
The purpose of  this leader’s guide is to be a tool for ABF and Life Group leaders to follow the 
sermon series with their group. Our hope is that this guide will give you a head start for your 
study and will allow your group to respond to what they’ve heard and apply it for life.* 

Why Parables?. In Definition the word parable comes the Greek word ‘parabole,’ which means 
“a placing beside” and therefore is a comparison or an illustration. The gospels of  Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke contain about 30 of  these stories while John’s gospel contains no parables but 
does use figures of  speech. A parable is a story taken from real life (or real life situation) from 
which a moral or spiritual truth is drawn. They are not fables (talking animals/walking trees). 
They are not allegories where every detail has hidden meaning.  They are basically an earthly 
story with a heavenly meaning.  
When Jesus began to teach in parables, it represented a new direction in His ministry. We are told 
that from when they were introduced, from this point forward, Jesus typically taught the 
multitudes in this form.  He continued to teach his disciples in a plain manner, but the crowds 
primarily got parables (Matthew 13:11, Mark 4:11). 

Parable of  the Unforgiving Servant 

Context of  Matthew 18:21-35.  This parable follows a question asked by Peter, “Lord, how 
often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Jesus gives an answer but proceeds to tell 
the parable of  the unforgiving servant to give more meaning to His answer by saying, “therefore 
the kingdom of  heaven may be compared to.…”  For further context, Jesus appears to only be 
speaking to His disciples and not the crowd.  When Peter asked the second question (as many as 7 
times) he was doing this from what he viewed as a forgiving heart.  In his day the rabbis 
recommended that forgiveness for a repeated offense be extended not more than three times.  In 
Peter’s mind he was showing a generous mercy.  But Jesus’ answer does away with all limits.  This 
might seem unreasonable, but Jesus explains why this must be.  In doing so, Jesus explains the 
context of  our forgiveness, forgiving others, and the dangers of  not forgiving others. 

Read Matthew 18:21-35 - Explanation and Lesson  

A) Our Forgiveness (demonstrated in two ways)   
1) Because of  our sin debt, we need to be forgiven (read v.23-25): The servant in these 
verses was brought to settle accounts with the king.  The word ‘brought’ here indicates that the 
“settling of  accounts” is not something that anyone can avoid.  One day all will give an account 
(2 Cor. 5:10).  The debt here is so much that it would be impossible to pay.  A talent was equal to 
about 20 years of  wages. The number ‘Ten thousand’ used here is the highest Greek numeral.  
Jesus was making a point that this debt owed by the servant could not be paid back to the king (v. 
23-25). Jesus’ aim in describing this impossible debt is that we should ponder the magnitude of  
our debt.  God is likened to this king.  Our situation is likened to that of  this individual servant.  
Every day we sin, and not once or twice, but repeatedly and constantly.  Not even for a moment 
do we love God with all of  our heart.  Not even for a moment do we love our neighbors as 
ourselves.  Consequently, we are constantly in violation of  the two most important of  the 
commandments (Matt. 22:37-39). Even if  we were saints and only sinned 3 times a day that 
would be 70,000 sins in a lifetime.  Not only does our sin stack against us, but also God’s holiness.  
The bible tells us often the payment or wages of  our sin against God. The wages of  sin is death 
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(Rom. 6:23). The bible still tells us that if  we mess up in one point of  the law, we have broken it 
all (James 2:10). Our sins number more than the hairs on our head (Ps. 40:12). Our sins have 
piled up as high as the heavens (Ezra 9:6, Rev. 18:5).  We simply cannot purchase or earn our 
forgiveness (Ps. 49:6,7). Left to ourselves our situation is helpless and hopeless (Rom. 5:6, Eph. 
2:12).  Our debt is great and our only hope is the sheer mercy of  God. 

2) Only the king can set us free from our debt (v.26-27): Seeing that the servant has no 
hope, he pleads for mercy by falling to his knees, begging for mercy. The imperfect tense of  this 
word indicates that he kept pleading; this was no half-hearted plea. This is all that he could do.  
His life was in the hands of  the king. Verse 27 says that the king had compassion.  It indicates 
that he was deeply moved in his pity.  He gives the slave far more than he requested, forgiving the 
entire debt.  It was an act of  pure grace. This is what God has done for those who have trusted in 
Christ. God Himself, took on flesh, and paid our sin debt in full. We brought to Him an un-
payable debt, but out of  His sheer goodness and grace in Christ, he forgave the entire debt of  sin 
that we owed. The guilt is gone.   We are forgiven all our trespasses.  He has released us from our 
sins by His blood (Rev. 1:5). We paid nothing.  We contributed zero.  Of  His own free grace and 
mercy He has done it all.      

B) Forgiving Others.  God has shown us such a magnitude of  mercy that we cannot but show 
mercy to others.  Jesus says in Luke 6, “Be merciful, just as you Father is merciful.” Yet this is not 
what we encounter from the forgiven slave in this parable (v. 28). A denarius is only a few cents, a 
day’s wage of  a laborer.  There are only 6,000 denarii to a talent. The second debt is only 
1/600,000 of  the first debt.  The debt here was not insignificant, but compared to the first it is so 
minimal. The man was greedy and almost unbelievably oblivious to the implications of  his own 
forgiveness that he just received.  When the fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, it 
should have reminded him of  his recent circumstances, but still was unmoved.  Jesus is trying to 
make the point here that the servant who owed much did not see the weight of  his debt he had 
against the king.  Those who fail to see how much they have been forgiven, will also fail to extend 
forgiveness to others.  He was forgiven much and the grace he received should have easily led 
him to extend forgiveness to his fellow servant.   

C) The dangers of  not forgiving others.   This brings us to the point of  the parable.  Our 
Father is likened to the king, and our plight is that of  the unforgiving servant if  we cannot forgive 
others their offenses against us (v. 35). ‘So shall My heavenly Father also do to you,’  says Jesus. 
Does this seem harsh?  D.A. Carson comments, ‘Jesus sees no incongruity in the actions of  a 
heavenly Father who forgives so bountifully and punishes so ruthlessly, and neither should we.’   

Lesson of  this parable: This teaching of  Jesus is a challenge to us.  But it is central to the 
Christian life.  Most of  us are slow to forgive and even slower to forget.  Why?  For several 
reasons: 1) Our expectations of  others: As believers we are expected to be wrong by those 
who have not been forgiven (unbelievers) and therefore forgive them, but how much harder is it 
to forgive those who claim to have been forgiven by God (those in the church).  In other words, 
we expect to be wronged by those who have not received God’s mercy, but not by those who 
have.  2) We have a poor perspective of  how much we’ve been forgiven:  Maybe you 
have been raised in the church and have been a ‘pretty good’ person. Maybe you have not 
committed the crimes that another person has committed.  Either way, we view our sin as ‘not a 



big deal’ in the eyes of  a holy God.  3) We fear being taken advantage of  or looking weak:  
Won’t I become a doormat?  Christ is not depriving believers of  discretion.  Yet it is necessary for 
us to take risks when forgiving.   

This parable points us to the weight of  what Jesus says in Matthew 6:14-15; “For if  you forgive 
men for their transgressions, your heavenly father will also forgive you.  But if  you do not forgive 
men, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions.”  If  we had read this verse at the 
beginning of  this lesson, it may have seemed harsh.  But now that we know how much mercy 
God has shown us, how could we not extend much forgiveness to others.   

General Reflection:  
1) What does this passage teach us about God? 
2) What does this passage teach us about mankind? 
3) What is a command to obey in this passage?  What has God revealed in your life that needs 
changing?  What truth can be applied to your life about the gospel? 

Personal Reflection/Application  
4) Note the context of  this passage.  Who does Peter imply that will sin against him?  Is this a 
reasonable expectation?  
5) The parable is meant to instruct the disciples about the limits of  forgiveness.  What does Jesus 
emphasize at the outset? (vv. 23-25) 
6) When do you find it hardest to forgive others? Why? 

• When the other person does not think they have wronged you. 
• When the person who wronged you is close to you (spouse, family, friend, etc.). 

7) What can those who will not forgive expect from God?  If  someone says, “I believe what Jesus 
has done for me to forgive my sins, but I just cant find it in myself  to forgive this person.  You 
don't know what they have done to me.”  How would you respond to them? 
8) Why does the unforgiving servant fail to forgive his fellow servant?  
9) How does the truth of  the gospel change the way we view forgiveness? 
10) Are you harboring any bitterness or un-forgiveness toward someone else? 

Prayer 
Father, please make me aware of  how much I have been forgiven by you.  Remind me that I can 
forgive others because you have forgiven me through what Christ has accomplished on my 
behalf. Help me to forgive those who wrong me that I may bring glory to your name because of  
how much you have shown mercy to me.  

*Resources and quotes used for this study guide:  “The parables of  Jesus” by T. Johnson


