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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?” Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but 
seventy-seven times.” 
 
The theme of Matthew’s gospel is God’s radical grace – God’s incomprehensible, inexhaustible 
grace to us and the response he expects from his people.  It could be summed up this way: 
 

Human righteousness is impossible 
God is anxious to forgive 
Being forgiven should transform us. 

 
In Matthew 5 Jesus explains the gap between true righteousness and the much lower standard 
to which we hold ourselves. He said our unjustified anger is as corrupt in God’s sight at murder 
and our lustful thoughts are as depraved as adultery. He said blessed are the merciful, for they 
will be shown mercy, and in chapter six he teaches us to ask for the same forgiveness we offer 
to others. 
 
Jesus illustrates these themes most powerfully in the parable of the wicked servant. The 
servant is brought before the king to settle a massive debt — ten thousand talents, or ten 
thousand bags of gold. It was a debt of such staggering size that paying it back was utterly 
hopeless.  By any calculation into modern currency it would be multiple billions of dollars. 
 
The point is clear. Our sinfulness is very great in the sight of God. Our cruel thoughts, hostility, 
careless attitudes, selfish dishonesty, our failure of compassion, our self-important impatience 
and all our other deficiencies add up to the moral bankruptcy that Paul describes in Romans 1 
as “filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity” and in chapter 3 he says, 
“There is no one righteous, not even one.” 
 
That is why Jesus said, “blessed are the poor in spirit.” People who have some comprehension 
of their own sin have a sense of their need for forgiveness, which is the foundation of a 
relationship with God. 
 
The king demands payment, and the servant, of course, is unable to satisfy the debt. So he, his 
wife, and his children are ordered to be sold as slaves. When the servant at last realizes the 
consequence of his debt he begs for a second chance and makes a hopeless promise to repay 
the full amount. The king instead takes pity on the man and cancels the debt. 
 
Here we see God’s forgiveness of our sins. We are hopelessly in debt and deserving of hell and 
in his love, God wipes it all away. But how do we respond? 



 
The man encounters a fellow servant and savagely attempts to extract payment for a sum that 
is a miniscule fraction of the debt that he was just forgiven. The contrast between the two 
amounts illustrates the difference between what God has forgiven us and what we consider 
unforgivable in others. When someone does wrong to us, we want revenge. We want them 
humiliated. We want them to suffer for the pain they have caused us. We don’t want to admit 
that we hate, and at the same time we want to be justified in hating. 
 
And Jesus is saying to us, whatever anyone has done to you, it is nothing compared to what I 
have forgiven you. It is a hundred silver coins compared to ten thousand bags of gold. Jesus is 
saying if you could only comprehend the gift of God’s forgiveness, your joy would change your 
attitude toward others. Jesus is saying that to hold onto your anger, your grudge, your 
bitterness toward another person is as outrageous as the servant who demanded payment 
after his massive debt was discharged. 
 
John 3:16 — For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 
believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. Romans 5:8 — God demonstrates his own 
love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 
 
Jesus not only forgave our massive debt of sin, he suffered and died to accomplish that. And 
even as he was dying, he forgave the very people who were crucifying him. Luke 23:34 — Jesus 
said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” 
 
I am not saying that the way you have been wronged is insignificant. We have all suffered at the 
hands of others, and many have suffered greatly. We have all experienced some level of being 
cheated, and consequent financial loss. We have all suffered emotional pain from being unfairly 
blamed and even punished for things we didn’t do. Many have experienced abandonment, or 
serious emotional, physical, sexual or psychological abuse that practically amounted to torture. 
 
The more seriously we have been wronged, the more seriously we tend to be damaged. But 
ironically, the more we focus on the sins of others, the more we suffer. Jesus is not calling us to 
pretend nothing ever happened. He is not calling us to be willing victims of cheating or abuse. 
But he is saying let it go. Because the more we focus on our bitterness and victimhood, the 
more miserable we become. We have the power to inflict more damage on ourselves than any 
wrong that was done to us. 
 
And the very difficult lesson of this parable is that no matter what was done to us, it is nothing 
compared to what God has forgiven us. The very contempt in which we hold those who have 
harmed us is an offense to a perfect and holy God.  We are oblivious to our own sin. 
 
Romans 2:1-4 — You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for 
at whatever point you judge another, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass 
judgment do the same things.  
 



Luke 6:42 — How can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take the speck out of your eye,’ 
when you yourself fail to see the plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out 
of your eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye. 
 
Matthew 18:32-33 — “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I 
canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on 
your fellow servant just as I had on you?’” 
 
Matthew 5:7 — “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.” 
 
Matthew 6:12 — “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.” 
 
Mark 11:25 — “And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive them, 
so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.” 
 
Luke 6:36-38 — “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Do not judge, and you will not be 
judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. For 
with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.” 
 
Colossians 3:13 — Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 
 
The parable has a dark conclusion. The king is outraged by the failure of mercy by the servant 
who has been forgiven such a great debt. V. 34 “In anger his master handed him over to the 
jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.” 
 
And then the Lord ends with this: “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless 
you forgive your brother or sister from your heart.” 
 
Clearly it is foundational to our Christian faith that we forgive others. You don’t have to 
condone their actions, and you can take steps to protect yourself if necessary, but no amount 
of bitter regret can change the past. As Nelson Mandela said after his years in prison, 
“Withholding forgiveness is like swallowing poison and hoping it will kill your enemy.” 
 
As Christians we are called to a generous attitude toward others. One suggestion is to regard 
the failure of others by giving the benefit of the doubt — “he was doing he best he could.” 
Whether true or not, we don’t know, and it isn’t our place to decide. But a true comprehension 
of what God’s grace means in our lives should transform our attitude toward the people around 
us.  
 
“Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven 
times?” Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” 


