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PARABLES FOR A NEW YEAR 
The parable of the unforgiving servant, Matthew 18:21-35 
 
 
Even though he composed them in intentionally challenging ways (cf. Matthew 13:10-17), Jesus’ 
parables provide insight and direction to the life of those who meditate on them. We have been 
considering some of his parables this month to see what insights they offer us that will guide us 
as we navigate the hopes, heartbreaks, successes, and failures we will encounter in the coming 
year. We have considered the following parables this month: 

• The parable of the weeds – even though we will face challenges, Jesus remains in control. 

• The parable of the tower builder – we need to develop relationships that offer 
accountability and support to help us meet the high cost of following Jesus. 

• The parable of the friend at midnight – God’s good identity motivates our confidence in 
seeking His help. 

This lesson concludes our series by examining Jesus’ parable of the unforgiving servant in 
Matthew 18:21-35, a parable reminding us that following Jesus reshapes our relationships with 
the people around us. 
 

The setting of Jesus’ parable  
• Matthew places Jesus’ parable of the unforgiving servant after a series of scenes dealing 

with lostness and forgiveness prompted by the disciples’ question about greatness in the 
kingdom of heaven (Matthew 18:1-4). 

• Rather than using common standards of greatness embraced in his world, Jesus told the 
disciples that anyone who intentionally and humbly rejects status “is the greatest in the 
kingdom of heaven”1 (Matthew 18:3-4). 

• Matthew pairs Jesus’ comments about greatness in the kingdom of heaven with 
teachings that illustrate what it looks like to reject power and prestige in favor of 
intentional status-lessness. For example, it involves:  

o Encouraging and protecting kingdom humility in others (Matthew 18:5-6). 
o Recognizing the danger of compromising one’s humility and taking drastic 

measures to protect it (Matthew 18:7-9). 
o Understanding the value Jesus places on humble people (Matthew 18:10-14) and 

taking deliberate steps to ensure their continued submission to him (Matthew 
18:15-20). 

• Prompted by Jesus’ comments outlining a process to renew the faithfulness of anyone 
who allowed sin to compromise their submission to him (Matthew 18:15-20), Peter asked 
Jesus about the limits of that process - “How often will my brother sin against me, and I 
forgive him?” (Matthew 18:21). 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 



joshua hartwigsen, 1.29.23 (am) 

 

151st Street Church of Christ 
13875 W 151st Street, Olathe, KS, 66062 
151cofc.com 

• Jesus responded with what seems like an unreasonable standard that he explained with 
the parable of the unforgiving servant (Matthew 18:21-35). 

 

Parable of the unforgiving servant  
• Jesus introduced his parable by comparing “the kingdom of heaven…to a king who 

wished to settle accounts with his servants” (Matthew 18:23). 

• One of the king’s servants owed “ten thousand talents” (Matthew 18:24).  
o A talent was a measurement of the weight of gold, silver, or copper. Depending 

on the metal used, one talent equaled about 6,000 denarii (a denarius equaled 
one day’s wage, cf. Matthew 20:2). 

o Thus, Jesus opened his parable with a slave owing a king the ridiculously excessive 
amount of 60,000,000 days’ wages. 

o Even more surprising, the king forgave the slave’s debt (Matthew 18:24-27). 

• After being released from a debt he could never repay, the slave attacked and 
imprisoned a fellow slave who owed him “a hundred denarii” (Matthew 18:28-30). 

• Informed about the first slave’s behavior, the king condemned his lack of mercy and 
delivered him to the jailers to be tortured (“jailers” is a Greek word that means 
‘torturers’) “until he should pay all his debt” (Matthew 18:32-34). 

• Jesus concluded his parable with a warning - “So also will my heavenly father do to every 
one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from the heart” (Matthew 18:35). 

 

Applications 
• God’s kingdom offers unlimited grace. 

• However, the unlimited grace God offers carries an unlimited demand on our 
relationships with one another. 

• Consequently, our focus should be on helping and promoting others rather than securing 
our rights, possessions, or freedoms (Matthew 18:21-35; 5:38-48; Philippians 2:1-11). 

• The forgiveness we have received from God should motivate us to focus on doing what 
we can to further His concerns – the enduring faithfulness of those around us. We should 
pursue His concerns regardless of the costs it carries for us. 

 
 
May God help us develop kingdom humility that motivates us to love and care for one another. 


