The Unmerciful Slave

A Study of Matthew 18:21-35
Big Idea: Transmit the forgiveness which you have received. 
Characteristic: Forgiveness 
I. Introduction. 

a. Good morning! This morning we are continuing our series, looking at the three issues which were most important to Jesus. The basic presumption behind this series, is that the issues which are important to Jesus should also be the issues which are important to us. I see that Jesus repeatedly teaches and emphasizes three important issues: love, forgiveness, and the kingdom of God. One of Jesus’ favorite ways to teach on these issues was through short, memorable stories, commonly referred to as parables. The purpose of the parable is to teach a spiritual lesson by “casting it” along side an earthly story. 

b. The spiritual lessons taught through these parables were to be received and transmitted by His disciples. For example…
i. We are to receive the love of God and transmit His love to others. Last week, we looked at the parable of the Good Samaritan and saw that we are to transmit love to others through compassion, contact and care, at any cost. 

ii. Another important issue which Jesus repeatedly taught on was forgiveness, and the implications are that we are to receive the forgiveness of God and transmit His forgiveness to others. To examine this issue, we will look at the Parable of the Unmerciful Slave this morning.
iii. Next week, we will look at the Parable of the Mustard seed to examine the issue of the kingdom of God.

c. Before we read the biblical account of the Unmerciful Servant, let’s watch a modern rendition of this parable.

d. VIDEO

II. Disciples struggle with understanding forgiveness 18:21-22
a. Despite Jesus’ repeated teaching on the topic, His disciples still struggled with understanding and practicing forgiveness. The parable of the unmerciful servant is prompted by a question from Peter…
Matthew 18:21 Then Peter came to Him and said, “Lord, how many times should I forgive my brother who sins against me? As many as seven times?” 22 Jesus says to him, “I do not say to you as many as seven times, but as many as seventy-seven times.”
b. Evidently, Peter knew that Jesus was a gracious man and asks Him how many times he should forgive his brother who repeatedly sins against him. And he offers his own answer—seven times? Peter goes beyond the accepted limit of his day. Rabbi’s taught that if a man commits the same offence once, twice, or three times, you are to forgive him. But if he commits the same offence a fourth time, you are not to forgive him. 
c. Against this background, Jesus’ response is shocking. “I do not say to you as many as seven times, but as many as seventy-seven times.” I don’t think Jesus is setting a limit of forgiveness at 77 times, but rather 77 indicates that His disciples are to repeatedly offer forgiveness to those who wrong them.
d. As we’ll see in the parable, the reason disciples are to offer repeated forgiveness is because God repeatedly forgives them. 
III. Those who need forgiveness are incapable of repaying their debts 18:23-26
Matthew 18:23 “Because of this, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his slave. 24 When he began to settle his accounts, one debtor who owed ten-thousand talents was brought to him. 25 But he was unable to pay back the debt, so the master ordered him and his wife and his children and everything which he had to be sold, and the debt repaid. 26 Therefore, after falling down, the slave was bowing down to him saying, ‘Be patient with me, and I will repay the entire debt to you.’
a. Jesus begins the parable by comparing it to the kingdom of heaven. The kingdom of heaven is synonymous with the kingdom of God which we’ll talk about next week. But in this parable, the kingdom of heaven is simply the context in which the disciples receive and transmit forgiveness.
b. In the parable, the king calls a slave to pay back the 10,000 talents which he owed. The audience would have understood that Jesus is using exaggeration to embellish the story. 10,000 talents was more money than what was in circulation throughout the entire country! A talent was the largest piece of currency at this time, and 10,000 was the largest number in the Greek language. In effect, the slave’s debt is insurmountable. 
c. In response to his obvious inability to repay the debt, the king jails the slave and demands that his entire family be sold into slavery and his possessions liquidated. A person could be sold into slavery for less than a talent. But even with his entire household being sold into slavery, it wouldn’t have even come close to repaying the debt, yet it was the customary and rightful punishment. 

d. In response to this verdict, the slave falls on the ground before the king and begs him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will repay the entire debt to you.’ This is clearly an unrealistic promise. The king knows it, the slave knows it, and his family knows it. Yet the king does something truly amazing.
IV. Compassion leads to forgiving the penitent 18:27
Matthew 18:27 And the master of that slave, moved with compassion, released him and he forgave him the loan.
a. The master of that slave, the king, was moved with compassion. This is the Greek word splachnon, which means to be moved in one’s guts. In every instance in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus is the one who is moved with compassion by people’s circumstances. But here, the king is moved with compassion by the pleas of the slave, and he completely erases the debt which the slave owed. The slave was completely forgiven and set free.
V. It is appalling when forgiven debtors do not forgive others 18:28-31
a. Now we get to the sinister part of the parable.
Matthew 18:28 But after that slave went out, he found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began to choke him saying, ‘Pay back the debt which you owe me.’ 29 Therefore, after falling down, his fellow slave was begging him saying, ‘Be patient with me, and I will repay the debt to you.’ 30 Now he was unwilling to, and he went and cast him into prison until he repaid the debt he owed. 31 When his fellow slaves saw what happened, they were extremely sorrowful and went to the master and reported everything which happened.
b. The action of the forgiven slave is appalling. After receiving complete amnesty for a debt of 10,000 talents, he leaves the presence of the king and begins choking his fellow-slave who owes him 100 denarii. 100 denarii was a significant amount of money for a slave, it was equivalent to 100 days pay. Yet this amount is miniscule when compared with 10,000 talents—which is equivalent to 60 million denarii. He has been forgiven and insurmountable debt, and here he is, choking his fellow slave over a 100 denarii. 

c. It’s ironic that the fellow-slave responds with almost the exact words which the forgiven slave said to the king. ‘Be patient with me, and I will repay the debt to you.’ Yet it’s tragic the way the forgiven slave responds. Instead of following the example of the king and being moved with compassion by the plea, he responds with justice and casts his fellow slave into prison. 
d. Their fellow slaves who saw this all unfold, are beside themselves with grief. The text says that they are extremely sorrowful because of the horrendous actions of the forgiven slave, and they report everything to the king.
VI. Forgiven debtors are to forgive others 18:32-33
Matthew 18:32 Then his master called him, and said to him, ‘You evil slave, I forgave you that entire debt because you begged me; 33 should you not also have shown mercy to your fellow slave, as I myself showed mercy to you?’

a. The response of the king is the heart of the parable. 33 should you not also have shown mercy to your fellow slave, as I myself showed mercy to you?’ The obvious answer is yes! The slave should have responded with the same forgiveness which he experienced from the king. After experiencing his compassion and forgiveness, he in turn should have been compassionate and forgiving to others.

b. I see here a central point of Jesus teaching. Disciples of Jesus are to transmit what we have received from God. Just as we saw in the parable of the Good Samaritan we are to receive God’s love and transmit it to others, so to we see in this parable that we are to receive God’s forgiveness and transmit it to others. That’s the Big Idea of the message this morning: Transmit the forgiveness which you have received. The forgiveness we have received is from God.
c. If there is one thing that can be said about God, it is that He is loving. If there is a second thing that can be said about God, it is that He is forgiving. 

i. Psalm 86:15 But You, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, Slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness and truth.
ii. We also see that we can experience forgiveness from God because of Jesus’ death and resurrection on our behalf. Ephesians 1:7 In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins . . .

d. Since we have been forgiven by God’s grace, we are now to extend that forgiveness to others. Yet Jesus presents a troubling conclusion to the parable. 
VII. Those who don’t forgive will be disciplined 18:34-35 

34 And his master, moved with anger, delivered him to the torturers until he repaid all he owed. 35 So also my heavenly Father will do to you, if each of you does not forgive your brother from your heart.”

a. Jesus concludes the parable by applying it directly to His disciples’ relationship with God and with one another. He warns that if we fail to offer forgiveness to others, God will not offer forgiveness to us.
VIII. Application

a. I have to admit, this parable is difficult to understand because of tension built into these verses. 
i. Tension arises from the notion that God will not forgive us if we do not forgive others. This brings up a lot of anxiety and a lot of questions. Is Jesus saying that I am going to hell if I don’t forgive the person who has abused me?

ii. Furthermore, tension also stems from the reality that forgiveness is terribly difficult.

1. How do you forgive the person who has abused you physically, verbally, or sexually?

2. How do you forgive the unfaithful spouse who has walked out on your marriage? 

3. How do you forgive the friend who betrayed your trust?
4. How do you forgive the parent who neglected you?

5. How do you forgive the colleague who stabbed you in the back?

iii. Forgiveness is difficult to understand as well as live out. If you are feeling that way this morning, we are in good company. According to our passage this morning, the Apostle Peter also struggled with understanding forgiveness, and that is why he posed the question to Jesus. To help interpret this parable, I will try to answer some questions about forgiveness. I owe much of what I know about forgiveness to two men: Pastor Bob and Dr. Steve Tracy (a professor of mine from Phoenix Seminary). This morning, I feel like I am standing upon their shoulders, sharing the insight which they have taught me. So if my explanation of forgiveness is lacking, I defer to their writings—Pastor Bob’s sermon on forgiveness which is available on the churches website, and Dr Tracy’s book Mending the Soul which is available at any bookstore. 
b. What does it mean to forgive?
i. In both the Old and New Testaments, the terms used for forgiveness have the idea of “releasing, or letting go.” 
ii. In his book, Dr. Tracy lists three types biblical forgiveness. They are judicial, psychological, and relational forgiveness. Each type of forgiveness involves a letting go, but they are distinguished by who lets go, and what they let go of. 

1. For example, in judicial forgiveness, God let’s go of the guilt of our sin and declares us righteous. God is the only one who can extend judicial forgiveness so that our sins can be forgiven and we can go to heaven. The condition for receiving this forgiveness is faith in Jesus.
a. In Luke 5, Jesus reveals His deity and His ability to forgive sins when a paralytic is brought to Him. Luke 5:20 Seeing their faith, He said, "Friend, your sins are forgiven you." Luke 5:21 The scribes and the Pharisees began to reason, saying, "Who is this man who speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins, but God alone?"
b. Only God can let go of the guilt of our sin and declare us righteous; that is judicial forgiveness. He will do that if we place our faith in Him.

2. Jesus also taught about psychological forgiveness. When we let go of the desire to seek revenge and retaliation, and also extend grace to the one who harmed us, that is psychological forgiveness. This is the forgiveness which we are to extend to one another.
a. Luke 6:27 "But I say to you who hear, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 28 bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. 

b. This forgiveness is unconditional. It is something which disciples of Jesus are always to extend to others. Even though the offender may never say they’re sorry, even though they’re still oblivious to how they’ve harmed us, we are to let go of the desire to seek revenge and retaliate.
3. Jesus also taught about relational forgiveness. This is the forgiveness which God extends to us, and we are also to extend to others. When we let go of relational barriers that often go up after we’ve been harmed, that is relational forgiveness. 

a. Jesus taught His disciples to daily ask God for relational forgiveness. Matthew 6:12 'And forgive us our debts… Judicial forgiveness is not in view, but a restoration of a relationship is. This forgiveness is conditioned on confession and repentance.
b. Jesus also taught His disciples to daily extend relational forgiveness to others. Matthew 6:12 'And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. We are to ask God to forgive us in the same way which we forgive others. We are also to forgive others in the same way which God has forgiven us. Again relational forgiveness is conditioned on the confession and repentance of the offender.
c. When should we forgive?

i. From the Bible, it appears that we are to extend psychological forgiveness at all times. This means we are to let go or put away our desire to inflict abuse on the person who abused us, even if they feel no regret or remorse for what they’ve done. Ephesians 4:31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

ii. It also appears that we are to extend relational forgiveness only to those who have repented. In the parallel account to this parable, recorded in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus states, Luke 17:3 "Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. 4 "And if he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, 'I repent,' forgive him."
iii. A definition of repentance may be helpful. While repentance isn’t easy to quantify, Steve Tracy lists four things which an offender should do if they are truly repentant.

1. Take full responsibility for the offense. That is, in there own words, they confess their sin and ask you for forgiveness.

2. Acknowledge the damage done to you and demonstrate remorse for the harm they’ve caused.

3. Enact boundaries that demonstrate respect for the victim and help ensure that the offensive will not reoccur.

4. Take active steps to change the sinful patterns of behavior that led to the offensive.

d. With this understanding of the parable, forgiveness, and repentance, what does this look like in real life?

i. Take the example of the person who has been physically, verbally, or sexually abused. According to statistics, that is the majority of us. How does forgiveness relate to us in this circumstance?
ii. Should we extend the abuser psychological forgiveness? Yes. We should extend psychological forgiveness by refusing to take personal revenge and perhaps by graciously praying for them. We are to let go of the desire to grab them by the throat and choke 100 denarii out of them. Often this is not a simple one-time decision; it can be more like a process through which we wrestle. Thoughts of the abuse and the desire to be unforgiving and seek revenge may come into our minds 77 times a day, yet each time we are to let that go and forgive them in our hearts and mind.
1. Forgiveness doesn’t mean we should tolerate their behavior and future abuse. The abuser should be made to face the legal consequences of their actions. Furthermore, the person who has been abused must ensure that they won’t be abused again. 

iii. Another question. Should we extend relational forgiveness to the abuser? Maybe someday. If they confessed and demonstrated true repentance, we should do what we can to extend relational forgiveness. We should seek to drop the relational boundaries which have kept them at arms length, and give them opportunities to earn your trust. This is letting go of the 100 denarii debt, and giving them opportunities to show their repentance, and to earn back your trust. Even if they come back 77 times in one day and confess, and want to make things right, we shouldn’t automatically assume that they are lying, rather we should allow them opportunities to show they are truly repentant.
1. Forgiveness doesn’t mean all our feelings and memories will go away. Forgiveness is not a feeling, nor is it forgetting. Rather, it’s extended relational forgiveness to the abuser and allowing them to regain our trust. 
e. Why should we forgive?

i. God has forgiven us. 
1. We are like the slave who has owed 10,000 talents. God has forgiven us, and we are to transmit this forgiveness to others.

ii. It is appalling when disciples don’t forgive one another.

1. Just as the fellow-slaves were beside themselves over the unforgiveness of the forgiven slave, so to it is ugly when believers do not offer forgiveness to others who have repented. 

2. It causes our fellow believers to be sorrowful by this inconsistency, and it causes the world to question if our God is really that forgiving after all.  

iii. God will not forgive us if we don’t forgive others.
1. It is somewhat of a scary proposition to think that the way we treat others is the way we will be treated by God. Yet that is what Jesus teaches.

2. Let me be clear. I don’t think Jesus has judicial forgiveness in mind. I don’t think He is saying that He will send believers to hell if they don’t extend forgiveness to others. Rather, I think Jesus is talking about relational forgiveness. Unless we extend relational forgiveness to others, God will not extend relational forgiveness to us. He will not commune with us; our fellowship with Him will be broken. And our unforgiveness will create a distance and joyless bitterness which God will not remove until we are confess our unforgiveness to Him and begin forgiving others.
IX. Conclusion
a. Do you find yourself feeling distant from God this morning? 
i. Could it be because you are unwilling to extend psychological forgiveness to the person who has harmed you? Do you need to let go of your plans to retaliate and seek revenge?
ii. Or could it be that you are unwilling to extend relational forgiveness to someone who has truly repented and sought your forgiveness?
b. I think this parable would have driven home the message to Peter. Yes, whenever humans exist together as disciples, forgiveness will be a necessity. And the one who has been forgiven must in turn forgive others. We are to transmit God’s forgiveness to others. We are to be the forgiven who forgive. And as God’s forgiveness is inexhaustible, so too disciples will be placed in situations where they need to transmit the forgiveness they’ve received to others, again, again, and again… 
