 2:13: “For judgment will be merciless to one who has shown no mercy. Mercy triumphs 

over judgment.” 

• Mark 11:25: “Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone, so that 

your Father who is in heaven will also forgive you your transgressions.” 

These verses are not saying that your salvation is contingent upon your behavior, rather, they 

demonstrate that the one who does not forgive or show mercy is not saved for they have not come to 

understand the forgiveness and mercy of God. 

Jesus taught believers to pray, “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” (Matthew 

6:12).  

Lastly, it’s important to forgive because a lack of forgiveness will nurse bitterness. The Bible warns us 

against letting a root of bitterness spring up, noting that it causes trouble and by it, many become 

defiled (Heb. 12:15). 

2. What if the person doesn’t ask for forgiveness or repent? Am I still obligated to forgive?  
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Repentance means to “change our minds.” It’s not simply saying sorry for sin. It is to acknowledge the 

gravity of our sin and to dramatically turn away from it. Broadly, the claim that forgiveness requires 

repentance fits with the biblical idea of salvation. Confession of sin, repentance, and faith are necessary 

to experience God’s forgiveness. God does not forgive the unrepentant. Forgiveness must be desired 

and accepted if the sinner is to be saved.  

Jesus said in Luke 17:3, 4: “If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. And if he sins 

against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ forgive him.”  

This has led people to conclude that repentance is the condition for forgiveness, so forgiveness is not 

necessary if the offender is not repentant or sorry for the sins they had committed.  

This view does not take into consideration the fact that forgiveness is offered by God prior to 

repentance. The glorious truth of the gospel is that God moves towards us in mercy, and only then do 

we repent. Faith accepts the gift of God’s salvation, and repentance is the fruit of the new life.  

So, forgiveness has two sides; there is the extension of forgiveness and the reception of it. Both are 

necessary for the full effects and benefits of forgiveness to be experienced. When we say, “God does not 

forgive the unrepentant” we are emphasizing the need for the reception of forgiveness. When we speak 

of God’s offer of forgiveness (Ro. 5:8) we are emphasizing the extension of forgiveness to the 

unrepentant.  

For forgiveness to be complete both sides have to sync up, but this does not always happen. Jesus 

prayed at the cross, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do.” Stephen, as he was being 

stoned to death, also prayed, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60; cf. Luke 23:34). These 

words show a definite willingness to forgive, but they do not indicate a completed transaction of 

forgiveness. 

When we think about the command to forgive others, I believe it is a call to imitate God in extending 

forgiveness to others whether people repent or not. Therefore, it is not correct to conclude that 

forgiveness is not necessary if the offender is unrepentant, since forgiveness has two sides to it - 

extension and reception.   

The unrepentant are condemned because they refuse to accept God’s offer of forgiveness. 

Nevertheless, God is a described as “a God ready to forgive” (Neh. 9:17). This is the heart that we should 

want as the people of God.  We should be seen as people who are ready to forgive. We should be 

people who extend the offer of forgiveness to others whether they repent or not. We do not wait for 

others to repent before we offer forgiveness. This is what I think Jesus meant when He said, “Love your 

enemies . . . bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Luke 6:27-28). Our enemies 

don’t stop being our enemies when we bless them. They haven’t asked for our forgiveness. They may be 

content being our enemy. Yet we are to bless them, and that blessing means that our part of the inward 

forgiveness has happened.  

At the same time, forgiveness is only complete when there is genuine repentance. As Andy Constable 

says,  

If we are imitating God, then we have to be willing to offer forgiveness prior to repentance. If 

the person does not repent, then forgiveness is suspended. It’s like if I sent an expensive present 
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to my brother and instead of him opening it, he just left it on his kitchen table while he decided 

if he wanted it or not. Has he truly received the present? Well, no, because he is refusing to 

open and accept it. In the same way, if someone has not repented, then forgiveness is stuck 

between giver and receiver.   

Therefore, it’s not totally biblical to say: “I’m only going to forgive when someone repents.” If 

we are imitating God, then we have to be willing to offer forgiveness, no matter how that offer 

is treated. Our hearts must be filled with the mercy and grace of God. . . (Andy Constable 

https://20schemesequip.com/forgiveness-abuse-repentance/) 

To state it differently, both the offended party and the offender have a part in the process of forgiveness 

for it to be complete. Forgiveness occurs when the sinner acknowledges his sin and repents of it, and 

the offended party forgives. This is when forgiveness results in reconciliation. Therefore, instead of 

saying forgiveness is not necessary if the offender is not repentant, I would prefer to say that 

forgiveness is incomplete if the offender is not repentant. 

To illustrate the point Paul said, “If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men” (Ro. 

12:18). I am responsible to do my part in making peace because Christians are children of God, who is 

Himself a peacemaker (Matt. 5:9). I don’t wait for my “enemy” to want to make peace first before I act. 

Nevertheless, my attempts to make peace will not always be successful, for peace is not peace unless 

the other party is willing to make peace, as well. Peace is contingent upon the actions of both people; so 

is forgiveness. 

Lastly, we need to understand that there is a difference in our forgiving of each other and God forgiving 

us. 

In God’s case: 

. .  . there is full, immediate restoration in our relationship with Him. Forgiveness and 

reconciliation go hand in hand. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:18–19: “All this is from God, who 

reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was 

reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them.” God no 

longer counts our sins against us. Therefore, we are reconciled with Him. Our broken 

relationship with Him is permanently and fully mended.  

We cannot forgive in exactly the same way as God. God is perfect in His forgiveness. We are not. 

His forgiveness is immediate. Ours is a process. His is full. Ours is feeble. He chooses to forget. 

We often hold on to the past. This is why we need the supernatural work of God in our lives to 

help us to forgive. (Andy Constable https://20schemesequip.com/forgiveness-and-abuse-

echoing-gods-forgiveness/) 

3. How can I grow to be more forgiving? 

First, grapple with the weight of personal sin. Remember that we have more in common with 

the one who did the sinning than we might like to admit. Cast everything in light of our 

relationship with God. Remember the servant who was forgiven much, yet could not forgive 

others. We have been forgiven ten thousand talents. Certainly, we can grow to be more 

forgiving of offenses against us. 

https://20schemesequip.com/forgiveness-and-abuse-echoing-gods-forgiveness/
https://20schemesequip.com/forgiveness-and-abuse-echoing-gods-forgiveness/
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Second, marvel at the gift of total forgiveness. In Christ, every single sin has been washed away. 

Our certificate of debt has been completely canceled. Over the top of our bill there reads a 

divine declaration signed in blood, “Paid in full.” There remains now no condemnation for those 

who are in Christ Jesus. We stand forgiven at the cross. Hallelujah! May this be the model and 

motivation for our forgiveness. 

Thirdly, rest in the sovereignty of God. We don’t understand why bad things happen to us or 

others. But we do know that God promises to work all things together for good for those who 

love God and are called to his purpose (Rom. 8:30). 

Finally, exult in the privilege of granting forgiveness. When we forgive others, we are magnifying 

the power of the gospel. We are declaring that there is something more important than us in 

this world. We are declaring the worth of Christ and His commands. We are showing the power 

of a changed life in the Holy Spirit. How great is it to extend forgiveness to others out of the love 

that extended forgiveness to us? God’s forgiveness of us shows how and why we forgive others. 

(https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/erik-raymond/common-questions-christians-ask-

forgiveness/) 


