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Introduction 
For the past few weeks, we have been looking at some key parables from the ministry of Jesus.  
This week, we are going to look at one last parable before Roger dives back into the theme of 
maturity.  Personally, I think this short break in the series on maturity in order to examine some 
parables is rather helpful for making sense of Christian maturity.   
 
When I was younger, whenever my Sunday school teacher would say, ‘We’re going to read a 
parable of Jesus,’ I immediately got excited.  My excitement came from the fact that I saw 
parables as a fun break in the otherwise difficult narrative about Jesus.   
 
When I was a bit older, I learned that parables were more than just fun little stories scattered 
throughout the larger more difficult story.  In fact, I was taught that parables had meaning; and 
that the meaning was almost divine.  I was taught the phrase: parables are earthly stories with 
heavenly meanings, which is itself a parable (but no matter).   
 
The older I got and the more I studied, I quickly realized something rather interesting.  The larger 
story of Jesus was far easier to understand than the parables he often told.  I also learned that 
parables are not just earthly stories with heavenly meaning; they are earthly illustrations trying to 
describe a heavenly reality that is breaking into the world in and through Jesus by the will of God 
and through the power of God’s Spirit.   
 
That being the case, it’s no wonder that Jesus used parables, and it’s no wonder that Jesus 
began each parable by saying, ‘The Kingdom of God (or, heaven) is like. . .’—adequate words 
to describe completely what is beyond comprehension were simply lacking. 
 
When we read parables in this way, we begin to understand their purpose and why Jesus told 
them throughout his ministry—especially when he taught about the ‘kingdom’.  The phrase, 
‘Kingdom of God (or, heaven)’ we all know is the focal point of Jesus’ teaching; however, we 
should be clear about what he means by that phrase.   
 
The ‘Kingdom of God (or, heaven)’ does not mean a new form of government or the existence 
of some heroic king who comes in and kicks Roman butt.  Instead, the ‘Kingdom of God (or, 
heaven)’ basically means: life lived according to the ways designed and defined by God.  
Jesus’ parables, therefore, illustrate what it looks like when people—namely God’s people—live 
according to this kingdom standard.   
 
Now for the tricky bit before getting into our parable for this morning: Parables are not to be 
read as cute little stories that give practical life lessons that we should slowly work into our lives.  
Instead, parables are to be read the way Jesus tells them—i.e. tough, impractical and in need of 
immediate adoption into our lives.   
 
I say ‘tough’ because what they ask of us is not easy to live out, which is also why they are really 
‘impractical’—according to the world’s standard.  And, the standard of life they illustrate is to be 
the defining feature of what it means to be a follower of Christ.  In other words, the way of life 
taught by the parables is to be radically different from the way the world defines life.  The 
parable we are going to look at this morning is probably one of the toughest, but it is certainly 
one of the most defining.   
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Parable in Context 
Our parable for this morning is found Matthew 18.23-35, but we need to see this in light of what 
happens right before it—namely 18.21.  The reason for considering 18.21 is because the parable 
that Jesus tells is prompted by Peter’s boneheaded question.  Prior to 18.21, Jesus has been 
teaching the disciples (plainly) about how they should live as God’s people in the new kingdom.   
 
From 17.24 to 18.14, Jesus shows that status is not an issue in the kingdom; therefore, seeking 
status is something that should be avoided at all costs—especially if the disciples understand 
themselves to be living in God’s kingdom.  Those who are in the world—i.e. not a part of the 
kingdom—are the ones who seek after status.  So, we could say that 17.24 to 18.14 is about the 
life of the believer in relation to the world.   
 
Then, in 18.15-20, Jesus gives instructions for the disciples when they have troubles amongst 
themselves—as a body of believers.  He gives these instructions because he knows he is dealing 
with humans who will inevitably go terribly wrong from time to time.  The point is, when things do 
go wrong, how they respond is to reflect not only who they are—i.e. God’s children—but also 
the standard of life by which they live—i.e. God’s way.   
 
So, in 18.15-20, Jesus lays out the ‘process’ of dealing with these sorts of problems, which could 
be seen as sins against the body of believers.  What is important about this process is that it rules 
out impulsiveness when someone does something wrong, because impulsive responses 
generally do not make things any better—they usually make things a lot worse.   
 
Finally, in 18.21, Peter asks two questions.  The first one is a good one.  With his first question, he 
basically makes Jesus’ teaching in 18.15-20 more personal.  He is basically asking, ‘Okay fine, we 
know what do to if someone sins against the body of believers; but what about when someone 
sins against me personally?’   
 
Then comes the second question: ‘Shall I forgive him up to seven times?’, which shows that Peter 
is bit thick.  Now, why am I giving Peter a hard time?  Simple: he doesn’t get it.  He does not 
seem to grasp the concept and true meaning of forgiveness.  Here is how I can say that.  Peter’s 
second question reflects a Jewish tradition where forgiveness was limited to three times for sins 
committed against another person. 

   
Earlier, in Matthew 5, Jesus told his disciples that their righteousness—or, their allegiance to God 
and how they live—is to be greater than the religious leaders of the time (5.20).  The problem is 
that this ‘greater’ idea was understood in terms of quantity.  This is why Peter’s suggestion of 
‘seven times’, while certainly noble in trying to go beyond the norm of three, is ultimately wrong.   
 
Here is why it is wrong: by suggesting ‘seven times’, Peter shows that he understands forgiveness 
as limited to a number—a quantity.  He misses the point of what it means to be greater than the 
religious leaders of the day.  For them, forgiving someone three times was considered the 
religious, spiritual, and pious thing to do.  But for Jesus, forgiveness is not about a number; it’s 
about quality and the effect. 
 
Jesus responds to Peter’s misguided suggestion in two ways: first, with a bit of sarcasm and then 
with the parable.  In the sarcastic bit, Jesus basically says, ‘No Peter, not seven times, but 
seventy times seven; so 490 times, which an extremely high number above the norm—not to 
mention an overly holy number.’   
 
Since Peter essentially based his understanding of holiness and God-likeness on a mere 
number—a quantity—Jesus’ initial response most likely caught him off guard, and Peter may 
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have event taken the comment seriously, which meant Jesus need to explain the reason for his 
sarcasm.  Hence, the parable.   
 

Now the Parable 
First of all, the layout of and characters involved in this parable are rather intriguing.  There is a 
king who has many servants working for him, and these servants apparently owe the king a 
predetermined amount of money.  (It is most likely the case that these servants were tax-
collectors of some kind).  The first servant is brought before the king and his amount is an insane 
amount of money.   
 
I picture the scene with a grand hall and a mass number of people standing inside, and an 
announcer of some kind reading off the names of the servants and how much they owe.  When 
the announcer gets to this guy—we’ll call him Steve—and reads out the money due, I can just 
imagine a mixture of amazement and maybe even a few giggles from others in the room.   
 
The amount is 10,000 talents.  For us in the modern world, that means very little.  Let’s do it this 
way.  As Jude mentioned last week, a denarius equals a day’s wage—or, pay for a single day of 
work.  Just for clarity, there was no payscale with regard to a day’s wage; meaning, if a day’s 
wage was equal to £5, it was always £5—it would not all of a sudden become £6 or £7 per day.   
 
Now, one talent equals between 6,000 and 10,000 denarii, which means: in order to pay 
someone one talent, you would have to work between 6,000 and 10,000 days—or between 16.5 
and 27 years.  Our good friend, Steve owes the king 10,000 talents.  To do the math on that: that 
would be between 60,000,000 and 100,000,000 days of work—or between 164,383 and 273,972 
years of work.   
 
The obvious question is: where in the dark recesses of Steve’s wrapped little mind did he ever 
think he could come up with that kind of money—let alone live long enough to make it?  In the 
ancient world, there weren’t really any pay-raises; there weren’t really any job promotions.  If 
you were a part of a given class of people, you were pretty much stuck in that class and you 
made what you made.  Steve has to be mental to think he can earn what he owes the king.   
 
The only possible alternative is that if Steve is a tax-collector and that he may have promised to 
tax enough people over a given period of time in order to meet his goal.  But I think that is 
reading too much into the story and I think that sort of reading starts to miss the point.   
 
Whatever the situation is, one thing remains absolutely certain: the debt that Steve owes the 
king is not only unreasonable but also without a doubt unpayable.  The king, with all rights and 
privileges granted to him by being king, orders that Steve, his wife and children be sold into 
slavery until they can work off the debt.   
 
Two quick things to notice: 1) being sold into slavery would obviously mean less opportunities to 
make money, and 2) being sold into slavery is not that much of a payment for the king.  In the 
ancient world, best case scenario, an excellent slave might go for 1 talent; but the average was 
750-1250 denarii.  That is a far cry from what is ultimately owed.   
 
As to be expected, Steve falls flat on the ground before the king and starts begging for mercy 
and patience.  In keeping with his original insanity, Steve also promises to ‘repay everything’ that 
he owes the king.  To continue with the theme of unthinkableness, the king shows compassion 
and tells Steve that he doesn’t have to pay anything.  The debt is wiped off the books.   
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What seems like a happy ending to the story quickly turns quite ugly.  Steve, now free of his debt, 
finds one of his own servants—we’ll call him Mark—and violently demands that Mark pay the 100 
denarii that he owes Steve.  If we’re keeping score, 100 denarii is a just bit less than the 10,000 
talents that Steve owed the king.   
 
Mark, as to be expected, and fearing for his own life, begs for Steve to have mercy and 
patience so that he can pay what he owes (hmm, sounds familiar).  Steve refuses not only to 
show compassion but also mercy and patience; thus, he has Mark thrown into prison until the 
debt is paid.  Obviously, this prison sentence is more permanent than we think, simply because 
earning money while in prison is a near impossibility.   
 
However, Steve’s behaviour does not go unnoticed.  Some of the king’s servants have 
apparently been wandering around and they witnessed what Steve did to Mark.  They 
immediately ran to the king and reported what they saw.  The king, naturally, demands that 
Steve be brought back into his presence, which is exactly what happens.  The words of the king 
become the first point of the parable: 
 

‘You wicked servant!  I forgave you all of your debt because you pleaded with me.  Should 
you not also have had mercy on your fellow servant, in the same way that I had mercy on 
you?’ (Matthew 18.32b-33) 

 
In light of Steve’s wicked actions, the king orders that he be tortured and imprisoned until he is 
able to pay his original debt of 10,000 talents.  And, as before, being in jail means no real 
opportunity to make money, which means: Steve will never be able to pay his debt, which 
further means, Steve will never be released from prison.   
 
And if that wasn’t a dark enough ending to the story, Jesus rounds it off with the second and 
most important point of the parable: 
 

‘My heavenly father will also do the same to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother 
from your heart’ (Matthew 18.35) 

 
That last bit, ‘forgive . . . from your heart’ is real answer to Peter’s question in 18.21, and here’s 
why.  Jesus essentially tells Peter: those who belong to the kingdom of God are those who have 
a heart and desires for doing things they way God would have them done.  Or, to put it 
differently: those who belong to God do things like God—i.e. they reflect God in their daily lives.   
 
Those who belong to the kingdom of God know that they are not defined by what they do; 
instead, their actions in life are defined by who they are.  In other words: being religious or 
spiritual outwardly does not make people holy before God, and any attempt to think otherwise 
is to miss what it means to be a part of God’s kingdom and to be holy.  Outward religiousness or 
spirituality is based on quantity; true religiousness or spirituality is based on quality.   
 
True forgiveness that comes from a heart that is holy before God is not concerned about the 
number of times it has to be given; instead, it is concerned with the quality and effect with which 
it is always given.   
 

Making Sense of the Parable 
Now, here’s how we can see how the parable makes sense for our lives.  The king’s forgiveness 
was absolute—the unpayable debt was completely waived and the burden of having to pay it 
was lifted.  This insanely unthinkable gracious act on the king’s part reflects who the king really is.  
The king is merciful, the king is compassionate, the king is forgiving; the king is God.  The 
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assumption is that by granting such forgiveness, Steve would not only realize the significance of 
what has happened but that his life would be forever changed; and that part of this change 
would be to reflect who the king is. 
 
However, Steve was not truly grateful and was not changed in the least by the king’s 
forgiveness.  Instead, he went out and attacked his own servant—Mark—and treated him as 
though he was the worst scoundrel on the face of the planet.  This treatment of Steve towards 
Mark demonstrates who Steve really is, and who he is is one who not only shows himself to be 
callously wicked but also an insult to the king.   
 
The insult is that Steve not only failed to reflect the king but he also failed to realize the 
significance of what happened to him—i.e. the amount he was forgiven by the king.   
 
The message of the parable is this: when we realize and fully understand the enormous debt and 
burden that God has forgiven and lifted from us, we should recognize that nothing anyone can 
say or do to us compares.  Meaning: the hurt and pain caused by someone else towards us is—
in the grand scheme—significantly less than our wicked sin before a holy and righteous God.   
 
Therefore, because of what God has done for us in and through Christ on the cross, and 
because we are his adopted children, which means we are to live as his children—reflecting 
who he is; then we must always be willing and ready to forgive those who sin against us; and the 
forgiveness that we give must be true. 
 
We are all made in the image of God.  We are all offered to be a part of his kingdom by the 
work of Jesus on the cross.  We who choose to be a part of that kingdom are all called to reflect 
his holiness.  We who answer that call are constantly being remade by the enduring and lasting 
work of the Spirit throughout our lives.   
 
We have been absolutely forgiven by an enormously gracious and loving God; we have 
absolutely no reason not to show forgiveness, grace and love to others when they wrong us.  We 
show forgiveness, grace and love because they have been shown towards us; and we show 
these things because they reflect who we are in Christ. 


