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Share God’s Love: The Parable Of The Unmerciful Servant
Matthew 18:23-35

TELLING IT

Jesus had given instructions about human relationships, telling His disciples 
how reconciliation was to be obtained should one brother sin against 
another. As Peter listened, he poses a question to Jesus. “Lord, how oft shall 
my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? until seven times?” (Matthew 
18:21). Jesus responded, “I say not unto thee seven times, but until seventy 
times seven” (Matthew 18:22). In essence, there is no limit on the times we 
are to forgive one who wrongs us. Following this exchange on forgiveness, 
Jesus gave the parable of the “unmerciful servant.”

The parable tells of a king who had a servant who owed him 10,000 talents 
-- a very large debt. The value of a talent is variously estimated to be 
between $900-$1500. If the value was the latter, the debt of this servant 
would amount to $15,000,000. Because the servant was unable to pay the 
debt, the king commanded that he and his family be sold until the debt was 
paid. The law of Moses allowed this to be done. There is a story in 2 Kings 
4:1-7 about a widow who told Elisha of her plight. She said, “Thy servant my 
husband is dead, and thou knowest that thy servant did fear the Lord and 
the creditor is come to take unto him my two sons to be bondsmen.” The 
widow had only a pot of oil but she was instructed to borrow as many pots 
and vessels as she could from her neighbors. Then she was to pour oil into 
those empty vessels from the pot of oil she had. From that single pot of oil 
many vessels were filled and the widow was able, by selling the oil, to pay 
her debt and support herself.

When the servant with the great debt learned that he and his family were to 
be sold, he plead with his master, “Lord, have patience with me, and I will 
pay all” (Matthew 18:26). Practically speaking, this was a virtual 
impossibility: the debt was equal to what a government might owe another 
in tribute. Nevertheless, “the Lord of that servant, being moved with 
compassion, released him, and forgave him the debt” (Matthew 18:27). This 
was a generous act on the part of the master and is comparable to the 
forgiveness God extends to sinners who come to Him on His terms. The 
servant who was forgiven had a fellow servant indebted to him. The debt of 
the fellow servant was vastly less than the debt he had been forgiven: a sum 



of 100 shillings, about $15-$17. When he found his debtor he “took him by 
the throat, saying, Pay what thou owest.” His fellow-servant fell down and 
besought him, saying, “Have patience with me, and I will pay thee. And he 
would not: but went and cast him into prison until he should pay that which 
was due” (Matthew 18:28-30). The first servant acted very much unlike his 
own creditor! There was no evidence of rough treatment toward him on the 
part of his master. How unlike his own master was his unforgiving attitude 
toward his fellow-servant! 

The harsh treatment he gave his fellow-servant made his other fellow-
servants sad. They reported to their lord how the first servant had acted. 
Then the lord called him and said, “Thou wicked servant, I forgave thee all 
that debt because thou besoughtest me: shouldeset thou also not have had 
mercy on thy fellow-servant, even as I had mercy on thee? And his lord was 
wrought, and delivered him to the tormentors till he should pay all that was 
due” (Matthew 18:32-34). Jesus sees no incongruity in the actions of a 
heavenly Father who forgives so bountifully and punishes so ruthlessly, and 
neither should we. Indeed, it is precisely because He is a God of such 
compassion and mercy that He cannot possibly accept as His those devoid of 
such compassion and mercy.

APPLYING IT

The master who forgave the great debt is God. The first servant is the man 
who has been forgiven of sin. The second servant who was not forgiven by 
the first is our neighbor to whom we are to be forgiving, just as God is 
forgiving toward us.

Several principles are illustrated in this parable. First, the first servant 
ignored the “golden rule.” Jesus said, “All things therefore whatsoever ye 
would that men should do unto you, do ye also unto them, for this is the law 
and the prophets” (Matthew 7:12). In the case of the first servant, he should 
have done unto the second servant what had already been done unto him.

Second, Jesus also taught, “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain 
mercy” (Matthew 5:7). To his dismay, the first servant learned that the 
opposite of this beatitude is true: “Cursed are the unmerciful, for they shall 
not obtain mercy.”

Finally, Jesus taught in the “model prayer,” that we are to pray, “Forgive us 
our debts, even as we have forgiven our debtors … But if ye forgive not men 
their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive you your 
trespasses” (Matthew 6:12, 15).



Peter needed to learn that we must always forgive those that wrong us, for 
our own forgiveness depends upon our doing so. The sins of others against 
us are slight when compared with the sins we commit against God.

REMEMBERING IT

1. Discuss the difference between grace and mercy.

2. Why are we willing to forgive “small” transgressions others commit 
against us but not “large” ones?

3. How can we see unforgiveness in others and not in ourselves?

4. How would you feel if you were the master?

5. Discuss Hebrews 8:12.


