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The Unmerciful Servant
Scripture
Matthew 18:21-35

Focus
Jesus explains that we must forgive each other as God has forgiven us.

Faith Nurture Goals
• Sincerely forgive those who have offended us.
• Wonder at the way God repeatedly forgives us.
• Praise and thank God for forgiving us.
• Identify people in our lives who need our forgiveness.

Memory Challenge
Matthew 22:37-39

Reflection: Getting into the Story
After listening to Jesus for a while, Peter began to wonder about the real extent of forgive-
ness. “Lord, how many times shall I forgive someone who sins against me? Seven times?” 
That seems like a lot until Jesus answers, “not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”

To explain, Jesus, of course, tells a story. It’s another “the kingdom of heaven is like” story. 
It’s time to settle accounts up at the king’s palace. One servant owed a huge amount of 
money, about twenty years of a day laborer’s wages. Since he was unable to come up with the 
cash, the king ordered that he and his wife and his children and everything he had were to be 
sold to repay the debt. The servant faced slavery and ruin for his household.

He fell on his knees to beg the king for time and for patience. “I’ll pay it all back, you’ll see.” 
Of course, he didn’t have a chance of fulfilling his promise, which the king must have 

known. Still, amazingly, the king cancelled the debt and let the servant go.

Next scene: this very same servant comes upon a fellow servant who owes him 
a pittance. He grabs him, begins to choke him, and demands payment. This 

servant begs for patience, but the “forgiven” servant refuses.

When the story gets back to the king, he is enraged. He calls in the wicked 
servant and reads him the riot act for failing to show the same mercy he has 
been shown. The next thing we know the jail door clangs shut and horrify-
ing sounds emerge from the torture chamber.

Jesus’ conclusion cannot be clearer. “This is how my heavenly father will 
treat each one of you unless you forgive a brother or sister from your heart.”

In the story Jesus is not merely teaching that we ought to be merciful to each 
other. The real point is that there is a link between the king’s forgiveness and the 

forgiveness that is demanded of the servant. It’s the same link Jesus taught in the 
Lord’s Prayer: “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.”

How are God’s forgiveness of us and our forgiveness of each other tied together? That’s the 
key question of the story and of this lesson. We certainly don’t earn God’s forgiveness by 
forgiving others. In the story, the king’s forgiveness comes first, just as God’s forgiveness 
always comes first in our lives. So does that mean God’s forgiveness is provisional? Does he 
withdraw it if we don’t forgive others? That doesn’t seem right either.

Think of it in terms of an electric current: it works only if the circle is complete and the 
power can flow along the line from the positive to the negative pole. In the same way the 
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circuit of God’s forgiveness flows through our hearts, and the circuit is completed when that 
forgiveness flows through us to others.

When we have experienced God’s forgiveness, that loving forgiveness will fill us and flow 
through us, transforming our relationships with those around us.

Wondering
• What struck you as you listened again to this parable?
• How did you feel about the servant’s action toward his fellow servant?
• How do you experience the truth of this parable in your own life?

Teaching
• Nothing will make this story come alive for the children more than 

if you tell them a story about how you forgave someone because you 
knew that God has forgiven you.

• The real test of the story will come in the weeks and months ahead. 
Without giving up rules and standards for behavior in your group 
 meetings, be willing and ready to give every child, no matter how 
 difficult or cantankerous, a second, seventh, and the seventy-seventh 
opportunity for restoration and forgiveness.

Step 1  Gathering for God’s Story
Before the children arrive, write the words Please forgive 
me on your board or a sheet of newsprint. As the children are 
 arriving, have the song “Stand on the Rock” playing from your 
 DwellSongs CD.

When everyone is settled in your meeting place, welcome your 
group to a brand-new unit of Dwell. Tell kids how excited you are 
to continue the journey with them through the stories Jesus told. 
Ask the group what some of their favorite parables have been so 
far. (Show the group the symbols for the stories from unit 1 or 
point to where the symbols are displayed in your room.)

Tip
It is possible that today’s discussion of 
being hurt by others may arouse deep 

emotional scars in some of your children. 
Please be sensitive to the fact that abuse 

is a reality within our fallen world. If a child 
confides in you about a serious situation, 

seek the advice of your pastor or a Christian 
counselor. Assure the child that you are 

willing to do all you can to help. Also make 
sure kids understand that God doesn’t 

expect kids to accept mistreatment—and 
that includes abuse and bullying!

General Materials
Each session of Dwell includes 

specific materials you’ll need for 
teaching it, such as printable pages 
or props to use for telling the story. 

In addition, you’ll want to keep a 
stash of the usual church school 

teaching supplies: Bibles, scissors, 
markers, board or newsprint, and 

the like, as well as a CD player or 
MP3 player and the DwellSongs CD.

Session at a Glance
Steps Time Activities Session-Specific Materials Multiple 

Intelligences

Gathering for 
God’s Story

10 Review 
symbols

Brainstorm 
forgiveness 
situations

	Story symbols from unit 1

Entering the 
Story

5 The 
Unmerciful 
Servant

	Story symbol, session 1 (printable page 46)
	Script: “The Unmerciful Servant” (printable page 49)
	Journals

Living into the 
Story

10-15 Happy 
Ending

	Notecards

Living Out of 
the Story

10-15 Forgive Me 
Situations

	“Forgive Me?” (printable page 50)
	Storymark 1 (remove staple to separate set)
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Invite the children to share any prayer requests they have with the group. After each request 
is mentioned, ask the group to say these words with you: Hear our prayer, O God.

After the prayer, point to the three words you’ve written on the board where everyone can 
see them. Challenge kids to think of times when someone might say these words. As they 
brainstorm, list their ideas under the words. (When you hurt someone’s feelings; when you don’t 
keep a promise; when you break someone else’s game or bike; when you say angry words.) Chal-
lenge them to think about a time someone forgave them. How did it feel?

Explain that Jesus told a story about how hard it is to forgive—and how important it is.

Step 2  Entering the Story
If you created mailboxes for group members with an over-the-door 
cloth shoe organizer (see session 1, unit 1), continue to use it 
throughout the year. Use the additional pouches to store other 
classroom items: stapler, pencil sharpener, scissors, poster putty, 
and blank notecards.

Give kids a chance to retrieve their journals from their “mail-
boxes.”  Encourage them to jot down things they wonder about as 
they  listen to today’s story. Challenge them to listen especially for 
what Jesus wants them to know about forgiving others.

Introduce the story by telling the children that 
Peter, one of Jesus’ disciples, asked Jesus how many 
times he should forgive someone. Ask your group to 
guess what Peter answered (seven times). Then explain that Je-
sus said seven times isn’t enough. He said we need to forgive seventy-seven 
times! Imagine forgiving someone seventy-seven times! It’s like saying we 
should always forgive others.

Draw or post the symbol for this session (palm with coins). Invite chil-
dren to sketch it in their journals too. Then distribute copies of the script 
“The Unmerciful Servant” and assign volunteers to play the following 
roles: the King, Darius, the Servant, and the King’s attendants (you’ll need 

four copies). Give your actors a minute or so to look through their parts. As they do, invite 
the rest of the group to turn in their Bibles to Matthew 18:21-35, today’s story.

If your group doesn’t enjoy drama, read the story together from  Scripture—or simply dra-
matically tell the story to the group.

Step 3  Living into the Story
After you finish reading the story, invite kids to respond. This story is a troubling one, and 
the children in your group may have some strong feelings about it. Invite them to share 
some of the things they may have jotted in their journals during your reading/skit. You may 
want to use some of the following prompts to get kids to respond:
• What surprised you most in the story?
• I wonder if we ever act like the first servant acted. I wonder how that feels.
• I wonder if God really expects us to forgive all the bad things others do to us.
• What did you learn about God from this story?

Divide the group into pairs and ask each pair to take another look at the story and figure out 
what would need to change to give the parable a happy ending—an ending that reflects the 

Tip
Be sure kids understand the  

almost ludicrous contrast between 
the debts of the two servants. If 

we think about the story in terms 
of our money today, the first 

servant’s debt totaled a million 
dollars or more, while the other 

servant’s debt equaled only 
 a few dollars.
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way Jesus wants us to treat each other. Distribute notecards and ask each 
pair to describe (in a few sentences) the new ending they imagine. Give 
pairs three to five minutes to work.

Then call the group back together and explain that you’re going to play a 
round of Buzz. Here’s how it works:
• One person will start retelling the story (a few sentences).
• When you say “Buzz,” another person takes over the storytelling, and 

so on. (Try to move the storytelling often enough that all the children 
get a chance!)

• Anyone who feels stuck can say “pass.”

When you get to the point in the story where the second servant asks for forgiveness, stop 
the action. Tell the group it’s happy ending time. Invite each pair to tell the group how the 
story should have ended—and why. Wonder with the group about what difference these new 
endings would have made in the life of the first servant and in the life of the second servant.

Step 4  Living Out of the Story
Most of us want to distance ourselves from this story—especially from the servant who 
wouldn’t forgive his fellow servant. The kids in your group will be no different. But the real-
ity is that we’ve all behaved that way at some time or another—that’s why Jesus wants us to 
hear the story.

To help kids in your group really live into the story and discover how important forgiveness 
is in our lives, explain that they’re going to have the chance to act out some contemporary 
forgiveness scenes—situations that might happen in their neighborhood or their school 
that are like those in the parable.

Divide kids into groups of three (or work together if you have only a few children). Hand 
out copies of “Forgive Me” and ask each group to either choose one of the scenes described 
or come up with their own forgiveness scene (maybe one of the ideas they listed during the 
brainstorming they did at the beginning of your time together). They should
• plan a brief skit about their scene (either one of the suggestions on the handout or one 

they come up with).
• decide who will play each role and what they will say.
• prepare to act out the ending of their story two ways—with the person wronged refusing 

to forgive and with the person wronged forgiving.
• be ready to tell the rest of the group how the parable Jesus told could help the characters 

in their drama.

After each skit, ask questions that focus the group’s thinking back on the 
parable (if they have trouble doing that themselves). Make sure they get 
the point: God has forgiven us so much—and God expects us to forgive 
each other.

Challenge the group to think quietly (no sharing needed!) about someone 
they might have hurt or wronged recently. Did they ask for the person’s 
forgiveness? Or perhaps they’re thinking of someone who hurt them. 
Have they forgiven that person? Ask kids to think about the wrong things 
they’ve done too. Have they asked God to forgive them? End with a prayer 
thanking God for his immense forgiveness toward us.

ReHformed
Remind your group that God’s love 
and mercy are a model for how we 

should forgive others.  
(See Heidelberg Catechism  

Q&A 60 for a beautiful summary 
of that forgiveness—granted 

“without my deserving it at all,  
out of sheer grace.”)

Tip
Think of an appropriate example 

that you can share with the group 
about a time when you needed to 

forgive someone who hurt you. 
Share any feelings of pain,  

anger, or bitterness you may  
have experienced. Be sure to also 

tell the group how you felt  
once you asked God to help you 

forgive that person.
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Distribute today’s Storymarks and have kids put them in their Bibles at Matthew 18. Chal-
lenge them to complete the devotional activities on the Storymark and to check out the card 
for this story in their God’s Big Story card set at home.

Easy Extras
1. Draw It 
Option to Step 1: Entering the Story.
Time: 5-10 minutes
Materials: journals, paper, markers

Read the parable of the unmerciful servant found in Matthew 18:21-35. Provide markers and 
paper for kids so they can illustrate what they imagine happening in the story while you read 
it aloud. If your group has been writing in their journals, encourage them to use a new sheet 
of the journal to draw what they “see” in their minds.

Give kids a few minutes to finish their drawings after you have read the story. Ask a few 
volunteers to share what they have drawn. What images from the story were most vivid 
for them?

2. Bestseller Covers 
Option to Step 3: Living into the Story.
Time: 15 minutes
Materials: construction paper, markers, Bibles

Tell kids to imagine that the parable of the Unmerciful Servant is being turned into a 
bestselling novel. It is their job to create the book cover. (Tell them that it’s fine to put the 
parable into a contemporary setting in their covers!) Hand out sheets of construction paper 
and have kids fold the paper in half to create a “book.” Challenge them to come up with a 
catchy title for the book and to use markers and colored pencils to illustrate their favorite 
scene from the story.

On the back of their book covers kids should write a few sentences explaining what happens 
in the story to let readers know what the book will be about. (Tell them not to give away the 
ending!) Suggest that they include the Scripture reference (Matthew 18:21-35) to let readers 
know where they can read the full story. 

If you have time, ask each group member to show their cover and to explain why they chose 
to illustrate it that way and what they want readers to know about the story.

3. Wastebasket Activity 
Option to Step 4: Living Out of the Story.
Time: 5 minutes
Materials: notecards, wastebasket, pencils

Hand out notecards or slips of paper. Ask kids to think of things they’ve done wrong in the 
past week—things that they need God (and probably others too!) to forgive them for.

After a few minutes, tell the children that God has promised to forgive all of the wrong 
things we do—every last one of them! Invite them to come to the wastebasket one by one 
and tear their list into shreds as a reminder of God’s complete forgiveness.

When all the children are finished, remind them that the God who has forgiven us wants us 
to go out this week and forgive each other.
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4. Memory Challenge 
Time: 5-10 minutes
Materials: DwellSongs CD, Memory Challenge (printable page 44 or 45)

To introduce the Memory Challenge for this unit, play the Scripture song “You Shall Love 
the Lord.” Distribute the Memory Challenge from printable page 44 or 45 and read through 
the words with the group. Then play the song again and invite them to compare the words of 
your Memory Challenge with the words of the song.

Ask the group to begin learning the words during the week to come. If they would like their 
own copy of “You Shall Love the Lord,” they can download it at www.hymnary.org or pur-
chase a DwellSongs CD at www.faithaliveresources.org.

5. Storymark 
Time: 10 minutes or more
Materials: Storymark 1

There are many excellent activities on today’s Storymark that will help your group live into 
the story. You may want to use some of them to supplement your session or to replace parts 
of Steps 3 or 4.
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