
Unlimited Forgiveness 

This article on Matthew 18:21-35 is edited from the Ligonier Ministries 

As we continue to study the parables of Jesus, from Matthew 18:15-20, we know that 
forgiveness and the restoration of relationship is the goal of discipline — from the first step to 
the last step of excommunication. According to Peter’s response in verse 21, he seems to have 
understood this partly at that time; he asked Jesus if it is enough to forgive a person up to seven 
times, more than the three times the rabbis prescribe in his day. That Peter’s comprehension is 
incomplete is clearly revealed in Jesus’ command to forgive “seventy times seven” or “seventy-
seven times” according to some other translation (v. 22), but the precise number is not important. 
Either way, as seen in the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant, Christ is actually teaching that 
forgiveness must be unlimited. 

 

Ten thousand talents or ten thousand bags of gold is a very large number, some estimate it 
upwards of several billion to a trillion dollars in modern currency. A talent is worth about 20 
years of an average wage of a day laborer. Assuming $12.50 an hour wage x 40 hours a week x 
50 weeks a year x 20 years x 10,000 is $5 billion dollars. It is an amount the servant could never 
repay; only by the king’s grace can this debt be canceled (vv. 23–27). As imitators of the true 
King, we, the recipients of grace, must show mercy, for Jesus will condemn all who are 
unmerciful toward their debtors (vv. 28–35). Believers, collectively as the church and 
individually, must always forgive penitent people. How can we possibly be Christians if we, 
whose unpayable debt has been cancelled, yet refuse to pardon those who have wronged us? 

 

It is not as if unforgiving people may lose their salvation, Matthew Henry says, for “those who 
do not forgive their brother’s trespasses, did never truly repent of their own, and therefore that 
which is taken away is only what they seemed to have.” Henry also gives a great principle for the 
Christian life: “God multiplies his pardons, and so should we. We should make it our constant 
practice to forgive injuries, and should accustom ourselves to it until it becomes habitual.” We, 
Christians, who know God’s mercy, must operate on the principle of mercy. If we do not show 
mercy but insist on justice, then we will not receive mercy, but justice. An unforgiving heart is a 
heart not forgiven and will be subject to torment “until he should pay all”. Let’s forgive one 
another as our Lord and Savior has forgiven us. 


