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Forgive as God forgives * Matthew 18:21-35 
March 10, 2019 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 
 
The passage that we are looking at this morning is a bit like an iceberg.  There’s the part that’s 
immediately obvious and then there’s the even bigger part hiding under the water.  In this case, Peter’s 
question is just the tip of the ice berg, and then Jesus goes on to reveal the even bigger issues just below 
the surface.   
 
Peter asks ‘how many times do I have to forgive someone?’ and then Jesus broadens out the question to 
ask two even bigger one:  First – how willing should you be to forgive someone?  And second, why on 
earth would you do that?  All that Jesus says pushes us to think about the nature of forgiveness and the 
motivation for forgiveness and those are the two things that I want to explore with you today.  How 
willing should you be to offer forgiveness?  And why on earth would you forgive someone who has hurt 
you? 
 
Turn with me to Matthew 18 and we’ll start in verse 21.  Matthew 18:21. 
 
21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins 
against me? Up to seven times?"  22 Jesus answered, "I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven 
times. (Mat 18:22 NIV).  
 
Peter here is asking a question that I’m sure many of us can relate too.  ‘How many times do I have to 
forgive someone?’  We’ve all been hurt by people and sometimes the same people keep doing it.   A co-
worker keeps taking credit for work you’ve done; a friend keeps lying about you; a relative keeps 
withholding from you something that is rightfully yours.  How many times do we have to forgive them?   
 
Peter, I think, thinks he is being generous by suggesting seven times.  The Jewish scholars of the day 
figured that three times was enough, and then you didn’t have to be forgiving any more, but Peter 
wants to outdo them in generosity, so he says ‘seven times?’  ‘If I forgive a person seven times, is that 
enough?’ 
 
Well, Jesus replies, “No, not seven times, but seventy-seven times” or your Bible might say seventy 
times seven.  The Greek literally says ‘seventy occurrences seven’ so it could mean seventy plus seven or 
seventy times seven; either way, Jesus is saying that we need to have a view of forgiveness that is 
exponentially larger than expected.   
 
And this is where those questions come in – starting with how willing should you be to offer 
forgiveness?  Well, think about it – if you want to know the maximum number of times you need to 
forgive someone, then you’re not really willing to forgive that person.  You’re willing to forgive them – 
to a point.  You’re saying ‘I will forgive you… but I would just as soon not and I will gladly stop as soon as 
you hit seven times.’  But Jesus is saying – no – not seven times, not seventy seven times, not four 
hundred and ninety times.  You need to be willing to forgive, utterly and completely.  You need to offer 
forgiveness that has no limits. 
 
Now why on earth would you do that?  Well, to answer that question, Jesus tells a story.   
 
Verse 23 –  
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23 "Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 
 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. 
 
Now this man was in a ton of trouble.  He owed ten thousand talents.  Now that doesn’t immediately 
strike us as being serious, so let me show you how deep a hole this man has dug for himself.  A single 
talent was worth about a hundred pounds of gold; this man owed ten thousand… hundred pound piles 
of gold.  The entire tax levy in Judea and Samaria in 4 BC was six hundred talents – like, the entire 
population of Israel paid 600 talents in tax in 4 BC and this guy owed ten thousand.  This is an 
astronomical debt.  And I think that Jesus is saying – this guy owes like a gazillion dollars – the actual 
amount owed is far less important than the reality that this guy is utterly, absolutely, entirely, fully in 
debt.  And verse 25,  
 
25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he 
had be sold to repay the debt. 
 26 "The servant fell on his knees before him.  'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back 
everything.' 
 
Now I don’t really know how this guy thought he would repay this gargantuan debt.  There’s no way he 
had ten thousand talents behind his couch cushions.  And there’s no way he could repay it.  I read 
somebody who estimated that it would take this guy 193 000 years of labour to pay it back and that just 
wasn’t going to happen (Turner, in Osborne, 694, ft. 10).  So he is entirely at the mercy of the king and 
according to the cultural standards of the day, the king would have been right to sell him and his whole 
family for to at least begin to repay the debt.   
 
But then, verse 27 - 27 The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 
 
It says literally ‘his heart went out to him.’  He saw how this debt had destroyed this man and he had 
mercy on him.  He chose to bear the cost of the debt himself and he gave the servant a new start.  He let 
him go.  He gave him a brand new life.   
 
I remember at one point in university, the bank made a clerical error with my bank account and all of a 
sudden it looked like I was thousands of dollars in debt, and that on top of my student loan and I spent 
hours thinking, ‘how am I ever going to get out from under this?  And my life is totally going to be 
dominated by this debt’ and then they called and said ‘oops, sorry, our fault, we fixed it.’  And I was 
like… relief!  And that was when I hadn’t even spent the money!  This guy had spent a gazillion dollars on 
who knows what… and the king, in his great mercy, forgave that debt.  You would think that this man 
would go away changed… brand new lease on life… entirely changed by the radical generosity of the 
king.   
 
 28 "But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred 
denarii.  (So, one six hundred thousandth of what he had been forgiven – Teach the Bible).  He grabbed 
him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded. 
 29 "His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.' 
 
Now this guy has a reasonable chance of paying the debt back.  He owes about a hundred days work 
(Osborne, 699) but this first servant refused.   
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 30 "But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the 
debt.  (Let’s be honest – until his wife and children and brothers could pay off the debt).   
 
 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told 
their master everything that had happened.  Yeah, distressed.  They were appalled, indignant, disgusted.  
What an outright hypocrite this guy was, to have been forgiven so much and to refuse to forgive so little 
(Osborne, 696). 
 
 32 "Then the master called the servant in. 'You wicked servant,' he said, 'I canceled all that debt of 
yours because you begged me to. 
 33 Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?' 
 
The answer, of course, is yes!  The servant should have extended to the other man the same radical 
mercy that the king showed to him.   
 
And just to step away from the story for a minute, this statement here by the king is the key for the 
whole of this passage.  How willing should we be to forgive another person?  As willing as the king was 
to forgive a gazillion dollar debt.  Fully, completely, radically willing to forgive. 
 
Why should we do that?  Because WE have been fully, completely, radically forgiven.   
 
Each of us is the servant in this story.  We’ve all racked up an astronomical debt before the King of 
Heaven by resisting His will and doing unto others what we would never do to ourselves.  And it’s a debt 
that we could never repay.  Not in a hundred million years.   
 
But God, in His great mercy, because of His great love for us, chose to pay the price to forgive our sin.  
Remember the king in the story?  For him to forgive the servant’s debt meant that he had to bear the 
cost.  For him to forgive the servant cost HIM a gazillion dollars. 
 
And our King chose to do the same. .  He chose to bear the cost of the debt himself in order to forgive us 
and give us a new start.  And it cost our King the blood of His Son. He came to Earth, in the person of His 
Son Jesus, to bear the Cross and forgive our sin and we are just as radically forgiven as the servant who 
owed a gazillion dollars.  We are infinitely, utterly forgiven. 
 
And that, Jesus says, is why you can’t put a limit on forgiveness.  Because the forgiveness that we have 
experienced from God has no limit.  And God intends that we will extend that mercy to others.  God 
intends that we will forgive as the Lord forgave us.   
 
And this should be a very natural response – treating others the way we have been treated. 
 
I remember living in France, I met this guy named John.  He was from Chicago but doing business in Paris 
at the time.  I met him at church and from the very first, he was exceedingly kind to me.  The first time 
we met, he could tell I think that I was a little lonely and a little poor, so just out of nowhere he gave me 
fifty francs – that’s more than fifty dollars CDN.  I ended up living at his apartment for a while and I was 
bound and bent that I would repay his generosity.  So when I left his place, I made sure to put fifty francs 
back on the counter when I left.  When I got to where I was going, I discovered an envelope in my bag; 
he had snuck 200 francs into my backpack.  I was overwhelmed by his generosity and felt this welling up 
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in my heart – a desire to be generous to the people around me, the many homeless people on the 
streets. 
 
God intends for forgiveness to work the same way.  He intends for us to be just as generous with 
forgiveness as He was with us.  He intends for us to forgive as HE has forgiven.  Dale Bruner puts it well - 
“Jesus requires infinite forgiveness of us because God has given infinite forgiveness to us” (Bruner, 236).  
 
And it’s true, there is an element of command at play – back to verse 34 -  
 
 34 In anger his master – [the one who had authority over him] - turned him over to the jailers to be 
tortured, until he should pay back all he owed (Which again is an impossibility).   
 
 35 "This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your 
heart" (Mat 18:23-35 NIV). 
 
Forgiving as we have been forgiven is not an option.  It is a natural part of a life of faith that truly 
appreciates what Jesus has done on the Cross.   
 
A Christian who is unwilling to forgive is like a two wheeled unicycle.  It’s a contradiction in terms.  If it 
has two wheels; it’s not a unicycle.  If they don’t forgive, well, I think that that person should take a good 
long look at their heart.   
 
Now, that being said, I think we need to think carefully about how we apply this.  Because obviously, 
forgiving as God forgave us is going to look very different depending on the sin.  Someone who has been 
abused is going to apply this very differently from someone whose business partner keeps showing up 
an hour late to business meetings.  So let’s talk about this – from the serious to the mundane.   
 
So first, serious.  If you have been deeply wounded, God does not expect you to forgive instantaneously.  
What that person did was wrong and God knows the pain that you have had to endure.  To glibly say 
‘oh, I forgive that person’ is neither wise nor healthy.  
 
Neither though, is holding onto bitterness and letting their sin speak more loudly into your life than 
God’s grace.    
 
If you have been seriously hurt by someone else’s sin, then I would encourage you to begin the journey 
towards forgiving them.  That doesn’t mean that you become a doormat; it doesn’t mean that they 
escape the consequences of their sin; it doesn’t mean that you trust them again without a second 
thought.  It does mean though that you give what Jesus did for you more power in your life than what 
THEY did to you, and begin to let God heal your broken heart, that it might in time overflow with grace.   
 
(Ok, I spent half an hour writing those four sentences, because it’s not easy…) 
 
Second, mundane.  And admittedly, this is probably where most of us live.  My default is to think about 
the really serious stuff when I think about this passage, but what about the mundane stuff, like when 
your kids don’t listen to you or co-worker snaps at you or your spouse leaves the tea bag in the sink.  
What about then?  Well, forgive as the Lord forgave you.  It’s really as simple as that and it was really 
interesting this week to see how often I had to consciously replace an unforgiving spirit, with a 
willingness to forgive.   
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And that’s not a statement of the actions of the people around me; only a reflection on how unnatural it 
is for us to want to forgive.  It doesn’t come easy and it takes effort, but the reality is that whatever 
forgiveness I need to offer pales in comparison with the forgiveness I’ve received.   
 
Now, just one more thought, and this has to do with Peter’s question about seven times.  I wrestled with 
that, because, you shouldn’t have to forgive the same thing seven times.  Like a person hurts you, you 
forgive them, they do it again, you forgive them and on and on.  That’s not forgiveness, not the way that 
God intends it.   
 
God has radically forgiven us; He asks us to radically forgive others – but that radical forgiveness is not 
intended as an invitation to reoffend.  Forgiveness is supposed to lay the groundwork for reconciliation.  
If a person keeps doing something when you forgive them, they need to be held accountable for that.  
They need someone to say to them, whether it’s you, or you and a friend, or you and a community – 
‘stop it.’  
 
Limitless forgiveness does not mean that we tolerate sin, but that we call it out, choose to forgive them 
and give them an opportunity to repent and stop doing it.  And if they don’t, you’ll have done your part 
in extending forgiveness, then it’s time to establish some boundaries that will keep them from doing it 
again.  Hopefully though, once is all it will take. 
 
As we close here, I want to wrap up with a story that I read in one of my commentaries this week; it’s a 
very personal reflection by the author of the book and I want to read it to you in full.   
 
“A few years ago when bumper stickers were popular, one stood out to me: “I don’t get mad, I get 
even.” It was meant to be humorous, but it had a chilling effect on me, because it described my attitude 
just a few years prior. I’ve mentioned elsewhere that I was raised by a stepfather who caused my family 
and me a great deal of pain. He left our family when I was in my early teens, and I carried a deep 
animosity toward him for years.  
 
When I was in Vietnam, my animosity became almost obsessive, and I vowed that the first time I saw 
him on my return, I would kill him. I would make him pay for what he had done to our family. I returned 
a few months later and within a year had become a Christian. My world began to change, and I put that 
stepfather out of my mind. I had not thought about him much until about four years later, when he 
suddenly showed up where my wife and I and our little girl were living. He had tracked us down. My 
wife, being the loving person she is, invited him in. As we sat and talked politely, that vow came to my 
mind. I then told him, 
 
“I made a vow in Vietnam that the first time I saw you, I would kill you. Today is that day.” I will never 
forget the look of terror that came over his face. He started to sweat and slide down on the couch. I 
went on, “But I now know that I’m no better a person than you. God has forgiven me. And if he can 
forgive a sinner like me, I can forgive you. I will not allow you to hurt my family again, so don’t think that 
this is made out of weakness. Rather, I forgive you because I have been forgiven.” 
 
Wilkins, Michael J.. The NIV Application Commentary: Matthew (pp. 636-637). Zondervan. Kindle 
Edition. 
 
That’s a picture of a servant of the King who got it right.  Let’s work towards that too.   


