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Parable of Jesus: “Parable on Forgiveness”
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This parable is from Matthew:
Matt 18:21-35 Then Peter came and said to Him, "Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him? Up to seven times?" (22) Jesus *said to him, "I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven. (23) "For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. (24) "When he had begun to settle them, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. (25) "But since he did not have the means to repay, his lord commanded him to be sold, along with his wife and children and all that he had, and repayment to be made. (26) "So the slave fell to the ground and prostrated himself before him, saying, 'Have patience with me and I will repay you everything.' (27) "And the lord of that slave felt compassion and released him and forgave him the debt. (28) "But that slave went out and found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and he seized him and began to choke him, saying, 'Pay back what you owe.' (29) "So his fellow slave fell to the ground and began to plead with him, saying, 'Have patience with me and I will repay you.' (30) "But he was unwilling and went and threw him in prison until he should pay back what was owed. (31) "So when his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were deeply grieved and came and reported to their lord all that had happened. (32) "Then summoning him, his lord *said to him, 'You wicked slave, I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. (33) 'Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow slave, in the same way that I had mercy on you?' (34) "And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to the torturers until he should repay all that was owed him. (35) "My heavenly Father will also do the same to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother from your heart."


This is a long parable and it takes a lot of space in my letter but that is ok!  It is very important that you read the entire parable thoroughly before you read what I write.  Also I put in the bridge (Matt 18:21-22) to the parable because it makes the context very clear.  Remember that a text without context is a pretext.  John Wesley commented after reading verse 21, “If this is Christianity, where do they live?”  Rev. Wesley wanted to live wherever people would forgive seven times since forgiving someone three times was highly unusual.  Then Jesus said, not seven but 490 times!  Of course, Jesus made a hyperbolic statement as He was saying “You should always forgive.”  

All the parable  verses are about forgiveness and the sentence Jesus added as recorded by Matthew in Matt 18:35 is critical to our understanding of this parable.  Also related to the meaning of this parable are the two sentences recorded at the end of the Disciples Prayer (Matt 6:9-13): "For if you forgive men for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 15"But if you do not forgive men, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions. (Matt 6:14-15)

Of course Jesus is not teaching works-based salvation.  We are not saved by forgiving others.  The money owed by the slave was 10,000 talents and in today’s currency the amount of money owed to the king was approximately $7,000,000,000.  This is an astronomical debt that the slave could not possibly repay and that is precisely the point Jesus is making.  How the slave could have accumulated such a debt is not important to the parable. The king then threatened to have the slave, his wife, and his children all sold into slavery to recoup some of his loss.  The slave begged for mercy (v. 26) even though he knew he could not possibly repay the debt.  The king showed great mercy in forgiving the debt of the slave and to even release him from slavery.  

The freed slave then went and found a slave who owed him 100 denarii.  A denarii is a day’s wage, and for a common laborer 100 denarii would be about a third of the wages he would earn in a year.  In today’s economy at a low wage that would mean he owed roughly $6,000, which is a significant sum but not in the same ball park with what the former slave owed the king.  The slave begged for time to repay him but the former slave refused and had him thrown into prison until he could pay back what was owed.  This was especially cruel since the debt could never be repaid by him while he was in prison. This second slave could have repaid his debt in about three months but the former slave, who could never have repaid his debt, refused to have any mercy.  His cold actions revealed his true heart.  

The debt we owe God is infinite since He alone is Holy and even our righteousness is as filthy rags.  Even by suffering in hell forever we still could not repay the debt we own God.  But He has forgiven us because His wrath for our sins was poured out on Jesus Christ.  A heart that truly has been regenerated by the work of the Holy Spirit will forgive the comparably insignificant debts owed us by others.  

Jesus is not presenting the entire Gospel message in this parable but He is answering an important question from Peter and it teaches a required action of a person who is a child of God.  The Rabbis’ teaching on the subject of forgiveness was “forgive once, forgive twice, but the third offence merits no forgiveness.”  Peter surely thought that he had passed much beyond the accepted teaching at the time and was surely magnanimous in his suggestion of seven times to forgive.  I would also agree with John Wesley in that I would want to live in the area where people did forgive seven times.  But Jesus said we are to forgive 490 times!  I would love to have seen Peter’s face at the answer of Jesus!  Jesus’ reply meant that we are to forgive for every time the person offends us.  He then went on to clarify with the parable.  Remember that in the parable the first slave owed about seven billion dollars in today’s value of gold and the other slave owed the once-forgiven slave only about $6,000.  The once-forgiven slave revealed his unchanged nature by not being willing to forgive a debt that was inconsequential compared to the debt that had been forgiven him.  The king then applied perfect justice to the first slave by requiring that he be sent to the torturers until all of his huge debt was repaid.  Of course that amount of debt could not be repaid in a lifetime.  

Since, in the parable, the once-forgiven slave was then sent to prison for his debt, it is important to note that Jesus is not teaching that one can lose salvation.  Even though the first slave had his debt forgiven he showed that his character had not been changed.  Remember that a parable is an earthly story with a heavenly meaning.  The slave still had a hard heart that is the source of all sin: “The good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth what is good; and the evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth what is evil; for his mouth speaks from that which fills his heart.” (Luke 6:45)

Ezekiel also prophesied concerning the changes required for a person to have a new character consistent with God’s character: Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 27And I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.” (Ezek 36:26-27)

The inability to continually forgive is indicative of a heart that has not been renewed (Matt 6:14-15).  Why is it so difficult for us to forgive others?  Sometimes we think forgiving somehow gives approval of the offence or leaves a person unaccountable.  We forgive others because God has forgiven us of more heinous offences than anyone could commit against us.  God has forgiven us because His wrath for our sins was poured onto Jesus at the Cross.  We have been cleansed and the righteousness of Jesus Christ has been put into our account.  We have been born again with a new heart.  We are now God’s children and, as His children, we have His character:  But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, 13who were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God. (John 1:12-13)

We still struggle with the presence of the sin nature but we do not practice sin and we do forgive others.  When we have an episode of conflict regarding forgiving someone who has done something against us or one of our loved ones, we then have the opportunity to let God work out His forgiving nature within us.  If we are not willing to let God help forgive then we have to consider that we may be like the first slave and that we need to go to God with repentance and a desire to be born again.  When we realize that we have forgiven someone even for some vile sin, we rejoice and thank God for His work in our life and for giving us the assurance that we are indeed born again by Him.  

