
Growing In Forgiveness       Pastor Colin Smith 
Matthew 18:21-35 
 
Please open your Bible at Matthew 18.  
 
I want to speak today about how to grow in forgiveness. How to grow in patience, kindness,  
grace, a generous spirit. We’re talking about the oil of human relationships in a harsh and  
grinding world. I believe what we are looking at today is vital for our spiritual health, the  
good of the church, and our witness in the world. 
 
You will not follow Jesus for long before one of His disciples disappoints you. Someone will 
behave in a way that you find yourself saying, “How can it be that a Christian brother or  
sister will behave like that?” Someone sins against you and causes you harm. 
 
I want you to suppose that because you’re a generous person, you forgive that person. But  
a month later, lo and behold that same person sins against you in the same way again! Well 
you’re a generous and a kind person and you forgive them a second time. But a month after 
that, the same person sins against you a third time and you think, “Oh, this is getting ridiculous! 
 
How often do I have to do this? How long does this have to continue? Is there a point at 
which a person is taking advantage of the grace you are showing?  Are you not in 
danger of becoming an enabler? That is the point of Peter’s question to Jesus. 
 

Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my brother sin  
against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” (Matthew 18:21) 

 
Jesus has been speaking about what to do when a brother sins against you. “If your 
brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault.” (v15) 
 
So, we have to assume from the context that someone has sinned against you. You 
have gone to this person and had an honest conversation and they’ve responded to that 
by saying, “You know, you’re right. I’ve been in the wrong. Please forgive me.”1 
 
Peter wants to know: How often do I have to do this? And he has a suggestion: As 
many as seven times? (v21) I’m sure that Peter thought he was being generous. I’m 
sure of that for this reason. The Pharisees had a rule for everything and some of the 
Pharisees had decided that the rule for forgiveness was that you must forgive three 
times.  
 
The reason they said that, was actually a misunderstanding of a repeated reference in 
the book of Amos where God speaks about judgment coming after three sins and four. 
They misinterpreted it, but they made this rule out of it. They said, God forgives three 
times, but you know the hammer comes down on the fourth occasion so here’s the rule. 
We must forgive three times.  (Amos 2:4 & 6)  

 
1 If there was no repentance, the next step would not be forgiveness but going with witnesses. 
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You can almost see Peter doing the calculation. The Pharisees said three times; Jesus 
is full of mercy and grace, so let’s double it and add one for good measure! As many as 
seven times. 
 
But Jesus said to Peter, ‘I do not say to you seven times, but seventy-seven times.’(v22) 
 
I expect that Peter was stunned. Really? In this world? Then Jesus tells a marvelous 
story that I’d like us to walk through today. The story takes place in three scenes. 

Scene 1: In The Palace (v23-30) 
Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to  
a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants (Matthew 18:23)  

 
This is a story about a king. The palace has a large staff of servants who manage the 
king’s business. The king’s servants have varying levels of responsibility. 
 
At the senior level, the king’s servants would be managing revenues, making trade 
deals, and overseeing construction projects on behalf of the king. At the more junior 
level, servants would be cleaning the palace, preparing food, and tending the gardens. 
 
One day, the king settles accounts with his servants. This reminds us that one day our 
King, God Himself, will settle accounts with us. We are the King’s servants, and we 
must all give an account to Him of what we have done in His name. 
 

When he began to settle,  
one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. (v24) 

 
My Bible has a footnote that says one talent was worth about 20 years wages.  
One talent is 20 years wages. 20 years of an annual wage of $50,000 would be $1million.  
So, one talent would be a million dollars in today’s money. This servant owed 10,000  
talents. And in today’s money, that would be about ten thousand million dollars or  
10 billion dollars. An unimaginable amount of money. 
 
How could anyone ever run up that kind of debt? It’s not so hard to imagine. This 
servant would have had a senior position in the king’s administration. Imagine a senior 
government official who becomes completely corrupt. He steals and squanders vast 
amounts of the king’s revenue and runs up an unpayable debt. 
 
Jesus says that this servant “could not pay”. (v25) 
 
The servant and his entire family face a grim future with an unpayable debt hanging 
around their necks for the rest of their lives. 
 
And Jesus says,  

And out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him  
and forgave him the debt. (v27) 
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He forgave a debt of, in today’s money, the equivalent of ten billion dollars! Only a king 
could write off that kind of debt, and this is what the king in Jesus’ story did. 
 
The king forgave this massive, unpayable debt at a stroke. He released him, he forgave 
him, and he did it out of pity, mercy, compassion, kindness, and love. 
 

Scene 2: Outside The Palace (v 28-30) 
But when that same servant went out,  
he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, (v28) 

“But” (v 28) indicates that this is the turning point of the parable. 
 
But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants… 
The senior servant finds a fellow servant, another servant of the same king, but in a 
much more junior position. 
 
The word ‘found’ seems to indicate he went after him.  And then Jesus tells us why. 
This junior servant owed the senior servant a hundred denarii. 
 
Again, my Bible has a footnote that says that one denarius was about a day’s wages for 
a laborer. This junior servant owed the senior servant about a hundred day’s wages.  
 
Then we read,  

and seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ 

So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him,  
‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ (v28-29) 

 
Notice he says the same thing as the senior servant had said to the king. Have patience 
with me, and I will pay you.  
 
We’re talking about 100 days’ wages. The junior servant is saying, “I don’t have that kind of 
money now.  But have patience with me. Give me some time and I will repay you.”  And since  
we are talking about a debt of a hundred day’s wages, this was something the junior servant 
could reasonably expect to do.   

 
But the senior servant refused to have patience, and he put the junior servant in prison. 
 

Scene 3: In the Palace Again (v31-35) 
When his fellow servants saw what had taken place,  
they were greatly distressed, and they went and  
reported to their master all that had taken place. (v31) 
 

There are always other people who are watching what we do, what we say and 
especially how we treat others. The king’s servants saw that the senior servant who had 
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received great mercy from the king, refused to show mercy to a junior servant, who 
asked for it. And they were distressed. 
‘This is not right. This cannot stand in the king’s household.’ And they reported what 
they had seen to the king. Then the king summoned the senior servant, and said to him,  

‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. 
And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy  
on you?’ (v32-33) 
 

The king handed the senior servant over to the jailers until he should pay all his debt. 
(v34), which of course he could never do. 
 
Then Jesus says,  

So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you,  
if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” (v35) 

 
Jesus’ story is about forgiving the repentant, not the defiant. The king does not forgive 
the unmerciful servant. He throws the defiant person into jail. God meets defiant sinners 
with justice. God meets repentant sinners with mercy, grace, patience and forgiveness. 
 
You see this in the parable of the Prodigal Son. As long as the son remains in the far 
country, he is not reconciled to the father. But when the son turns toward home, the 
father comes running out to meet him. God meets the defiant with justice, but he meets 
the repentant with grace and mercy and with patience. 
 
So, we must be ready to forgive anyone who asks forgiveness from us. This is 
especially clear in the words of Jesus recorded in Luke 17. 

Pay attention to yourselves!  
If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him, 
and if he sins against you seven times in the day,  
and turns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’  
you must forgive him.” (Luke 17:3-4) 

 
Jesus is saying you must always be ready to forgive. God forgives repentant sinners. 
He moves toward us in grace, He meets us with mercy, and He calls us to show the 
same mercy we have received to others. We must always be ready to forgive. 
 
That often seems like the hardest thing in the world. How can we do that? How can we 
grow in reflecting the forgiveness, grace and patience that God shows towards us?  

 
1. Recognize how much you have been forgiven.  

So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him,  
‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ (v26) 

The senior servant asked for patience. “…have patience with me. I can pay off this debt! 
All I need is sufficient time.  
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How realistic was that? This man owed 10,000 talents. And one talent was about 20 
years wages. So, to pay off 10,000 talents, the man would have to work for 200,000 
years! 
 
Our first instinct when we realize our debt to God is to think that we can repay Him. 
But this man in Jesus’ story has a debt he can never repay. Have patience with me,  
and I will pay you everything!’  
 
The reason the senior servant was unmerciful was that he had never realized the extent 
of his own debt. He had no sense of how much he had been forgiven. 
 
Have you come to see how much God has forgiven you? Think about this. Some of us 
may look at our lives and say, “I’ve lived a fairly good life, I’ve lived a fairly moral life. 
I’ve never done things that are wild or particularly illegal. I’ve been a faithful person.”   
 
There isn’t a single one of us who has fully obeyed even one of God’s commands in 
thought, word and deed. And there isn’t a single one of us who has fulfilled even one 
part of God’s calling in our lives.  Even the first commandment: Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart, soul, mind and strength. There isn’t one of us who has done even 
that. 
 
We wouldn’t be able to do all that God calls us to do if we lived for 200,000 years.  
And apart from the mercy of God through our Lord Jesus Christ, our debt to God would 
be unpayable and our position before God would be hopeless. 
 
Do you see that? Or are you thinking that if you give some service to God, if you try a bit 
harder, if you turn over a new leaf, you can make up for the sins and failures that lie on 
your conscience. If you persist in that, you will become like the unmerciful servant,  
and your end will be the same as his. 
 
It is the one who knows he or she has been forgiven much; that’s the person who will 
love much, Jesus says.  The one who knows that he or she has received great mercy 
will be ready to show mercy, patience, and forgiveness to others. So, if you want to 
grow in grace and in forgiveness recognize how much you have been forgiven. 
 

2. Remember the Principle of the Measure 
For with the judgment you pronounce you will be judged,  
and with the measure you use it will be measured to you (Matthew 7:2) 

 
The reason I quote that is this whole story that Jesus tells is very clearly an application 
of the principle of the measure, which is that with the measure you use, it will be 
measured to you. The senior servant insisted on justice. He demanded the payment of 
the 100 denarii and since the junior servant wasn’t able to do that, he threw him in 
prison. That’s the enforcement of the full letter of the law. 
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You see at the end of the story the king deals with the senior servant in exactly the 
same way as the senior servant dealt with the junior servant. The king held the senior 
servant to the full letter of the law. With the measure you use it will be measured to you.  
 
When you find yourself reluctant to forgive, remember the principle of the measure. 
Ask yourself, ‘how do I want God to deal with me?’ Is there anyone who would want 
God to hold them to the full demand of justice and the law? There isn’t a single one of 
us who would want that.  Of course, you don’t! You want God to show you patience, 
mercy and grace, and your desire that God should deal with you in that way will be your 
motive for dealing with someone else in that same way. 
 

With the measure you use it will be measured to you. 
 
When I come knowing my own need before God, and I come to Him seeking mercy and 
grace and patience, that’s what I want to receive from Him. Lord, I need to cast myself 
upon Your mercy and upon Your patience and to seek Your forgiveness again.  And in 
as much as I look to God to deal with me with patience, grace, mercy and forgiveness, 
that is therefore how I must deal with someone else who seeks the same from me. 
 
How do you grow in forgiveness? We must always be ready to forgive. How do you get 
there? The answer is you recognize how much you have been forgiven.  Then you 
remember the principal of the measure. 
 

3. Rejoice That Jesus Has Paid the Price 

What would be our position before God if Jesus had not paid the price of our sins? 
We would have forever an unpayable debt before God. But the good news is that Jesus 
died for sin and He has paid the price of sin. 
 
That is really good news because justice demands the payment of a price, and every sin  
will be paid for in one of two ways. Every sin will be paid for either by the sinner in hell or  
paid for by Jesus on the cross. It’s one or the other. 

 
The good news is that Jesus died for sins on the cross and therefore offers forgiveness 
of sins to all who will come to Him in repentance and in faith. And he’s able to do this on 
the basis that He really did pay the price when He died on the cross.  
 
The New Testament describes this in many ways. But to me one of the most beautiful is 
in Colossians 2 where Paul speaks about our sins being nailed to the cross. If you can 
imagine a long print out from a computer of the record of every sin of thought and of 
word and of deed that you have ever committed in your entire life. It goes to pages and 
pages and pages; things you’ve long since forgotten. Or perhaps you weren’t even 
aware of and yet they’re all known to God. Imagine this great thick gathered paper and 
what the Apostle Paul says is that Jesus has nailed that whole thing that condemned us 
to the cross. It’s beautiful 
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Sins of every kind nailed to the cross. Sins from years ago that you deeply regret. Sins 
from last week that you wish had not been. Paid for in full, nailed to the cross, forgiven, 
debt cancelled.  

 
Sins of the tongue. Sins of laziness, anger, resentment, greed and pride. Nailed to the 
cross, debt cancelled, paid for in full, forgiven.  
 
Sins arising from a hard heart and sins arising from a weak will. Nailed to the cross, 
forgiven, paid for in full, debt cancelled. 
 
This is the gracious gift of God for all who are in Chris, but you have to come and ask. 
You have to come in repentance and confess your need. But when you come to Jesus, 
He will forgive you because He has paid the price.  

If we confess our sins,  
he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins  
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9)  

 
It is possible both to receive and give forgiveness because Jesus has paid the price. On  
the cross, He made atonement for our sins. It simply means He paid the price. All sins are  
paid for either by the sinner in hell or by Jesus on the cross and He’s able to forgive because  
on the cross He paid the price of sin. 
 
We live in a world where the language of forgiveness is conspicuous by its absence. Have  
you ever noticed that? All the talk in our world is about justice. There is very little reference  
in the world’s conversation to forgiveness or reconciliation. Have you ever asked the question,  
why is that? Why would it be that all of the world’s talk is about justice, and you hardly 
ever hear in the secular culture, conversation about forgiveness? 
 
I think one reason is that the world does not believe in the atonement. It does not 
believe that the price of any sin has actually been paid. The instinct that runs deep 
within us all is that there must be justice. And if no sin has been paid for, then every sin 
must be paid for. It’s got to be paid for by someone. 
 
But if no sin has been paid for the future path can only ever be one of unending debt and  
unending payment. There’s no hope, no forgiveness, no reconciliation ever. Only years and  
years of future conflict, future alienation, and future recrimination. That’s all the world has  
because the world knows nothing of the payment of the price of sin. And if no sin has been  
paid for, then every sin has to be paid. 
 
Forgiveness is never easy. When wounds are deep, it sometimes feels impossible. 
But the good news that is trusted to us as Christian believers is that forgiveness is 
possible and reason that it is possible is that Jesus paid the price on the cross. 
Friends we have the good news that our world desperately needs to hear. Forgiveness 
is possible. Repentance is possible. Reconciliation is possible because atonement has 
been made. 
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God extends mercy to us in Jesus Christ so that we might give what we have received to  
others. If you come, with all your unpayable debt to Jesus, and I come with all my unpayable  
debt to Jesus, we will meet at the cross and as we receive from Jesus, we are going to be in 
a position to share what we have received with others.  Don’t you think that our communities 
desperately need people who actually know, experience and practice that? 
 
There is a poem quoted by J I Packer2 

Forgive our sins as we forgive, you taught us Lord to pray 
but You alone can grant us grace to live the words we say. 
 
How can Your pardon reach and bless the unforgiving heart 
that broods on wrongs and will not let old bitterness depart? 
 
In blazing light Your cross reveals the truth we dimly knew. 
How small the debts men owe to us how great our debt to You! 
 
Lord, cleanse the depths within our souls and bid resentment cease 
Then, reconciled to God and man, our lives will spread your peace. 
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