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Matthew 18:21-35 Forgiven to Forgive: The Heart of True Forgiveness

“2"Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and |
forgive him? As many as seven times?” ?2Jesus said to him, “| do not say to you seven times,
but seventy-seven times. 2“Therefore, the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king
who wished to settle accounts with his servants. ?*When he began to settle; one was brought
to him who owed him ten thousand talents. 2°And since he could not pay, his master ordered
him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. ?6So
the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience with me, and | will pay you
everything.” 2’And out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him
the debt. 28But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who
owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you
owe.” 29So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and |
will pay you.” *°*He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay the debt.
3'When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they
went and reported to their master all that had taken place. **Then his master summoned him
and said to him, “You wicked servant! | forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with
me. *3And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as | had mercy on you?’
3And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. *So
also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from
your heart.” In this passage Jesus confronts us with something that has the power to impact
the entire course of our lives, change our families, our workplace, our church, and even the
joy we live with each day. That is forgiveness. Every crevice of our lives is impacted in some
way by relationship; whether its our relationship to God or others. And every one of those
relationships is affected by either the presence or absence of forgiveness. Think about it.
Every human relationship consists of at least 2 people, both of which struggle with selfishness
and sin. AND all of our relationships exist in a world that neither knows God nor His love that
enables us to leave selfishness behind and love others. Therefore, until God completely heals
our brokenness, our relationships will experience pain. Until then, the only difference will be
whether or not you and | have the power to forgive. | would say that each person here has
either 1) never felt truly forgiven for something you did or 2) you feel that you will never be
able to forgive that person who hurt you from your heart. If this describes your experience,
then you are in the right place today, because Jesus is going to show us that God has made
true forgiveness possible through the good news of the gospel. If we truly understand this
passage today, we will see that forgiveness is not just something we do because we are told
to. Forgiveness is something we do as a response to the overwhelming forgiveness we have
received from God in Christ. So, first we are going to let the Bible teach us what forgiveness
is, then how we become people who have a heart of true forgiveness, and finally why
Christians must do it.

What is Forgiveness?

The passage begins with Peter coming to Jesus and asking him essentially, “What'’s the limit
on forgiving someone?” Peter is thinking like us, right? We believe that forgiveness should
have limits, otherwise people will take advantage of us. Peter’s question is actually
impressive. His suggestion of forgiving up to seven times would have been seen as generous.
However, Jesus’ response, “not as many as seven, but seventy times seven” makes clear
that if you are counting, your understanding of forgiveness is nowhere close to God’s. If you
and | are honest we find it extremely difficult not to count, in fact its what our world would tell
us to do. Our cultures tell us that if we forgive our pain will only be worse and those who hurt




us will only hurt us again. However, into our broken worldviews Jesus says true forgiveness is
without limits where repentance is present. (repeat). Jesus illustrates this clearly in this
parable where the King is displaying the character of God and we are represented by the
servant. Upon announcement of the servant’s punishment for not being able to pay his debt
v.26 says,“So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience with me, and | will
pay you everything.” At his display of repentance, the King truly forgave the debt. Luke 17:3-4
(ESV) “3 Pay attention to yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents,
forgive him, 4 and if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times,
saying, ‘| repent,” you must forgive him.” Again here Jesus commands forgiveness to be
unlimited where repentance is present. Now you might ask, “What if someone does not
repent?” Jesus still commands that we have a heart posture of forgiveness. It's true that if the
wrong doer does not come and confess wrong and ask for forgiveness, reconciliation through
forgiveness cannot be completed. However, Jesus says Mark 11:25 (ESV) “And whenever
you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone, so that your Father also who
is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses.” In other words, Jesus is saying, “Don’t go to
God in prayer saying ‘forgive me,” when in your heart you are saying, ‘But that other person, |
cannot forgive them.” So we see that forgiveness is a heart posture commanded by God. And
this heart posture will not withhold forgiveness when someone asks for it. But what are we
actually doing when we forgive? First, in v.27 Jesus says the King had pity for the servant.
The word “pity” is the Greek word meaning “to have compassion.” In front of the person who
hurt you, are you just thinking, “They are wrong, | have been hurt, they deserve justice?” If so,
you can never have compassion and take the first step toward forgiveness. Compassion
comes when | begin to see that person as someone who, like me, struggles with sin and
selfishness and the one thing they need most is know the love of Christ themselves.
Remembering this helps me have compassion for them. Forgiveness begins with
compassion. Next v. 27 says “the master released him and forgave him the debt.” Here is the
point when defining forgiveness. When the king forgave the debt, that unfathomable debt did
not just disappear. Someone had to absorb it. The king had to take the weight of the debt.
When we forgive, the pain, the debt, the loss just doesn’t disappear. We must be willing to
absorb it. Forgiveness is self-sacrifice. Its releasing someone from debt and taking the weight
on ourselves. If he would have tried, there is absolutely no way this servant could have paid
back his debt. You may feel the same toward someone who hurt you. No matter what they do,
there is no way they could repay the loss, the pain you have received by their actions. Allow
me to be clear, forgiveness is not saying what someone did to you is okay. The king’s
forgiveness did not make the servant’s debt okay. Forgiveness is not ignoring sin. Forgiving is
not showing weakness. True forgiveness is choosing to give someone what they do not
deserve, that is sacrificial love. You are saying they are no longer in debted to you for the sin
they committed against you.

How Can | Become Someone Who Truly Forgives Others?

So the question this leaves us with is, “If that is the definition of true forgiveness, how does
Jesus expect us to become someone who truly forgives?” This is where Christianity is
fundamentally different from anything else you will hear. The Bible never says, “You have in
you what you need to become a better person, become forgiving, become more loving.” It
does not say that, because left on our own we don’t have the ability nor the desire to be
forgiving. Rather, it points us to the story where God Himself comes to do what we cannot,
that is absorb the debt to provide forgiveness and enable our hearts to truly forgive. In Jesus’
parable the servant receives freedom from an unrepayable debt, truly forgiven by the King.




Yet, he leaves the king’s presence and while walking home runs into a fellow servant who
owed him a debt that would have been repayable in a few short days. He demands immediate
repayment. The man cries out for patience not able to repay in that moment. This is the same
plea the servant had just cried out to the king. However, although having received
extravagant grace and mercy just moments earlier from the king, he refuses patience and
doesn’t forgive. Some other servants see this go down and report it to the king. Now listen to
the reason given to the wicked servant as to why he should have forgiven. The master
doesn’t say, “you’re a good man, you should have forgiven.” He says, Matthew 18:33 (ESV)
“Should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as | had mercy on you?” What's
Jesus’ point? Having experienced true forgiveness, the servant should have extended that
same mercy to his fellow servant. Giving forgiveness should have become a natural response
to the extravagant forgiveness he had received! Jesus’ details in this story are not an
accident. Just like the servant had an unrepayable debt to the king, you and | have an
unrepayable sin debt to the God of the universe. Even though He is God, we exchange Him
for things that are not god at all (money, jobs, reputation, family, etc). We break His moral law
that is written on our hearts. Our sin debt is infinite because it is toward and infinitely holy
God. If He does not respond in infinite compassion and grace, we have no chance of
escaping the righteous punishment we deserve. Like the servant, our only hope is the King's
grace. Our only hope is that He would provide forgiveness and absorb our debt into Himself
and take the punishment we deserve. The good news is that God has responded in grace.
Colossians 2:14 (ESV) “by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal
demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross.” The gospel is displayed in our infinitely
holy God becoming like one of us and going to the cross to take our sin debt on Himself so
that true forgiveness can be offered to us. God now invites all people, not to repay their debt,
but to look at the cross of Jesus and repent, turn from sin and turn to trust in Him alone for
your forgiveness. If you have trusted in Jesus you have received grace and your infinite sin
debt has been paid! Now, He calls us to live in response to what Jesus has done for us. The
more we realize the great debt from which we have been forgiven, the more we are
empowered to truly forgive others. No one can ever sin against us greater than we have
sinned against God. The gospel empowers us to release resentment and find freedom in
Christ’'s example shown to us. It's why Paul says in Colossians 3:13 (ESV) “bearing with one
another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has
forgiven you, so you also must forgive.” Our only hope to forgive and have the power to
release others of their sin debt against us is by receiving the forgiveness Jesus died to
provide for us. When you are standing in front of that person you think you just can’t forgive,
ask God to help you remember Jesus and His ultimate sacrifice for you. Ask Him for power to
display the forgiveness He showed to you to that person.

Why Must We Forgive?

Finally, we know we must forgive, but why?

1) Not forgiving destroys you.

Matt 18:28 says that the unforgiving servant “seized his fellow servant and began to choke
him.” He literally has no capacity to forgive a fellow servant’s lesser debt. By withholding
forgiveness as a means to see the other person suffer, we only end up putting ourselves in
prison. You will do and say what your offender doesn’t like and not do what you think they
would like. One author said, “Choosing not to forgive is like taking poison and waiting for the
other person to die.” This is true because unforgiveness always turns to bitterness and
bitterness rots our hearts. Ultimately it prevents us from experiencing the depth and power of




Christ’s love for us. We must forgive because Jesus commands it, but His command is an
invitation back into His infinite love for us, the place where we find the power to forgive.

2) We must also forgive because its evidence of our salvation.

Jesus says in Matthew 18:35 “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you
do not forgive your brother from your heart.” Some people have thought this to mean that our
forgiveness is dependent first upon our forgiving of others. However, the parable shows us
that this is not what Jesus is saying. The King forgave the servant before he even had a
chance to forgive his fellow servant. Puritan John Owen said, “Our forgiving of others will not
procure forgiveness for ourselves, but our not forgiving of others proves that we ourselves are
not forgiven.” The servants unforgiveness proves that he did not receive the forgiveness of
the King such that it changed his heart, rather it seems he sought personal benefit only.
However, when we truly receive the forgiveness bought for us by the death of Jesus, it takes
root in our hearts and begins to change us. We begin to desire to please God and that His
character, His love and forgiveness be known by all people. We respond to His grace by
showing it freely to others and as we do so, we give evidence that we have been forgiven
ourselves. Notice again Jesus’ words. He says, unless you forgive “from your heart.” This is
not a forceful forgiveness that | hear between my kids some days, “I forgive you...” Jesus
calls us to forgiveness that flows out of a heart that is covered in the love and peace of Christ.
Without it, we must ask ourselves, “Do | personally know the enormous debt | have been
forgiven by God in Christ?” If so, what is preventing me to showing that same grace to
another? As recipients of salvation, forgiveness of sin, we have the opportunity to live as
ambassadors of God’s forgiveness in a world that does not know Jesus.

3) Our last reason we must forgive is that we imitate God most when we forgive.
Ephesians 5:1(ESV) “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children.” How do we imitate

God?! Paul says in the verse right before this one, Ephesians 4:32 (CSB) “And be kind and
compassionate to one another, forgiving one another, just as God also forgave you in Christ.”
We display the character of God in our lives most clearly when we love enough to forgive
others from our heart. | will never forget that day. It was 2007 and | was in my office working. |
began to see police cars flood the town as we received the news that there was a student on
the college campus just several hundred meters away who had begun shooting people. My
heart sank as | heard that he was shooting in the building beside the building where Kelley
was in class. | could hear gun shots. Several hours of calling Kelley before | found out she
was okay. The student had chained the doors of a building shut, shot and killed 32 people.
When he finished, he killed himself. In the following days | heard many interviews of people
who were affected by this horrible event, each person expressing their sadness for the 32
people who died. Then | saw an interview with one family whose daughter had been killed
that day. Instead of expressing sorrow for 32 people, they expressed grief for 33. They were
sorrowful for the man who had murdered their daughter. | am not sure about you, but it would
have been hard for me to not be glad that man was dead. But they didn’t stop there. They
said, “we forgive him for what he did and we are praying for his family.” | later found out that
they were Christians. The love of God displayed by giving His son to pay for our forgiveness
not only saves us but gives us the power to truly forgive others. How is God calling you to
respond to that love today?



