
GOSPEL-GROUNDED FORGIVENESS 
From Matthew 18:21-35 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Illustration: [focus on one leads to a neglect of the other] 
My wife will be the first to tell you that I’m not great at 
multitasking. I’m the kind of person that when I’m focused 
on a particular task or project, I want to see it through to 
the end. Now, I may need to take a break and come back 
to it later because I don’t have the know-how or the right 
part, when I’m in the middle of something it’s very difficult 
to be aware of what’s going on around me. 

2. Transition: Perhaps you can relate. I think my experience is 
just one example of the very human tendency to focus on 
one thing to the neglect of the other. I get wrapped up in 
a project because I enjoy what I’m doing; I’m drawn to it. 
But that draw towards certain things at the expense of 
others can be a real problem. 

One way this dynamic shows up in the church is in the felt 
tension between purity and grace; judgment and mercy. I 
think all of us have a tendency to err on one side of the 
coin or the other.  

The good news is that both are necessary in the Kingdom. 
We need to confront sin and preserve the purity of the 
church, yes. But we also must extend radical grace and 
forgiveness as well. Christians need to be a “both-and” 
people. 

In this week’s passage, Jesus addresses Peter’s concern 
about the “upper limits” of forgiveness in the Messiah’s 
Kingdom. “When is it ok not to forgive?” “At what point 

can I start holding another’s sins towards me against 
them?” 

Jesus answers by saying:   

3. Proposition: Because God has canceled our immeasurable 
debt, do not stop forgiving one another from the heart. 

FORGIVENESS IN THE MESSIAH’S KINGDOM 

Last week we learned about Jesus’ instructions concerning the 
restorative act of discipline within the Messiah’s Kingdom 
community. In no uncertain terms, Jesus lays out the significance 
of purity and the eternal weight of an individual’s on-going 
disobedience. 

Drawn to this radical commitment to church purity, Peter notices 
a potential flaw: what if someone keeps going through this 
process? How many times do you have to go through this with 
someone before you’re done with them and don’t have to forgive 
them anymore? 

[Read vv.21-23] 

Common Jewish teaching at the time instructed the offended to 
forgive the offender three times to demonstrate a forgiving spirit.1 
Peter’s suggested seven times seems pretty generous! But just 
how generous are we to be with one another when it comes to 
forgiveness? 

“Seven times seventy-seven” - no, not strictly 539 times 
generous, but inexhaustibly generous. Why?   

1
 Michael J. Wilkins, in ESV Study Bible, (Wheaton: Crossway, 2008), p. 

1859. 



Rather than answer this question outright, Jesus tells a parable. 
This parable frames his answer in the context of a narrative that 
lays out a blueprint for gospel-grounded forgiveness.  

3-part blueprint for gospel-grounded forgiveness: 

1. The debtor sorrowfully acknowledges the gravity of their 
need and pleads for mercy [vv. 24-26] 

The parable opens with a king who has generously lent 
out money to his slaves/servants. One servant had been 
lent a particularly large sum (10,000 talents). To put this 
amount of money in perspective, 1 talent was worth about 
15 years of labor (military/day laborer). He owes 10,000 of 
them. In USD, when adjusted for inflation, 10,000 talents is 
worth around $5-6 billion! An obscene amount of money. 

I did the math on this. If you stacked 1-dollar bills, one on 
top of the other, you could fit just over $2 billion in this 
church. He owes over twice that! That he ‘did not have the 
means to repay’ is a severe understatement. 

This man is in an impossible spot. He’s set to lose it all: 
every possession - even his wife and kids to slavery. Faced 
with this reality, the man doesn’t argue with the king, shift 
blame, or make excuses; he acknowledges the gravity of 
his need and does the only thing he can: plead for mercy. 

The mercy he pleads for isn’t to get off free, but more 
time to repay the debt. Paying the debt back is 
impossible, but he nonetheless takes responsibility for his 
impossible situation.   

2. The creditor is moved to compassion towards the debtor 
and mercifully forgives the debt [v. 27] 

I’m not sure how much compassion you need in order to 
completely forgo $5-6 billion, but this king had it – and for 
his slave/servant of all people! He doesn’t say, “sure, keep 
working off your debt, I’ll come to collect later.” He 
doesn’t rough him up, put him in jail, or make any other 
demands. He simply and completely forgives the debt. 
Who does that?! Truly, this is radical forgiveness.  

Clarifications: 

a. Forgiveness cancels a real debt that cannot be 
repaid 

b. Forgiveness must be requested before it’s granted 

i. As the Lord has forgiven you, so you also 
must forgive (Col. 3:13). 

ii. 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). 

c. Forgiveness does not let the offender off the 
‘hook’ of personal responsibility 

i. Using forgiveness to avoid responsibility is 
wicked 

ii. Boundaries are good 

3. The debtor lives in the freedom of forgiveness [v. 28-30] 

By the beginning of v. 28, we are expecting to hear about 
a changed man, someone whose life has been radically 
transformed by undeserved grace and mercy. Someone 
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truly free. Instead we read of a man who is in bondage to 
cruelty and selfishness. 

Though he had been forgiven an incalculable sum, the 
king’s servant now insists (to the point of physical assault) 
on the immediate repayment of a 100-denarii debt owed 
him. He’s so merciless, that he has his debtor thrown in 
debtor’s prison for his inability to pay up - which, by the 
way, was illegal for debts less than 500 denarii!2 

100 denarii was no small sum (around $8-12k in today’s 
dollars). $8-12k one-dollar bills would fill a whole shoe 
box. Even so, it pales in comparison to the debt he owed. 

This man’s response to his debtor is bad enough by itself 
(illegal even). What makes it so much worse is the fact that 
he had just been forgiven billions of dollars! He was 
treated with incalculable mercy, yet when he was in the 
position to also extend mercy, he showed none 
whatsoever. This man was totally free to forgive his 
debtor, yet he is found to have been enslaved by his own 
selfish cruelty. 

[Read vv. 31-34] 

Word gets back to the king about his servant’s actions and 
he is not pleased. Instead of being moved with 
compassion, the king is moved with anger - and 
understandably so. In a show of righteous indignation, the 
king sends his servant off to the ‘torturers until he should 
repay all that was owed him.’ Working off $5 billion is a 
long time to be in torment. 

2
 D.A. Carson, “Matthew”, vol. 8 of 12  in EBC, (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1984) p. 405. 

[Read 35] 

APPLICATION 

Jesus brings it all together. God is the King; we are the servant. 
We are the ones who have been forgiven an immeasurable debt. 
What is that debt? It’s not a debt that’s measured in dollar bills; 
it’s a debt measured in behaviors, attitudes, and affections that 
are formed and expressed in opposition to the Almighty God. It’s 
measured in sin. 

You may not think that you’ve sinned that much ($5billion worth), 
but you’d be wrong. The seriousness of the offense is not 
measured by the act itself, but by value of the one offended. Our 
sin has infinite weight because we sin against an infinite God.  

it’s this infinite, holy, righteous God who was moved to 
compassion to save you. Chew on that for a minute. I cannot 
fathom a greater, more beautiful mystery than that one. 

If contemplating that mystery right now is causing worship to well 
up in your heart, you’re a Christian! You are free! And as long as 
you remind yourself of the incalculable grace you’ve been 
granted, you’ll never grow weary of forgiving others from your 
heart.  

You have been forgiven almost 3 churches worth of sins; what’s a 
shoebox?   

We are the servant who has been forgiven an immeasurable debt. 
And we are the ones whose flesh struggles with extending that 
same compassion to others. Our flesh wants to hold onto the sins 
others commit against us. We want to leverage those wrongs 
against them. We don’t just want our money back, we want to 



strangle the guy; we want to throw him in prison. We’re not out 
for justice; we want vengeance. 

I know we’re all good Minnesotants/Midwesterners here. It’s not 
like we’ll actually strangle anyone. Our self-centered victim 
mindset may not manifest externally in any way. But it festers 
internally. It turns to bitterness. And soon enough we can’t forgive 
at all. That’s a dangerous place to be. 

The invitation this morning is to find your soul satisfied in the 
abounding generosity of the Lord God, who has canceled the 
record of debt that stood against us by nailing it to the cross of 
Jesus Christ (Col. 2:14). My friends: we have been set free to 
forgive much. You cannot out-forgive God.  

Yes, the church should be committed to radical purity. The kind 
that follows through with Matthew 18:15-20. But that should 
never work against the church’s commitment to radical grace and 
forgiveness. The kind we read about here in Matthew 18:21-31. 
Both are necessary because both are present in the character of 
God. For God is like a king who is moved with compassion to 
cancel an insurmountable debt, yet is moved with anger to punish 
those whose uncharitable lives reveal a heart unworthy of 
forgiveness.  

14 For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your 
heavenly Father will also forgive you. 

 15 But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will 
not forgive your transgressions (Matt. 6). 

 


