
ECF 26th October 2014 Forgive As We’ve Been Forgiven  Matthew 18:21-35 
We know all about debt in Ireland.  Ireland remains one of the biggest debtors in the western world.  Government debt as a 
percentage of the value of the economy is around the 4th highest in Europe.  And when you include both public and private-
sector debt, some put Ireland right at the top of the table in terms of debt - even higher than Greece and Spain. 
 
No wonder, the whole issue of sovereign and personal debt forgiveness is in the news.  Ireland has been trying, in vain so 
far, to get some of our bank debt written off.  And the Personal Insolvency Act of a couple of years ago has tried to help 
those who find that they are simply unable to pay their mounting debts.  Of course this issue is not new.  One of Jesus’ 
parables deals with this issue.   
 
1. The Practice of Forgiveness 
Jesus had been teaching his disciples how they should respond when someone sins against them.  He taught important 
principles of being willing to make the first move, of confronting the issue directly, in private first of all but being willing to 
ask others to help if issues are not resolved, all with the goal of achieving reconciliation. 
 
a) Limited Forgiveness 
Peter had listened to this and accepted what Jesus said.  But he knew that forgiveness is always difficult, especially when 
the offence is repeated!  And so he asked Jesus: “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? 
Up to seven times?” Matthew 18:21  
 
The traditional teaching of the Rabbis was that forgiving people 3 times was enough.  So Peter actually was going well 
beyond the accepted norm here.  But his basic understanding of forgiveness was the same.  They all believed that 
forgiveness should be limited.  The first few times someone sins against us, grace applies and forgiveness should be offered.  
But if that person keeps on sinning, then grace will be exhausted, forgiveness withheld and punishment should apply.   
 
b) Unlimited Forgiveness 
But Jesus disagreed.  Matthew 18:22: “Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”  Jesus wasn’t 
telling us that 70, or as some manuscripts say 70x7 times is the limit of forgiveness.  He was telling us that we shouldn’t 
keep count!  Forgiveness should be unlimited.  We should keep on forgiving!   
 
But why is forgiveness so important in the Christian life?  Well, to explain, Jesus told this parable.  Matthew 18:23-27: 
“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. 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.’ 27 The servant’s master took pity on him, 
cancelled the debt and let him go.” 
 
2. Our Need of Forgiveness 
Maybe this man was a high-ranking official or tax agent for the king.  But he was still answerable to the king.  And so when 
the king decided to settle his accounts, it was then his huge debt was revealed. 
 
a) A huge debt 
“A man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him.” Matthews 18:24  This is a massive debt.  A denarii was 
one day’s wage for a labourer and one talent was equivalent to 6,000 denarii.  So 10,000 talents is 60 million denarii or 60 
million days’ wages. 
 
I was trying to put it into today’s money.  The minimum wage is €8.65 an hour.  If you take a working week of just 32 hours, 
divide it over 5 days, then that’s something like €55 a day.  60 million days’ wages would then equal €3.3 billion!  It is a 
massive debt!   
 
But that’s how Jesus wants us to see ourselves before a holy and righteous God.   
We are the servant who stands before the king, in debt to a ridiculous level.   This isn’t just the mass murderer, the evil 
dictator, rapist, fraudster, criminal or crooked politician.  This is us: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 
Romans 3:23 
 
We have all fallen short of God’s standards in our thoughts, attitudes, words and actions.  We’ve sinned in doing things that 
we shouldn’t have done and in not doing things that we should’ve done.  If we were to stand before God as our judge and 
present our life’s record then it would be clear that we are under a huge debt!  
 



b) No way to pay 
The servant’s debt was so huge that “He was not able to pay.” Matthew 18:25  That’s hardly surprising.  King Herod’s annual 
income at the time was only 900 talents.  The tax take in Galilee and Perea put together was reckoned to be only 200 
talents.  No matter how long or hard this man tried, he could never pay off his debt of 10,000 talents!   
 
And so even when he desperately pleaded: “Be patient with me… and I will pay back everything.” Matthew 18:26, the king 
could see that it was impossible.  He’d never live long enough to earn 60 million days’ wages!  
 
It’s the same for us.  We can’t pay off our debt of sin.  Of course we find it difficult to accept this.  We try and bargain with 
God: “Please, if you get me out of this mess then I’ll never do it again.  I’ll change.  If you give me another chance, I’ll serve 
you faithfully from now on.  If you give me time, then I’ll make up for my mistakes.”  With those desperate promises we 
hope that we can pay off our debt.   
 
But it is impossible.  “No-one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law.” Romans 3:20  No matter how 
hard we try, how religious we are, how much we sacrifice or suffer, we could never pay off the debt of our sin.  
 
c) Going to lose everything 
And this leaves us in a terrible situation.  “The master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be 
sold to repay the debt.” Matthew 18:25  Because of this debt, he was going to lose his possessions, his position, his family 
and even his own life.  He was going to lose everything.   
 
This is the cost of sin.  “The wages of sin is death.” Romans 6:23.  It separates us eternally from our family, friends, the life 
we long for and ultimately from God.  Sin costs us everything.   
 
Have we accepted this?  Have we come to terms with the seriousness of our sin?  In of ourselves, we’re under a huge debt, 
that we cannot pay, that will cost us everything!  It’s really only when we see the hopelessness of our situation can we 
understand the greatness of our salvation. 
 
3. God’s Desire to Give Forgiveness 
The servant’s situation was hopeless.  But then came forgiveness.  Matthew 18:27: “The servant’s master took pity on him, 
cancelled the debt and let him go.” 
 
a) Full Forgiveness 
This was instant and full forgiveness.  He cancelled the whole debt.  In a moment of amazing grace, this servant went from a 
debt of 10,000 talents to a debt of zero.  And because it was cancelled, he was free - free from debt, from punishment, from 
fear.  He was free to live.   
 
This is our only hope before a holy God.  Psalm 130:3-4: “If you, O Lord, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand? But 
with you there is forgiveness.”  None of us can stand before God on the basis of our own record.  We’re hopelessly in debt 
with no ability to pay.   
 
But God offers us full and instant forgiveness.  When we put our faith in Jesus, he cancels our debt completely, he removes 
it from our record and promises never to bring it up ever again.  “As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed 
our transgressions from us.” Psalm 103:12 And because of this we’re set free – free from condemnation, from fear, from 
death.  We are free to live!   
 
b) Free Forgiveness 
And most amazing of all, this forgiveness is freely given.  The servant wasn’t asked to pay anything towards this – he 
couldn’t.  Neither did he promise to pay it later – that was impossible.  He was simply given it as a free gift of unconditional 
and outrageous grace.   
 
This is the only way we can be forgiven “It is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it 
is the gift of God.” Ephesians 2:8  We can only be forgiven by God if we accept it as a free gift of grace. 
 
c) Costly Forgiveness 
Of course it is free for us only because someone else paid the price.  The servant was fully and freely forgiven only because 
the king paid the price of the debt in full.  He took the 10,000 talent hit to his account.   
 
And in the same way, we can only be forgiven because God has already paid the price of our debt in full.  “Christ died for 



sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” 1 Peter 3:18  On the cross Jesus took upon himself 
our sin and he suffered for it in full!  He took our punishment, he died our death, he cleared our debt once and for all.   
 
And so through simple faith in Christ, we can receive full and free forgiveness, paid for by the precious blood of Jesus!  This 
is what Matthew received when he was sitting at his tax booth.  Jesus called to him, “Follow Me.” Matthew 9:9, and without 
doing anything to earn his forgiveness or to pay for his past wrongs, he was forgiven and brought into God’s kingdom.   
 
And this continues to be the offer of the gospel: “Everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his 
name.”" Acts 10:43  Have you received this?  Do you know that you are fully and freely forgiven?  It is on offer today! 
 
4. The Challenge to Forgive 
But this parable doesn’t end here with the servant going away happy ever after.  Matthew 18:28-30: “But when that servant 
went out, he found one of his fellow-servants who owed him a hundred denarii. 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.’ 
30 “But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt.”  
 
a) A Significant Debt 
100 denarii was a significant debt.  100 days’ wages isn’t a trifling amount.  Using the same minimum wage figure we used 
before, we’re talking about €5,500.   
 
This represents the wrongs, offences and sins that people commit against us.  They can be significant.  People can hurt us 
deeply, cause huge pain in our hearts that have a deep negative impact on our lives.  In no way is Jesus suggesting that we 
should think of these sins as small, insignificant or trivial.   
 
b) A Demand for Payment 
And so we can understand why the servant grabbed his debtor and demanded repayment: “Pay back what you owe me!”  
Matthew 18:28.  We all have an inbuilt sense of justice, even if it is a bit warped.  When we’ve been sinned against, we want 
justice.  We want the other person to pay back what they’ve taken, to suffer for the pain they’ve caused, to make good the 
debt. 
 
Even the man’s desperate pleas for more time to pay-off his debt didn’t weaken the servant’s sense of outrage.  Instead he 
threw him into prison “until he could pay the debt.” Matthew 18:30.  Of course this would now be impossible.  If he 
struggled to pay a debt out of prison, how much harder will it be from in prison? 
 
c) The Hypocrisy of Withholding Forgiveness  
But in one sense the servant didn’t do anything wrong here.  His fellow-servant had wronged him when he failed to pay his 
debt.  He was then justified, in the eyes of the law, to do what he did to punish him.   
 
But his master had a different understanding.  Matthew 18:31-33: “When the other servants saw what had happened, they 
were greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened. 
32 “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I cancelled 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?’”  
 
From a cold cash point of view, his fellow-servant owed him a lot.  But in comparison to how much he had been forgiven – it 
was tiny.  100 denarii was 600,000 times smaller than his debt of 10,000 talents!  And so how could he think that it was ok 
for him to demand payment for this tiny debt when his massive debt had been so freely and fully forgiven?   
 
And anyway, this small amount of money owed to him by his fellow-servant had actually been part of his huge debt that he 
owed to the king.  It was the king who ultimately had lost out on it.  If the king had been willing to right this debt off, how 
could this servant demand it paid? 
 
How could he throw this man into prison, when he’d been set free?  How could he justify dealing with his fellow-servant 
with hard-hearted justice when he had received such compassionate mercy?  How could he punish him when he had 
received so much grace?   
 
Here’s the focal-point of this parable.  If we’ve been forgiven so much by God, how can we withhold forgiveness to those 
who sin against us?  If our €billion-worth of sin has been so freely and fully forgiven by God, then how could we demand 
payment for the relatively tiny sins people have committed against us?  



If Jesus has taken the payment in full for all the countless trespasses and iniquities of this world, if he paid the price for it all 
through his blood shed on the cross – then how could we demand payment again?  How could we be people who have 
received such amazing, unconditional and outrageous grace, and still be people who hold grudges, who demand retribution, 
who seek revenge?  
 
d) The Consequence of Withholding Forgiveness  
It doesn’t mach up.  And Jesus warns us of the serious consequences of this attitude.  Matthew 18:34-35: “In anger his 
master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. This is how my heavenly Father 
will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart.”  
 
This can’t mean that if we don’t forgive others then God will take his forgiveness and re-apply our sin on our record.  In 
Hebrews 8:12, the Lord promises: “I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” When God 
forgives he fully and completely forgives and he promises never to bring our sin back into his memory again.   
 
So if we’re here this morning and struggle over the issue of forgiving those who have hurt us deeply, then we shouldn’t 
worry that God is about to take back his forgiveness.  But if we’re here this morning and outright refuse to forgive others, 
and think that we’re justified in doing so – then we need to consider whether we really have ever been forgiven by God.   
 
5. Forgiven People Offer Forgiveness 
a) Don’t Choose Judgement  
The servant was punished because by his actions he refused the way of grace and instead choose to live by judgement.  The 
consequence of this was that he rejected the king’s grace and forgiveness and instead faced the full punishment for his 
debt. 
 
And in the same way, if we refuse to forgive others – if we give people what they deserve; treat people as they’ve treated 
us; hate those who’ve hated us; reject those who’ve rejected us; hold onto resentment, bitterness and a desire for 
punishment – then we show by our actions that we have turned our back on God’s grace.   
 
If we demand to live on the basis of cold judgement, then by that judgement we stand guilty before a Holy God and we’ll 
suffer the full consequences of our sin.  “If you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.” 
Matthew 6:15  Our debt to God will condemn us to an eternal separation from God forever.   
 
b) Choose Grace  
But if we choose the way of grace – if we give to everyone in need; treat people with compassion no matter how they’ve 
treated us; love others unconditionally; accept those who’ve rejected us; forgive fully and freely again and again – then we 
will show by our actions that we have accepted God’s amazing, outrageous and unconditional grace. 
 
Jesus said, “For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.” Matthew 6:14  In 
showing grace, we will demonstrate that we have understood the depth of our sin and the size of our debt, that we have 
accepted our inability to pay and the punishment that we deserve, and that we have humbly accepted his full and free 
forgiveness through faith in Jesus Christ. 
 
Conclusion 
And so this is the challenge of this parable.  Condemned people condemn others.  Forgiven people forgive others - again 
and again because they continue to be humbled, amazed and grateful by God amazing, unconditional and outrageous grace.  
They “Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” Colossians 3:13   
 
This is why forgiveness is so important for God’s people and this is how we can keep on forgiving.  Jesus loved us so much 
that he laid down his life for us on the cross so that he could be forgiven so fully and so freely.  Now he simply wants us to 
forgive others as we have been forgiven.  
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