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Jesus Teaches about Forgiveness
Matthew 18:15-35

We are studying Jesus' teaching session with His disciples after their return to Capernaum.

e They had asked Jesus about greatest within the kingdom, but He knew their hearts and dealt with their
desire for position, prestige, and power. He told them that humility was true greatest to God.

¢ During this time of instruction, John tells Jesus of a recent event involving a believer outside of their
group. This prompts Jesus to continue His teaching about the need for unity among all His followers
and how they all work together for the kingdom

e The last topic recorded in this teaching session concerns the necessary attitude of forgiveness among
Christ’s followers. Jesus will explain that the foundation of our forgiving others is the great forgiveness
believers receive from God!

I. Jesus Teaches the Methods for Restoring Broken Relationships between Believers

Jesus spent a lot of time dealing with the disciples' harsh, judgmental, and superior attitude in their dealings
with the miracle-working, a non-follower with them, but a believer in Jesus! But even before that, He had to
rebuke them for their position-seeking attitude among each other. As a group, their whole demeanor was
offensive and divisive! What ruin these attitudes would be to the kingdom if left unchecked. They needed to
radically change and replace these attitudes with peace and unity. One of the great tools to gain peace and
unity comes with a heart of forgiveness.

A. Restoring 101 — Three Level Method Books have been written on the art of forgiveness, but here Jesus
concisely lays it out for His followers!

“Moreover (Jesus is continuing His teaching, building it off of His previous instructions toward peace and
unity.), if thy _brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell him his fault between thee and him _alone :
if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother . '® But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one
or two more, that in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established. ’And if he
shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the _church : but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto
thee as an heathen man and a publican.” Matthew 18:15-17

The passage begins with “if thy brother shall trespass against thee” — well, we know that will happen!
Trespasses, offenses, hurts, infractions, and violations will be in our lives and will come in the areas of words,
actions, and attitudes! Let’s get specific and name what we are talking about!

1) Words — Speaking hurtfully, Representing wrongly, Lying

2) Actions - Encroaches on your rights; Neglects responsibility; Moral issues

3) Attitude - Show a lack of kindness or love; Disrespect; Prideful ambitions
Any of these done against you and left without forgiveness can quickly develop into bitterness!

Method 1: Go Privately (v. 15)—In Jewish thinking, if you offend or hurt someone, you are responsible
for going to them and asking for forgiveness. But Jesus is raising the bar; this is different! He is teaching that if
someone has offended or hurt you, go to them privately and tell them their fault! This is to be a quiet and private
discussion. When Paul spoke of this needed interaction in Galatians 6:1, he emphasized meekness! (open your
Bible) “Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such a one in the spirit of
meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be tempted.” Two believers are to work disagreements or offenses
out in a humble, amicable, peaceful, and quiet manner. Warren Wiersbe had this advice, “Above all else, go to
him with the idea of winning your brother, not winning an argument. It is possible to win the argument and lose
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your brother.” p. 54 Unfortunately, instead of speaking with the one who caused the hurt, too often, in an
attitude of gossip, the whole story is spilled out to a person not at all involved with the issue. Jesus’ instruction
is totally disregarded, and a private offense spreads to more disunity and hurt! Wow! The objective of going
privately is to “gain thy brother.” This phrase is also translated as “win back,” “win over,” or “can call them
your brother again.” The end result is to see the restoration of the relationship! Again, let’s look at Galatians 6:1
and the word “restore.” The Greek word is a medical term that means to set a broken bone! The relationship was
broken, and the private conversation is to set and heal it!

But, “if he will not hear thee,” Jesus goes to the next level to seek restoration.

Method 2: Take Witnesses (v. 16) — If the offender, the one who caused the hurt, will not admit or will not
come to an agreement, the offended should bring one or two dependable believers who can witness the issue
and help to resolve the case between the two at odds. The idea of taking witnesses to help with issues was not
new to the Jewish ears. This is an Old Testament principle. Deut. 19:15, “One witness shall not rise up against a
man for any iniquity, or for any sin, in any sin that he sinneth: at the mouth of two witnesses, or at the mouth of
three witnesses, shall the matter be established.” These witnesses should be there to help by giving unbiased
advice, pray with them, and, if necessary, be witnesses to the church about the conversation.

Jesus instructs that care needs to be taken to involve as few people as possible to restore unity. But if nothing is
resolved, the situation is brought to the church. Jesus speaks of the church twice in His ministry; this is the
second time. The first was at the great confession, “thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God” made by Peter
for all the disciples. (Matthew 16:16-18) The twelve were thinking “assembly,” they did not understand the
church as we do with pastors, deacons, church buildings, Sunday services, pews, worship music....their
knowledge of what was coming was very primitive. But now Jesus gives one of His first specific purposes of
the church, His believers’ assembly: helping to restore broken relationships

Method 3: Tell the Church (v. 17) — By the time the unresolved issue comes to the church, it will be
obvious that the situation is more than a misunderstanding or unintentional offence. Pride, rebellion, and
stubbornness have taken hold in one or both parties, and more mediation and discipleship with strong reproof
need to take place. Keep in mind, the purpose is not to shame or punish, but to involve more committed
believers to help mediate a resolution, persuade one or both to repent of their sin, reconcile, and restore the
unity within the church so God’s purposes of evangelism and discipleship can continue unhindered in their
community! Division should not be permitted! Matthew Henry said this about this passage, “Christ had
appointed this method for the vindicating of the church’s honor, the preserving of its purity, and the conviction
and reformation of those that are scandalous.” p. 1476

“but if he neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican” — If those of the
church had no success seeing repentance and restoration, then Jesus said, the church must change their view of
the unrepentant one. Before, they had seen them as a brother, a fellow believer, and a comrade in the work of
Christ, but now their actions and rebellious pride have forced the church to see them as an unbeliever and a
sinner; someone who deliberately rebels against God in lifestyle. Wow! What would be the consequences of this
new viewpoint? Position within the fellowship. That has been broken because of rebellious pride and
stubbornness. But please realize, the desire is still restoration! He is not to be shunned or completely cut out of
life, but the unrepentant one cannot fellowship within the church body. Listen to the instructions of 2
Thessalonians 3:14-15, “And if any man obey not our word by this epistle, note that man and have no company
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with him, that he may be ashamed. Yet count him not as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother.” It is clear
you can’t admonish someone if you aren’t talking to them! I think we can judge that if there is a continuation of
rebellion, the person has exposed their true heart and perhaps was never really a believer and follower of Christ!

B. Purposes of the Church for Restoring Broken Relationships Between Believers Listen to Christ’s
further information and authority concerning the church, the coming assembly of His followers!
“Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye
shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 1°Again, I say unto you, That if two of you shall agree on

earth as touching anything that they shall _ask , it shall be done for them of my Father which is in
heaven. 2 For where two or three are _gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”
Matthew 18:18-20

Purpose 1: Make Judgment (v.18) — The phrase, “whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in
heaven,” is God’s declaration of blessing and responsibility in dealing with conflict within the local assembly of
believers. Shepard, in his classic book The Christ of the Gospels, said, “A true New Testament church is vitally
responsible for the character of the group as a whole and must insist on the right character in each individual
composing it.” Shepard, p. 336 Jesus is not teaching that God’s people were to police one another, but instead to
exercise God’s authority in and through the local church to restore an erring brother. This restoration is to be
done through the written words of God, not personal opinions or appearances, but righteous judgment! John
6:24, “Judge not according to the appearance, but judge righteous judgment.”

Purpose 2: Prayer (v. 19) — Jesus continues that one of the main components of good judgment is
prayer! Agreement together should happen after prayer! And when a body follows God’s procedure, seeking His
wisdom through prayer (“touching anything”) and Scripture, they have God’s full support! In just a few short
months, these men will gain the power and discernment the Holy Spirit gives. Jesus spoke of the Spirit’s leading
in the area of judgment in John 20:22-23, “And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and saith unto
them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost: Whosesoever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whosesoever
sins ye retain, they are retained.”

Purpose 3: Fellowship (v. 20) — Most often, when we see this word “fellowship,” we think of friendly
gatherings filled with loving care, positive conversation, and coffee. And all this can be true, but here the word
fellowship is being used in the context of restoring broken relationships within the assembly. This is a very
special kind of intimate fellowship where like-minded believers come together to restore troubled ones back to a
place of unity! One of the objectives of Paul when writing 1 Corinthians was to restored unity, “Now I beseech
you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be not
divisions among you; but that ye be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment.” (1
Cor. 1:10) The assembly was to come together and in unity to help restore the erring ones back to unity! Later,
we see this happening in 1 Cor. 5:1-5, as immorality was being tolerated in the church! (look at) Verse 4-5 tell
us they were to come together “In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we are gathered together, and my
spirit, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, To deliver such a one unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh,
that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus.” I like the word “agree” in verse 19. It is the Greek
word from which our word symphony comes! As the church walks in unity and fellowship, just as a skilled
orchestra makes beautiful music together, we become a valuable object of God’s work! Also, are you catching



the hint of Jesus’ coming absence? The time was coming when Jesus would be gone, but when they gathered
together, other words assembled, Jesus said, “There am I in the midst of them!” What a wonderful promise, and
convicting thought!

I1. Peter’s Question about the Quantity of Forgiveness

“Then came Peter to him, and said, Lord, how oft (Lit. _how many times ) shall my brother sin against
me, and I forgive him? till seven times?” Matthew 18:21

Problems with Peter’s Question: We can all agree that Peter’s question to Jesus had some real problems, but if
we are honest with ourselves, many of us have thought the same thing. How many times do I need to forgive
someone or put up with their offenses against me?! Well, let’s consider the trouble with Peter’s question and
then apply it to our hearts, too.

1. Reveals a heart of pride—Peter’s question concerns people hurting and offending him. He worried about
the injustices he would have put against him. In reality, his concern should have been all those he would
offend—and knowing Peter, the list was already long and would continue to grow! Peter shows an attitude
concerned only for himself, his rights, and comfort, not the pain or discomfort he would bring to others by his
careless, sinful words, actions, or attitudes!

2. Numbering offenses — The principle of forgetting offenses done to you is found throughout the Bible.
Proverbs 10:12 “Hatred stirreth up strifes: but love covereth all sins.” Proverbs 17:9 “He that covereth a
transgression seeketh love...” Peter certainly does not remember his childhood lessons from the book of
Proverbs! Taking tally of offensive acts is not seeking love!

3. False Attitude of Grace — Rabbis taught that forgiveness was only needed three times. The book of Amos
speaks of three transgressions, so instead of interpreting the proverbs of Solomon as extending forgiveness
because of love toward others, the Rabbis taught counting to three! Here, Peter would think he was especially
pious about his extended grace to offenders — four more forgiveness tallies than the Rabbis! As Peter verbalized,
more than doubling the number from three to seven, we can be sure he felt very benevolent!

“Jesus saith unto him, I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times seven.”
Matthew 18:22

Beauty of Jesus’ Answer: Here we see the heart of God that should be seen in His people. We don’t count
offenses! Interestingly, the Greek wording for “seventy times seven” could actually be translated “seventy-
seven.” Many of the more modern translations chose to word it that way. But whether 490 or 77, the principle is
still the same: we don’t count offenses! Just as God removes it, “As far as the east is from the west, so far hath
he removed our transgressions from us.” (Ps. 103:12) We, too, should bury hurts and offenses in the sea, out of
sight, and because of love! We, too, should remember that all are sinful and extend grace just like God does:
“For he knoweth our frame; he remembereth that we are dust” (Ps. 103:14) We just celebrated Mother’s Day! I
love Mother’s Day. I love the time of year, new growth, budding trees, tulips! I love all the Facebook posts of
young mothers, new mothers, old mothers, and often mothers who are no longer with their children. For
mothers, forgiveness should be their very essence. What mother keeps track of spilled milk, wet beds, socks not
turned inside right, hair left in the shower, dishes in the sink, dirty underwear under the bed, toys in the living
room, a forgotten birthday, a nonexistent thank you, a sharp word, no friendly call or text? Keeping track of
such things should never be the heart of a mother. Limitless forgiveness must characterize mothers and, of
course, the true disciples of Jesus. Forgiveness is not about math, but love and the character of godliness!



When studying this passage, I read this quote, “The man who asks such a question does not know what
forgiveness really means.” (Shepard, p. 337) So, on the heels of Peter’s question comes this parable of Jesus to
teach the foundational reason to forgive others.

II1. Jesus’ Parable to Teach the Foundational Reason to Forgive

1. The Debtor — Boundless Grace

“Therefore, is the kingdom of heaven likened unto a certain king, which would take account (settle
account/take audit) of his servants (Lit. _satrap: governor of a province — administrate a territory, collect taxes,
maintain law and order ). 2*And when he had begun to reckon, one was brought unto him, which owed him
ten thousand talents (Lit. - _insurmountable debt ). 2> But forasmuch as he had not to pay, his lord
commanded him to be sold, and his wife, and children, and all that he had, and payment to be made.

26 The servant therefore fell down, and worshipped him, saying, Lord, have patience with me, and I _will
pay thee all. >’ Then the lord of that servant was moved with compassion, and loosed him, and _forgave
him the debt.” Matthew 18:23-27

Don’t miss that this is a lesson about the “kingdom of heaven.” This is applicable to all of us within the
kingdom — believers, followers of Jesus. I read way too much about the “ten thousand talents.” A talent was the
largest Roman currency, as much as 20 years ' salary. “Ten thousand” was the largest Greek number, meaning
infinite. Jesus is setting up the realization that this man was under an insurmountable debt and would never be
able to pay it back!

The debtor begged for time and promised, “I will pay thee all.” And though everyone who heard this knew that
it would never be possible to repay, the king had pity, let him go, and forgave him the debt! The king took on
the great loss with no possibility of restitution or vengeance! We can be sure that the disciples, having heard this
parable, were very surprised by the outcome. There was no reason to forgive him, he deserved to go to prison,
him and his family! This king was certainly compassionate and merciful!

2. The Creditor — Unreasonable Cruelty

“But the same servant went out, and found one of his fellow servants, which owed him an hundred pence
(Lit. - _3 months labor ): and he laid hands on him, and took him by the throat, saying, Pay me that thou
owest. 2And his fellow servant fell down at his feet, and besought him, saying, Have patience with me,
and I _will pay thee all. 3’And he would not: but went and cast him into prison, till he should pay the
debt. 31 So when his fellow servants saw what was done, they were very sorry, and came and told unto
their lord all that was done.” Matthew 18:28-31

The story continued that the same governor had a peer who owed him the equivalent of about three months'
labor. Though significant, that amount certainly was not insurmountable, and with time and planning, the total
amount could be taken care of. That was the same then as it is now! But notice the creditor's reaction and cruel
handling of his fellow governor. He took him by the throat and demanded immediate payment. The reply of the
fellow governor was the exact words the greatly indebted governor had used to the king, “Have patience with
me, and I will pay thee all.” The only difference was that it was much more probable that the second governor
could actually pay it back! Here comes the surprising twist to the story, the part no one saw coming, the
governor who had been forgiven the great unmeasurable debt, threw his fellow governor in prison! Verse 31



tells how the others in their governmental group felt when they saw what was done: “they were very sorry.”
Other translations use the words, outraged, grieved, very angry, very upset! Actually, we were probably all
feeling the same! How could this happen? But remember, Jesus is making a point about forgiveness between
believers in the kingdom of heaven!

3. The Prisoner — Fate of Unforgiveness

“Then his lord, after that he had called him, said unto him, O thou wicked servant, I forgave thee all

that debt, because thou desiredst me: 33 Shouldest not thou _also have had compassion on thy fellow

servant, even as I had pity on thee? 3*And his lord was wroth, and delivered him to the tormentors (Gk -
torturers ), till he should pay all that was due unto him.” Matthew 18:32-34

“wicked servant” or “evil servant” is the only way you can describe this man! Almost every single English
translation uses one of these two phrases in this verse! He was evil and wicked! And here’s the question from
the king, the climax of the story, “Shouldest not thou also have had compassion on thy fellow servant, even as |
had pity on thee?” That was the issue; great forgiveness given should have resulted in great forgiveness
extended! Great forgiveness received should have produced great forgiveness toward others! At that point, the
wicked governor was “delivered to the tormentors.”

Views on “tormentors” — “And his lord was wroth, and delivered him to the tormentors (Gk - _torturers;
jailers ), till he should pay all that was due unto him.” - There are two accepted views concerning the
application taken from this part of the parable and the use of the word “tormentors.” Good Bible teachers hold
to both of these views, but in reality, they are both accurate.

View #1 — Hell. The person who would have such an attitude of stubbornness, rebelliousness, persistent
pride, and unforgiveness could not possibly be a believer and would be condemned to an eternity in hell. Three
times it is recorded that Jesus said that if one does not forgive, they will not be forgiven. Matt. 6:15; (Sermon on
the Mount — Lord’s Prayer), 18:35 (here in this teaching session); Mark 11:26 (after the Triumphal entry). Jesus
seems to teach that a person who lives a persistent life of unforgiveness and stubborn bitterness cannot be one of
His followers, and is on their way to hell!

View #2 — Torturers This word is not executioners. It does not seem to have the thought of final, eternal
damnation, but instead of severe pain, difficulties, sickness, adverse circumstances, and suffering. Let’s think of
it this way? Have you ever had troubled relationships, with severe, painful disagreements, difficult arguments,
sickening debates, and heart-wrenching conflicts? The whole association just made you sick. That could be
some of the torture spoken about here brought on by a broken relationship. But it also could be the heavy hand
of God on our lives when pride stands in the way of total heartfelt forgiveness. We must remember that in James
4:6-7 it tells us, “God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble.” And we should rather, “Submit
[ourselves] therefore to God. Resist the devil, and” know that, “he will flee from you.” God does chasten His
children. Here is Hebrews 12:11, “Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous:
nevertheless afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby.”

So both of these views are correct. A persistent, unforgiving person probably never has enjoyed God’s
forgiveness, and a believer who struggles to forgive will live in turmoil and pain until they bow their knee and,
in submission to the Word of God, offer forgiveness from the heart!



4. The Parable’s Application

“So likewise shall my heavenly Father do also unto you, if ye from your _heart forgive not everyone his
brother their trespasses.” Matthew 18:35

A heart of forgiveness is what God seeks from His children. It should be the characteristic of His people.
Matthew Henry eloquently put it this way, “We do not forgive rightly, nor acceptably, if we do not forgive from
our hearts, for that is what God looks at. No malice must be harbored there, nor ill will to any person, no
projects of revenge must be hatched there, nor desires of it as there are in many who outwardly appear
peaceable and reconciled.” MH p. 1478 Ephesians 4:22-32

Believers’ Application:

1. God’s Great Forgiveness
1) We owe a massive debt to the holy, righteous God because of our sin! Colossians 2:13-14 The parable
Jesus gave emphasized the insurmountable debt the first governor owed. This is a picture of our sin
before God! This is the same thought Paul wrote to the Colossians in Colossians 2:13-14. (read together)

2) We have no ability to ever pay this debt — it is too large! Romans 6:23 “For the wages of sin is death; but
the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” The only way we could ever pay our sin
debt is a gracious, undeserving gift — the gift of God, which is the death of Jesus on our behalf!

3) God has great mercy and patience to withhold deserved judgment. 2 Peter 3:9 Peter gives this thought by
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit when he wrote, “The Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some
men count slackness, but is long-suffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that all
should come to repentance.” 2 Peter 3:9

4) God graciously provided the immeasurable great gift of salvation — Hebrews 2:3 (look up the word used
to describe salvation) I love the description of salvation in this verse: “how shall we escape, if we
neglect so great salvation.” Salvation is truly great! John 3:16; John 1:12-13 “But as many as receive
him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name: Which
were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.”

Because of God’s great, merciful gift of forgiveness of our sin-debt,
5) We should exercise such mercy to others. Matthew 18:33 This was God’s undeserving gift to us, our
example, so we too should extend the same forgiveness to others!
*God’s mercy should have a profound effect on us! v. 33
*To live in perpetual unforgiveness and bitterness may be a sign of no true conversion in one’s life.



3. Why forgive our brothers and sisters in Christ?

1) Forgiveness is God’s character and should be ours as His followers. Ephesians 4:32 I know we have
read Ephesians 4:32 before, but let’s read it again! “And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted,
forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.”

2) Love, unity, and peace are all God-given signs to the world that we are His followers. John 13:34-35
(read) Does your life of love, unity, and peace with others show the unbelieving world you’re a Christ
follower? This would be a sign to them of who you follow!

3) Churches are to do God’s gospel work. This is hindered when the heart of unforgiveness is present.
Ephesians 3:14-4:3
But let’s consider why local assemblies of believers are full of disunity and not effective in doing Gospel
work:

1. Many church leaders fear this level of confrontation and don’t have the knowledge of needed
counseling in difficult situations. Too often, harsh rebukes from church leadership are only
about their anger, embarrassment, hurt pride, and frustration, and little about true restoration
and corporate holiness.

2. Many people are not connected to a body of believers enough to have this level of
accountability.

3. Aperson disciplined in a church can easily leave one congregation to join another with little
or no inquiries made concerning their last church experiences. Today, church membership
can be moved with such ease.

The church is to be a part in helping and restoring broken relationships within its body. Are you part of a
body that actively works to obey this mandated responsibility.

None of the methods given by Jesus is easy. Method 1: Going privately to the one who has offended you
Method 2: Taking 2 or 3 others to help negotiate a restored relationship, or Method 3: bringing it before the
church leadership. Matter of fact, when Jesus taught this forgiveness again, found in Luke 17, the disciples
replied, “Lord, Increase our faith.” They saw it as an act of faith, faith they didn’t possess, and yes, seeking
restoration with one who has offended you is really a step of faith! But it is a repeated command of Jesus, and
why, because broken relationships and the bitterness that go along with it, break down the unity and
peace needed within the body to do Gospel work! And that is exactly what the Devil seeks to destroy — the
spreading of the Gospel, the discipleship of believers, the edifying and encouragement of the weak, the rising up
of godly children, the worship of God among the saints...I could go on and on! When commenting on this
passage, Craig Blomberg said this, “Only as we recreate intimate community within the local church and
networks of accountability among different churches can we hope to apply these verses effectively. But without
this application, sin in church will continue to compromise the unity and testimony of God’s people.” p. 280
Read Ephesians 3:14-4:3



