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PRACTICAL DISCIPLESHIP 
Forgiveness, Matthew 18:21-35 
 
 
Jesus taught that God commissioned him with a love-motivated mission to save the world rather 
than condemn it (John 3:16-17). His saving mission focused on forgiving people of their selfish 
decision(s) to rebel against God. The vital place forgiveness holds in Jesus’ mission extends to 
those who commit to following him; the forgiveness defining Jesus and his mission must 
characterize all who disciple themselves to him. It does not take one very long to realize that, 
while the Bible clearly describes forgiveness important place, it devotes very little space to 
exploring the complexities of practicing it. Rather than providing an exhaustive list of ‘if…,then…’ 
scenarios to guide people, the Bible expects individuals to work out how to practice forgiveness 
in ways consistent with Jesus’ teaching and practices. So, we will use this lesson to explore the 
practice of forgiveness. 
 

Understanding forgiveness 
• The Bible opens with a contrast between God’s intention for humanity and their choice to 

rebel (Genesis 1-11). 

• While God pointed to the consequences of rebellion (Genesis 2:15-17; cf. Romans 6:23), the 
Bible story continues beyond humanity’s disobedience to narrate His plan to effect 
forgiveness (Genesis 3:15; 22:15-18; Galatians 3:16; Romans 3:21-26). 

• The Bible shows that God’s forgiveness offers more than a religious strategy to deal with sin 
by inseparably tying it to His character, which He described as “merciful and gracious, slow to 
anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness”1 (Exodus 34:6).   

• However, the Bible’s presentation of God’s forgiving character does more than remove the 
punishment for sins; it removes one’s very guilt (Psalm 103:8-12; Romans 6:1-11). 

• Paul accentuated the graciousness and effectiveness of God’s forgiveness when he wrote 
that God “lavished” it on us (Ephesians 1:7-8; cf. Psalm 103:12). 

• Because God’s intentions for humanity revolve around us being like Him (Leviticus 19:2; 1 
Peter 1:16), we must be forgiving people (Colossians 3:13). 

• Our unwillingness to forgive others denies us access to God’s forgiveness (Matthew 6:14-15). 
 

Practicing forgiveness 
God’s connection between His forgiveness of our sins and our forgiveness of one another 
provides several challenging applications based upon His character. Because of that connection, 
consider the following things Jesus taught must characterize our practice of forgiveness: 

 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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We cannot be the forgiving people God wants us to be if we are not people of 
character. 

(Luke 6:27-37; Exodus 34:6-7) 
 

Our forgiveness must involve restoring our relationship with the person being 
forgiven; grudging, conditional forgiveness is not real forgiveness. 

(Luke 15:1-7; 2 Corinthians 2:5-8) 
 

We must practice proactive forgiveness. 
(Matthew 18:12-20, 35) 

 

We must balance our forgiveness against our cheerful endurance of mistreatment. 
(Matthew 5:43-48; 1 Peter 3:8-9) 

 

We must be ready to forgive without doubts or thoughts of personal expense. 
(Matthew 18:21-22) 

   

 
God’s forgiveness of our sins gives us real hope and joy in this life. Experiencing God’s 
forgiveness requires that we forgive others as He has forgiven us. But the forgiveness God 
expects us to practice offers a high standard that requires us to abandon the wisdom of our 
world and embrace the example He shows us in Jesus’ life and teachings. Therefore, we must ask 
ourselves, “Does my practice of forgiveness look like Jesus’ forgiveness, or does it more closely 
resemble the forgiveness practiced by the world?”         
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


