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SESSION 2

The Unmerciful Servant

Summary and Goal 

Jesus taught on forgiveness through the parable of the unmerciful servant. Jesus’ followers are invited 
to forgive others because they have been forgiven a much greater debt. Forgiveness of others is an 
overflow of God’s good news, not simply an occasional act when it feels appropriate. To follow Jesus 
means to remember we are forgiven and to extend that forgiveness to others.

Main Passage
Matthew 18:21-35

Session Outline
1.  How much forgiveness is required of a Christian? (Matt. 18:21-22)
2.  As Christians, we have received forgiveness (Matt. 18:23-27).
3.  As Christians, we must extend forgiveness (Matt. 18:28-35).

Theological Theme
Those who receive forgiveness must, in turn, extend forgiveness.

Christ Connection
Though our debt before God was too great to be paid through our good works or effort, we have 
received forgiveness through the grace of Jesus Christ, who paid our debt through His death on the 
cross. God has wiped the slate clean with the blood of His Son.

Missional Application
God calls us to model forgiveness in our relationships in order to put on display the nature of God’s 
forgiving heart.
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Introduction
Indicate that we live in a world that values revenge as an ideal, as evidenced 
in our movies, books, and media (leader p. 22; personal study 
guide [PSG] p. 19). 

When and where have you recently seen or heard 
messages highlighting revenge in our culture?

Why do you think revenge is so often celebrated? 

Say that a core truth of Christianity is forgiveness, and yet, we fail to forgive 
others (leader p. 22). Then summarize this session on the parable of the 
unmerciful servant in light of this reality (leader p. 23; PSG p. 20). 

1.  How much forgiveness is required of 
a Christian? (Matt. 18:21-22) 

Provide the context for the passage (leader p. 23), and then read 
Matthew 18:21-22 (leader p. 23; PSG p. 20). 

How would you define forgiveness?

What makes forgiveness difficult to give to someone?

Go over the mind-set toward forgiveness in first-century Judaism. Mention 
how Peter’s question to Jesus exceeded this mind-set. Note how issues of 
translation here do not affect the meaning of Jesus’ teaching: His followers 
are expected to forgive completely, without limits (leader pp. 23-24; 
PSG pp. 20-21). 

What potential objections would someone have to 
forgiving another person “seventy times seven”? 

What would such a level of grace and forgiveness within 
the church communicate to unbelievers? 

Introduction Option
As group members arrive, 
ask them to record on a 
board or large sheet of 
paper some ways Jesus 
has demonstrated His love 
for us. When you begin 
the session, call attention 
to the list and share 
Jesus’ command to love 
others as He has loved us 
(John 13:34). Emphasize 
“forgiveness” on the list 
(or add it if it is not there), 
and then proceed with 
the Introduction.

 For Further 
Discussion
Can you forgive someone 
without trusting 
them again? 

Can you forgive someone 
without loving them?

The Unmerciful 
Servant

Session Plan

Session 2
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2.  As Christians, we have received forgiveness 
(Matt. 18:23-27).

Ask a volunteer to read Matthew 18:23-27. Explain that this story teaches us what 
Jesus’ kingdom is like. Point out how ten thousand talents was an amount of debt 
no person could repay in an entire lifetime (leader pp. 24-25; PSG pp. 21-22). 

When have you experienced a dire or stressful 
financial situation? 

What emotions did you feel through that experience?

Connect the king’s forgiveness of the debt with God’s forgiveness of the 
massive spiritual “debt” we owe because of our sins against Him (leader p. 25; 
PSG pp. 22-23).

How would you compare being forgiven of your sin debt 
before God with being forgiven of a large financial debt?

What effect has God’s compassion and forgiveness 
through Jesus Christ had upon you?

3.  As Christians, we must extend forgiveness 
(Matt. 18:28-35). 

Read Matthew 18:28-35. Highlight the slave’s “wicked” behavior. Comment 
on how the first slave reflects the way we behave toward others: having been 
forgiven, we fail to forgive others (leader pp. 26-27; PSG pp. 23-24). 

What are some ways, even subtle ones, that we can punish 
others instead of forgive them for wrongs they have done 
against us?

How can we resist the desire for vengeance and instead 
practice mercy as it has been shown to us in Christ?

Be clear about the slave’s subsequent punishment and Jesus’ pointed 
application—Forgive, or face God’s judgment (leader pp. 27-28; PSG pp. 24-25).

How are you challenged by Jesus’ addition of the phrase 
“from your heart” to His command to forgive?

What practical steps do you need to take in light of Jesus’ 
teaching in the parable of the unmerciful servant?

Conclusion
Challenge the group to be a people characterized by forgiveness because we 
have been forgiven through Jesus’ death on the cross (leader p. 29; PSG p. 26). 
Apply the truths of this session with “His Mission, Your Mission” (PSG p. 27). 

Point 2 Option
Prior to the group meeting 
gather a cinder block and 
a small rock to bring in 
for the session. Use these 
two items to illustrate 
the difference between a 
massive, unpayable debt 
and a much smaller one 
able to be repaid. Make sure 
to emphasize this point: If 
God can forgive us of such 
a massive debt, then why 
can’t we forgive others of 
a much smaller offense?

 For Further 
Discussion
Why might we have trouble 
with the truth that God can 
dispense judgment but we 
are called to forgive?

How is God alone uniquely 
qualified to condemn 
sinners for their sin?

Christ Connection: Though 
our debt before God 
was too great to be paid 
through our good works 
or effort, we have received 
forgiveness through the 
grace of Jesus Christ, who 
paid our debt through His 
death on the cross. God has 
wiped the slate clean with 
the blood of His Son.

.........................................................

Missional Application: 
God calls us to model 
forgiveness in our 
relationships in order to put 
on display the nature of 
God’s forgiving heart.
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Introduction
I grew up outside New York City hearing about revenge as a strong 

narrative of my life. My grandfather was a Fire Battalion Chief. Sitting in 
his recliner, years after retiring, he would recount stories about when his 
fire trucks would come to a rescue and people used to throw garbage over 
the edge of the building to land on top of the firefighters. Yet with a 
nostalgic smile, my grandfather would continue on about how he and his 
buddies would go up and break the knees of the people who threw the 
garbage on top of them. And that was how he thought he would raise his 
grandson. He never talked about forgiving people; he talked about 
getting even. 

We live in a world that values revenge as an ideal. Blockbuster movies 
make huge sales, millions of books are sold, and stories are celebrated in 
media about achieving revenge and accomplishing our own sense of 
“justice.” Not only do we see this around us, but we feel it inside of us as 
well. We consciously or unconsciously find ourselves treating others 
differently if they have wronged us, ignored us, haven’t returned a favor, 
haven’t repaid a debt, or failed to meet our expectations. 

When and where have you recently seen or heard 
messages highlighting revenge in our culture?

Why do you think revenge is so often celebrated? 

One of the core truths in Christianity is that we are forgiven: our 
slate of sin is wiped clean because of Jesus’ work on the cross. Yet often 
we stop there, failing to take the next step of moving forward and 
forgiving others in light of the forgiveness that has been given to us. To 
make it clear how important this next step is, Jesus told a dramatic story 
of forgiveness and judgment, turning the idea of an unforgiving heart on 
it’s head. 

 Voices from 
the Church
“We reveal the true 
condition of our hearts by 
the way we treat others. 
When our hearts are 
humble and repentant, 
we will gladly forgive 
our brothers. But where 
there is pride and a desire 
for revenge, there can 
be no true repentance, 
and this means God 
cannot forgive.” 1 

–Warren W. Wiersbe

 Voices from 
Church History
“We should not think how 
many times we forgive, 
but we should cease to be 
angry with those who sin 
against us, as often as the 
occasion for anger exists. 
Pardon’s frequency shows 
us that in our case there 
is never a time for anger, 
since God pardons us for 
all sins in their entirety 
by his gift rather than 
by our merit. Nor should 
we be excused from the 
requirement of giving 
pardon that number of 
times…since through the 
grace of the gospel God 
has granted us pardon 
without measure.” 2 

–Hilary of Poitiers 
(circa 300-368)

The Unmerciful 
Servant

Expanded Session Content

Session 2
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Session Summary
In this session, we will discuss Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness through 

the parable of the unmerciful servant. Jesus’ followers are invited to forgive 
others because they have been forgiven a much greater debt. Forgiveness 
of others is an overflow of God’s good news, not simply an occasional 
act when it feels appropriate. To follow Jesus means to remember we are 
forgiven and to extend that forgiveness to others. 

1.  How much forgiveness is required of 
a Christian? (Matt. 18:21-22) 
Matthew includes Jesus’ teaching on personal forgiveness directly after 

His teaching on how a group of disciples (our understanding of church) 
should handle a sinning disciple. Some see a tension between 18:15-20, 
where Jesus indicates there is a point when a disciple should be cut off, and 
18:21-35, where Jesus teaches that forgiveness should be given freely and 
endlessly. Is Jesus contradicting Himself? When we realize Jesus is 
addressing two different issues, we understand there is no tension. 
Verses 15-20 deal with pastoral concern and how to keep a disciple from 
falling away due to sin. Our passage today, in verses 21-35, addresses how 
a believer should forfeit his or her right to obtain justice for an offense 
made by a brother or sister in Christ. 

21 Then Peter approached him and asked, “Lord, how many times shall 
I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? As many as seven times? ” 

22 “I tell you, not as many as seven,” Jesus replied, “but seventy 
times seven.

How would you define forgiveness?

What makes forgiveness difficult to give to someone?

Rabbinic Judaism taught that forgiving someone three times was 
sufficient to demonstrate a forgiving spirit, based on Old Testament 
accounts of God’s action toward humanity (Job 33:29-30; Amos 1:3; 2:6). 
But the thought prevalent in first-century Judaism was that if a person sins 
willfully, expecting to receive forgiveness, then no such forgiveness should 
be offered. 

Peter’s question to Jesus demonstrated his willingness to more than 
double the typical requirement of forgiving someone. There seems to be 
some significance to Peter’s use of the number seven, as if that number 
would “complete” the process. As a disciple, Peter seemed to be trying to 
understand Jesus’ kingdom ethic and go beyond what was expected. 

 Further 
Commentary
“How long must one keep 
on forgiving? [Peter] 
talks about a ‘brother’…
sinning against him, so he 
is thinking primarily about 
what happens within the 
circle of Jesus’ followers…
Peter asks whether 
forgiving such offenses 
‘seven times’ is sufficient. 
There was a rabbinic view 
that one need forgive 
only three times: ‘If a man 
commits a transgression, 
the first, second and 
third time he is forgiven, 
the fourth time he is not 
forgiven’ (Yoma 86b). Peter 
more than doubled this 
‘quota’ of forgivenesses. 
Peter has clearly learned 
something from Jesus. 
He understands now that 
retaliation is not the right 
path for a disciple; rather, 
forgiveness is a quality to 
be prized. But he sees this 
as something that should 
be practiced in moderation. 
Surely forgiving the same 
person seven times would 
be enough?…Jesus is not 
concerned with a petty 
forgiveness that calculates 
how many offenses can 
be disregarded before 
retaliation becomes 
acceptable. For him 
forgiveness is wholehearted 
and constant. He rejects 
Peter’s ‘seven times’ with 
decision…For Peter’s ‘seven 
times’ Jesus substitutes 
‘seventy-seven times’…
This, of course, is not 
counseling an essay in 
arithmetic so that the 
seventy-eighth offense 
need not be forgiven. It is a 
way of saying that for Jesus’ 
followers forgiveness is 
to be unlimited. For them 
forgiveness is a way of 
life. Bearing in mind what 
they have been forgiven, 
they cannot withhold 
forgiveness from any who 
sin against them.” 3 

–Leon Morris
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The particular details of Jesus’ answer are often debated by Bible 
scholars. Some translations say “seventy-seven times,” while others say 
“seventy times seven.” Whichever translation one reads, the point is the 
same. Jesus is not giving a specific number of offenses after which we are 
no longer obligated to forgive. The number does not matter because Jesus 
is teaching that His followers are expected to forgive completely, without 
limits. Jesus’ parable, which follows his response to Peter, teaches this 
point—Christians should keep on forgiving because of the magnitude of 
forgiveness that has been granted to us. 

The world often lives by the mantra “Fool me once, shame on 
you; fool me twice, shame on me.” Jesus’ teaching is that no matter 
how many times a fellow believer sins against you, you are to forgive 
him or her. There is no limit to your forgiveness because in forgiving 
“seventy-seven times” or “seventy times seven,” you are demonstrating 
that forgiveness is an integral component to Christian living. And 
in doing this, we cultivate a lifestyle of forgiveness, though not by 
ourselves. That is why Jesus told a story to reinforce to His followers 
why forgiveness is important. 

What potential objections would someone have to 
forgiving another person “seventy times seven”? 

What would such a level of grace and forgiveness within 
the church communicate to unbelievers?

2.  As Christians, we have received forgiveness 
(Matt. 18:23-27).
23 “For this reason, the kingdom of heaven can be compared to a king 

who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 24 When he began to settle 
accounts, one who owed ten thousand talents was brought before him. 
25 Since he did not have the money to pay it back, his master commanded 
that he, his wife, his children, and everything he had be sold to pay the debt.

26 “At this, the servant fell facedown before him and said, ‘Be patient 
with me, and I will pay you everything.’ 27 Then the master of that servant 
had compassion, released him, and forgave him the loan.

Jesus wanted to teach His followers what encountering His kingdom is 
like, so He told this story. A slave owed his king ten thousand talents, an 
amount so hyperbolic that the debt could never actually be paid. This 
amount would be more than a person could make in an entire lifetime. 
There is no hint in the story that the king is acting vengefully toward his 
slave. He is simply seeking to recoup as much of the debt as he can. 

 Further 
Commentary
“Most of Matthew’s 
parables are introduced 
as illustrations of ‘the 
kingdom of heaven’ 
(13:11,24,31,33,44,45,47,52; 
20:1; 22:2; 25:1). Here 
that formula is specially 
appropriate, since the 
parable concerns a king 
and his subjects: this 
then is how God rules…
The concept of a king’s 
slave owing a large sum of 
money to his master is…not 
implausible, even though 
the actual sum owed in 
the story belongs to the 
realm of fantasy. A talent 
was originally a weight 
(probably about 30 kg.) 
of metal; when used as a 
monetary term without 
specifying the metal 
involved it would probably 
have been understood to 
be of silver. While the exact 
amount varied, a talent of 
silver was conventionally 
reckoned at 6,000 denarii. 
If one denarius was an 
acceptable day’s wage for 
a laborer…a single talent 
would then represent what 
a laborer might hope to 
earn in half a lifetime. It 
was, at all events, a very 
large sum of money. Ten 
thousand talents (sixty 
million denarii; or some 
300 tons of silver!) is 
therefore a sum far outside 
any individual’s grasp. Ten 
thousand (myria, hence 
our ‘myriad’) is the largest 
numeral for which a Greek 
term exists, and the talent 
is the largest known 
amount of money. When 
the two are combined the 
effect is like our ‘zillions.’ 
What God has forgiven 
his people is beyond 
human calculation.” 4 

–R. T. France
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How the king would legally compensate himself is quite foreign to us 
today. In the culture of Jesus’ day, the king would have a right to sell the 
person with an outstanding debt (along with all of his family) to pay back 
some of the debt. Any money earned during their slavery would go back 
immediately to the king, thus indenturing them for life (given the 
enormous amount owed). 

This debt did not just affect the servant but his entire family and his 
family’s future. Likely generations would be enslaved because of what the 
man owed. Jesus painted a picture of a man so hopeless in debt that his 
only value to the king was to sell him, his family, and their possessions to 
repay only a small part of his debt. It was a dire situation. 

The slave, in begging for his life and the lives of his wife and children, 
made an outrageous claim. He offered to repay the debt, but only if he 
could be given more time. Jesus did not say how much time had already 
passed, but it is reasonable to believe his money had been gone long 
enough and the debt needed to be settled. 

When have you experienced a dire or stressful 
financial situation? 

What emotions did you feel through that experience?

In a wonderful twist to the expected outcome, the king determined 
not to exact payment but to forgive the massive debt. No doubt Jesus’ 
audience would have been shocked. What just king cancels a debt, 
especially one of such an enormous amount? With merely a word, an 
indebted slave was released from his financial bondage and his entire 
family escaped the impending, lifelong, brutal punishment. 

As the story relates to believers, which Jesus makes clear is the 
idea at its conclusion, we see a picture of God ruling a kingdom full 
of slaves that have committed countless transgressions against Him, 
accumulating a “debt” even more egregious than ten thousand talents. 
Even if we wanted to pay God back, the amount of the offense is too 
great to repay. 

The obvious response, with or without time, would be for God to 
judge us for our debts. But God demonstrates His love to us by forgiving 
our debts: “But God proves his own love for us in that while we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). In this story we see a picture of 
God’s unmerited grace, for God helps the helpless by forgiving the ones in 
need of forgiveness. 

 Further 
Commentary
“As a slave the debtor, 
together with his family and 
his belongings, belonged 
to his master, and so 
could be sold, though 
the total raised would 
not go far toward such 
an astronomical debt. 
The slave’s suggestion 
that, given time, he might 
be able to pay it off is 
equally unrealistic. But 
the ludicrous nature of the 
proposal only serves to 
underline the generosity of 
the master who, far more 
than simply giving him time, 
freely writes off the whole 
debt. His decision derives 
not from calculation but 
from his ‘heart going out’ 
(traditionally ‘compassion’), 
that quality which we have 
seen to be characteristic 
of Jesus himself when 
confronted with the need 
of those who cannot 
help themselves (9:36; 
14:14; 15:32; 20:34). The 
parable thus speaks of the 
totally unmerited grace 
of God which forgives 
his people more than 
they could ever imagine 
because they are unable to 
help themselves.” 5 

–R. T. France 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Therefore, since in no 
way—that is, with no 
satisfaction and no worthy 
penitence—could we pay 
off this debt of sin and 
eternal death, that eternal 
King came down from 
heaven and by remitting 
the human race its sins 
forgave all the debt of 
every one who believes 
in him.” 6 

–Chromatius  
(died circa 407)
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We have met with God and He has determined the extent of our 
rebellion against Him, a price too high for us to pay. Often we think we 
can repay Him by our good works, but they will never be enough to 
overcome our debt. Instead, God forgives us and wipes our debt clean 
because of Jesus. He has extended forgiveness to those most in need. 

How would you compare being forgiven of your sin debt 
before God with being forgiven of a large financial debt?

What effect has God’s compassion and forgiveness 
through Jesus Christ had upon you?

3.  As Christians, we must extend forgiveness 
(Matt. 18:28-35). 
28 “That servant went out and found one of his fellow servants who 

owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him, started choking him, and 
said, ‘Pay what you owe! ’

29 “At this, his fellow servant fell down and began begging him, ‘Be patient 
with me, and I will pay you back.’ 30 But he wasn’t willing. Instead, he went 
and threw him into prison until he could pay what was owed. 31 When the 
other servants saw what had taken place, they were deeply distressed and went 
and reported to their master everything that had happened. 32 Then, after he 
had summoned him, his master said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave 
you all that debt because you begged me. 33 Shouldn’t you also have had mercy 
on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you? ’ 34 And because he was angry, 
his master handed him over to the jailers to be tortured until he could pay 
everything that was owed. 35 So also my heavenly Father will do to you unless 
every one of you forgives his brother or sister from your heart.” 

Jesus’ ability to capture the attention of His audience was on full 
display here. After telling of a man whose immeasurable debt had just 
been forgiven, he went on to tell of that same man leaving the king’s 
presence and finding a fellow slave who owed him a debt. 

One hundred denarii might have been 3-4 months of income, 
certainly no small amount, but it paled in comparison to ten thousand 
talents. R. T. France calculates the value of the second slave’s debt as 
“one six-hundred-thousandth” of the first slave’s debt. 7 

This slave, having just received forgiveness of his own massive debt, 
began choking his fellow slave for the same offense, yet with astronomically 
different proportions. The second slave responded exactly the same way as 
the first slave responded—he pleaded earnestly for time to repay. 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
21. God Is Merciful

Mercy refers to God’s 
compassion and is 
often expressed in God 
withholding something, 
such as punishment for 
sin (Eph. 2:4-5; Titus 3:5). 
Both mercy and grace 
are undeserved, meaning 
humanity can do nothing 
to earn God’s mercy and 
grace. If one could, then it 
would no longer be the free 
gift of mercy or grace.

 Further 
Commentary
“The master was willing 
to forgive a debt the slave 
could never have paid, but 
will not forgive his refusal 
of an act of generosity 
which was within his 
power. If he is determined 
to insist on his just deserts, 
he shall have them. The 
forgiveness which was 
freely granted is now 
withdrawn, not because 
the slave is any more 
likely to be able to pay the 
debt, but because he has 
proved himself unworthy 
of his master’s mercy. 
And this time it is worse: 
in place of being sold, 
he is to be tortured. The 
squeamishness of the RSV 
which turned the ‘torturers’ 
(KJV ‘tormentors’) into 
‘jailers’ (and so made his 
punishment no worse 
than what he had inflicted 
on his fellow-slave) was 
misplaced; his destiny 
is not detention but 
painful punishment.” 8 

–R. T. France
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The first slave, feeling wronged by the debt owed him, did not 
extend grace. Instead, he had the second slave tossed in prison. Debtor’s 
prison was a legitimate alternative to being sold to recoup owed money. 
Think about the impact to this man’s family, as any money earned 
through work in prison would go solely toward the repayment of the 
loan. The impact of the unmerciful servant is quite broader than we see 
in just a few verses. 

Yet is this not the way we behave toward others? We who have been 
generously forgiven for our sins find those same sins repugnant in others. 
We often point out the same faults in others that we ourselves think we 
have mastered. This part of the parable of the unmerciful servant is the 
picture of what God sees of you when, having been forgiven for your 
rebellion, you fail to forgive others. 

Notice the second slave genuinely wanted to repay the debt; he wanted 
to make amends. He was not blaming others for his debt; he was not 
contesting the charge. Even still, the first slave acted with indignation and 
a hard heart and chose to punish instead of forgive. 

What are some ways, even subtle ones, that we can punish 
others instead of forgive them for wrongs they have done 
against us?

How can we resist the desire for vengeance and instead 
practice mercy as it has been shown to us in Christ?

While this action might have been justified in normal circumstances, 
the fellow slaves were shocked that the first slave was withholding mercy 
despite having receiving forgiveness for his own egregious debt. Therefore, 
they reported to the king what they had seen. In righteous anger, the king 
confronted his slave and rebuked him for the hardness of his heart. The 
king chastised the slave in verse 33, pointing out that grace received should 
be grace extended. 

The punishment we see in verse 34 is harrowing: those who receive 
forgiveness but do not extend it to others are “wicked” and will be 
punished justly and severely. The translation we are reading mentions 
that the servant was turned over “to the jailers,” but this is actually quite 
different than it seems. The original Greek word means “torturer.” So what 
this means is that the slave was tormented in the parable until the full 
payment was made—and recall how impossibly large was his debt. This 
has major implications for us reading this parable today. 

 Further 
Commentary
“The servant’s attitude 
is appalling. The 
amount owed him is 
not insignificant: though 
worth but a few dollars in 
terms of metal currency, 
a hundred denarii (v. 28) 
represented a hundred 
days’ wages for a foot 
soldier or common laborer. 
Yet the amount is utterly 
trivial compared with what 
has already been forgiven 
him. The similarity of his 
fellow servant’s plea (v. 29) 
to his own (v. 26) does 
not move this unforgiving 
man…When the servant 
owes ten thousand talents, 
the king forgives him; but 
when the servant shows 
himself unforgiving toward 
a fellow servant, the king 
calls him wicked (v. 32) 
and, foregoing selling 
him, turns him over to the 
‘torturers’…The servant is to 
be tortured till he pays back 
all he owes (v. 34), which he 
can never do. Jesus sees no 
incongruity in the actions 
of a heavenly Father who 
forgives so bountifully and 
punishes so ruthlessly, 
and neither should we. 
Indeed, it is precisely 
because he is a God of such 
compassion and mercy 
that he cannot possibly 
accept as his those devoid 
of compassion and mercy. 
This is not to say that 
the king’s compassion 
can be earned: far from 
it, the servant is granted 
freedom only by virtue 
of the king’s forgiveness. 
As in 6:12,14-15, those 
who are forgiven must 
forgive, lest they show 
themselves incapable of 
receiving forgiveness.” 9 

–D. A. Carson
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Remember, a parable is a fictional story illustrating a broader truth, 
and here this broader truth relates to God’s actions toward the 
unforgiving. It is quite possible that the idea of torment in this parable is 
an allusion to the eternal punishment of hell for those apart from Christ, 
but an unforgiving heart can create a measure of torment in this life too. 

When we don’t forgive, God allows us to be handed over to the 
earthly torturers of poor health, unbridled anger that leads to bitterness 
and loneliness, or resentment toward others. These torturers are real 
for us today, just as hell is real for those who forsake forgiveness. In the 
absence of forgiveness, God allows us to be handed over to our own 
personal torturers and tormentors, where the people who wronged you 
may be long gone or long dead or long distant but still wreaking havoc in 
your soul. 

The beautiful truth is that we can be freed from the tormentors of past 
wrongs by forgiving others. You do not have to be bound to the ones who 
hurt you. And withholding forgiveness calls much torment and pain into 
your own life. 

As 21st-century followers of Jesus, let us not gloss over this section as 
merely an anecdotal story. Jesus concluded this teaching on forgiveness 
with a very clear and pointed application in verse 35—those who have 
been forgiven but do not extend forgiveness will be treated as the first 
slave. Jesus is very forceful here: Forgive, or face God’s judgment. 

In most of Jesus’ teachings on hell and judgment in Matthew’s Gospel, 
He is warning His own followers of the dangers of judgment for those 
who claim His name but reject the implementation of His teachings in 
their lives. Do not make the mistake that you can be forgiven and yet 
withhold forgiveness from others. It will wreak havoc in your own life 
and lock you in the torment of your own bitterness and even risk the 
torment of God’s eternal punishment. A true realization of our forgiveness 
in Christ results in a radical heart change. Those who have been freely 
forgiven freely forgive. 

How are you challenged by Jesus’ addition of the phrase 
“from your heart” to His command to forgive?

What practical steps do you need to take in light of Jesus’ 
teaching in the parable of the unmerciful servant?

 Voices from 
the Church
“There is no such creature 
as an unforgiving Christian. 
That being doesn’t exist. 
Christians forgive. We 
forgive because we have 
been transformed by the 
power of the gospel.” 10 

–Douglas Sean O’Donnell
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Conclusion
We are a people who have sinned greatly against God our Creator. 

Our debt is so massive that, like the first slave, we could never repay our 
King. In a gracious act, however, God sent Jesus, and by faith in Him, 
God cancels our debt and forgives our rebellion. Through Jesus’ death on 
the cross for our sin, in our place, we have received an incomprehensible 
forgiveness. We don’t see our sin as serious as God does. God doesn’t grade 
sin on a curve—our sin is unforgivable, unatoneable, and unfixable 
without what a just and loving God has done in Christ for us. 

Yet often we fail to walk by the power of the Holy Spirit, and in a 
return to our sinful behavior, we willingly choose to withhold forgiveness 
from others. Jesus condemns this way of living for those who belong to 
His kingdom, for His is a kingdom characterized by forgiveness. Even 
during His darkest hour of suffering on the cross, Jesus asked God to 
forgive His executioners (Luke 23:34).

The measure and means by which we forgive has nothing to do with 
the person who wronged us. The measure and means by which we forgive 
has everything to do with the Savior who forgave us. When a proclaiming 
Christian has difficulty forgiving others, it reveals a deep problem of the 
heart. In the worst of cases, one must ask: If a “Christian” has difficulty 
forgiving others, then has this “Christian” really understood the gospel?

Peter’s question, which frames the story for us, is an indication that 
we have much to learn about how to operate in Jesus’ kingdom. We are to 
be a people characterized by forgiveness because we have been forgiven. If 
we fail to forgive, then judgment will come severely to us because we have 
not been transformed by the gospel. Those who fail to forgive resemble 
“followers” who call out the Lord’s name but are not known by Him 
(Matt. 7:21-23). But the Lord does know intimately those whom He has 
forgiven, and they follow Him in His example by forgiving others. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Though our debt before God was too 
great to be paid through our good works or effort, we have 
received forgiveness through the grace of Jesus Christ, who paid 
our debt through His death on the cross. God has wiped the slate 
clean with the blood of His Son.

 Voices from 
the Church
“It is the essence of 
Christian discipleship not 
just to love your neighbour 
in the way you would like to 
be treated, but also in the 
way you have been treated 
by God.” 11 

–David Wenham
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “Forgiveness Knows No Bounds” and “The Limits of Forgiveness”—
June 2–June 3 devotions from Do We Know Jesus? by Adolf Schlatter

 - “Pursuing and Granting Forgiveness”—Article by Timothy S. Lane; 
find a link to this article at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “Debtor’s Slavery,” 
can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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The Unmerciful Servant

Tip of the Week
An Outward Posture and the Gospel 

“Thanks to the gospel, our citizenship has been changed We’ve got another 
home—another kingdom. But God has sent us into the kingdom of the 
world, while operating under the principles of our true kingdom, in order 
to extend His interests and glory here. An ambassador, by the nature of 
the job, has to have an outward posture. So do we as we plead with others 
to be reconciled to God. Leading others to have an outward posture 
will necessitate that we illustrate it with our lives…People need to see an 
outward focus from you on a personal level. The notorious reputation of 
pastors is that they tell everyone else to go and reach the world while they 
study about it in an office. Such a story should never be told of the leaders 
in our churches. Instead, we need to take believers with us as we have a 
barbecue in the neighborhood, meet with a city council member, or travel 
to some far-flung place on the globe.” 12

Sermon Podcast

Sandy Willson: “Called into Community: Forgiving Each Other” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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Unit 1:  
Ed Stetzer (sessions 1-2) holds the Billy Graham 
Distinguished Chair of Church, Mission, and Evangelism 
and is the Executive Director of the Billy Graham Center for 
Evangelism at Wheaton College. He serves as the general editor 
for The Gospel Project and is the author of numerous books, 
including Transformational Groups and Compelled.

Trevin Wax (sessions 3-6) is managing editor for The Gospel 
Project and author of several books, including Gospel-Centered 
Teaching and This Is Our Time: Everyday Myths in Light of 
the Gospel. He has served in pastoral roles in churches in the 
United States and Romania. He and his wife, Corina, have 
three children.

Unit 2:  
Leslie Hudson (sessions 7-8) is living her life calling to let 
others know the full riches of Jesus Christ (Col. 2:2-3) by 
teaching, speaking, and writing about God’s Word and its 
power. She and her husband, David, live with their children 
in White Bluff, Tennessee, where she works with Youth and 
Women’s ministries at First Baptist Church, Dickson.

D. A. Horton (sessions 9-10) currently serves as a pastor 
at Reach Fellowship, a church plant in North Long Beach, 
California, and as the Chief Evangelist for UYWI. He is also 
working toward his PhD in Applied Theology at Southeastern 
Seminary. He and his wife, Elicia, have three children, Izabelle, 
Lola, and Damon Jr (aka Duce).

Vance Pitman (sessions 11-13) is senior pastor of Hope 
Church in Las Vegas, Nevada. He also serves with the North 
American Mission Board as a national mobilizer, engaging and 
mobilizing pastors to plant more churches. He and his wife, Kristie, 
have four children and one son-in-law. Fellow pastors Jordan 
Smith and Tom McCormick assisted in writing these sessions.
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