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Bruce Fischer



Box 140


Matthew 18: 21-35

21.  Then Peter came and said to Him, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him?  Up to seven times?"

Then Peter came and said to Him  Jesus' teaching in vs. 15-20 prompted Peter's question (Elwell).


how often  Is there a limit on forgiveness (Wenham)?  There was an assumption that justice demanded forgiveness to have boundaries (Davies).  “Where there is love, there can be no limits or dimensions (Wiersbe).”


brother  The focus here is on fellow believers (Davies).


“brother sin against me”  “Peter made some serious mistakes.  To begin with, he lacked humility himself.  He was sure his brother would sin against him, but not he against his brother!



I forgive him  Peter possibly recognized that to be reconciled to God, meant to be reconciled to others as well (Bruce).  “Unless humility and honesty result in forgiveness, relationships cannot be mended and strengthened (Wiersbe).”  “Jesus was not advising careless or shallow forgiveness.  Christian love is not blind (Php 1:9-10).  The forgiveness Christ requires is on the basis of the instructions He gave in Matthew 18:15-20.  If a brother is guilty of a repeated sin, no doubt he would find strength and power to conquer that sin through the encouragement of his loving and forgiving brethren.  If we condemn a brother, we bring out the worst in him.  But if we create an atmosphere of love and forgiveness, we can help God bring out the best in him (Wiersbe).”


seven times  Cf. Lk 17:4.  By selecting the number 7, Peter was choosing the perfect, but finite, number (Bruce 1986).  The number 7 would actually be extremely generous by that day's standards (Wenham).  Lev 16:14 describes sprinkling the blood of a bull 7 times for the atoning of the people's sins.  “Peter thought he was showing great faith and love when he offered to forgive at least 7 times.  After all, the rabbis taught that 3 times was sufficient (Wiersbe).”

22.  Jesus said to him, "I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven.”


"seventy times seven" or 70 times 7 (Barker).  "Seventy-seven times is a more natural rendering of the Greek than seventy times seven and is the clear meaning of the Hebrew in Gn 4:24 (Wenham)."  Either translation is justifiable (Davies).  Actually, which translation is correct is immaterial, since both numbers far exceed the excepted standard of that time (Davies).  Rabbis said to forgive 3 times, supposedly based on the rabbinic teaching that if a person asked for forgiveness 3 times, in front of witnesses, they had to receive it (Bruce; Ryrie).  Ultimately 77 means times without number (Barker).  "Forgiveness is beyond calculating (May)."  “Who could keep count for that may offenses?  But that was exactly the point Jesus was making (Wiersbe).”  “By the time we have forgiven a brother that many times, we are in the habit of forgiving (Wiersbe).”  The Christian is not being required to count, but to forgive (Davies).  Christians should always forgive (Davidson).  Jesus is reversing the boast of Lamech (Ge 4:24).  Lamech was calling for a blood-feud without mercy and without limit (Davies).  Jesus overturns Lamech's cry for revenge to a call for forgiveness (Elwell).  Instead of unlimited hatred and vengeance, the Christian practices unlimited mercy and forgivenenss (Davies).  The response to a sinful brother, previously mentioned in vs 15-17, must never be one of retaliation (France).  The severity of v. 17 must be balanced by a forgiveness that demonstrates the believer's own experience of divine forgiveness (France).  Initially the OT had gone beyond Lamech's version of revenge to allow for equal retribution (Ex 21:23-25; Mt 5:38), now Christ takes this teaching to a new level; unlimited forgiveness (Guthrie).  We are to forgive others as God has forgiven us (Lindsell).  This teaching shifts the focus from the frequency of forgiveness to the extent of forgiveness (Guthrie).

23.  For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves.


kingdom of heaven  Jesus is referring to the kingdom already being inaugurated (Carson).  The reign of God establishes certain quality of relationships, like the one described in this parable (Carson).


may be compared to Marshall's Interlinear translates this; "is likened."  Carson prefers "has become like."


king  Obviously symbolic of The King, God (Davies).  An oriental king had the power of life or death over his subjects (Hill).


settle accounts  Cf 25:19.


slaves  Servants here symbolize the people of God (Davies).  The Greek word is "douloi," which also can be translated slaves.  Possibly high ranking officials, responsible for collecting taxes from large districts in a kingdom (Carson).  However, Josephus records that the entire Judean tax only totaled 600 talents annually (Davies).  This would explain the enormous amount owed, however Christ may be using hyperbole to demonstrate just how juch believers are forgiven by God (Carson).  The reference to fellow servants in the subsequent verses make this a very remote possibility (Davies).

24.  When he had begun to settle them, one who owed him 10,000 talents was brought to him.


10,000 talents  The weight of a talent varied from 58-80 pounds and was used to weigh precious metals (Ryrie).  "10,000 talents combines the largest Greek numeral with the largest unit of currency (Wenham)."  If this amount was gold it would weigh 380 tons (Barker)!  One talent would be the equivalent of a small fortune (Wenham).  David had contributed 3,000 talents of gold and 7,000 talents of silver towards the construction of the temple (1Chr 29:4).  David's princes had contributed over 5,000 talents of gold, 10,000 talents of silver, eighteen thousand talents of bronze and 100,000 talents of iron toward the construction of the temple (1 Chr 29:7)  In other words, millions of dollars, an unimaginable amount (Barker; Lindsell).  Little is gained by trying to find an equivalent amount in modern currency (Tasker).  This sum would be so large that it would be impossible to repay (Lindsell).  Our sin debt is also so large that it would be impossible to repay God (Lindsell).  Christians have been forgiven of the heaviest of all debts, sin, therefore we should be able to forgive others accordingly (Lindsell).  Our own indebtedness to God for the forgiveness of our sin is enormous in comparison to anyone's debt of forgiveness from us (Lindsell).

25. But since he did not have the means to repay, his lord commanded him to be sold, along with his wife and children and all that he had, and repayment to be made.


repay  This is a key word in this passage, being used in 7 verses (Davies).


sold  Examples of this type of slavery are detailed in (Ex 22:3; Lv 25:39-41; 2Ki 4:1; Ne 5:4-5; and Isa 50:1.  Selling a debtor and his family into slavery to pay off a debt was common in this time period (Davies).  Such a sale would still only realize a fraction of what the servant owed (Hill).  A high priced slave might be sold for one talent and 1/10 of a talent or less was common (Carson).  The economics of this situation highlight the plight of the servant (Carson).

26. So the slave fell to the ground and prostrated himself before him, saying, “Have patience with me and I will repay you everything.”


have patience  From the Greek verb "makrothumeo" meaning "to persevere, to be patient, or to delay long" (Thomas).  In the LXX this word refers to God's patience with man by providing opportunity to repent before judgment (Hill).


and I will repay you everything  Debtors are typically optimistic, given enough time they will always be able to pay back the debt (Tasker).  Considering the size of the amount owed, the servant's promise to pay it all back is absurd (Elwell).

27. And the lord of that slave felt compassion and released him and forgave him the debt.


felt compassion  The RSV and NRSV agree with the NIV translation as does Wigram.  The NASB translates this word compassionate.  Marshall's Interlinear translates this word tenderness.  The Greek word is "splagchnizomai" (Bromiley transliterates this "splanchnizomai"), which Thomas translates as "to be moved in the inner parts," compassion or pity.  Actually, in Greek usage, "splanchnizomai" refers to the inner parts of a sacrifice (Bromiley).  While appearing in English as a noun, it is actually a verb in the Greek (Friberg).  This is the same word that describes the father's reaction to the prodigal son in Lk 15:20 and the good Samaritan's attitude toward the man who had fallen prey to the thieves in Lk 10:33.  In several passages Christ is recorded as being similarly moved (9:36; 14:14; 15:32; Mk 1:41; 6:34; Mk 8:2; Lk 7:13).  Evidently this is a description of God's pardoning grace towards us (Eerdman).


Forgave him the debt  Cf Lk 7:41-43.  The word debt, would be better translated as loan (Carson, Marshall).  The master was willing to look upon it as a bad loan, as opposed to embezzlement (Carson).  "The equation of sin with debt was well known (Davies)."  God willingly forgives those who trust in His Son Jesus for mercy (Lindsell).

28. But that slave went out and found one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and he seized him and began to choke him, saying “Pay back what you owe.”


denarii  "A Roman silver coin worth about 16 cents (Walvoord)."


a hundred denarii  100 days wages (20:2).  Aproximately $1,500-$2,500 (Lindsell).  Mounce values this at $20 compared to the former amount of $10,000,000.  While this amount was not a trivial sum, it would be 1/600,000 of 10,000 talents (Wenham)!  In other words, a small amount in comparison to what the servant had owed his master (Barker).

29. So his fellow slave fell to the ground and began to plead with him, saying, “Have patience with me and I will repay you.”


'Have patience with me and I will repay you.'  The servant's words are virtually identical to the servant's in v. 26.

30. But he was unwilling and went and threw him in prison until he should pay back what was owed.


But he was unwilling  The servant broke the "golden rule" of 7:12 and treated others in a way he did not want to be treated (Davies).


threw him in prison  By this action the wicked servant denied the man the opportunity to earn the money and pay him back (Mounce).


until he should pay back what was owed  An inexpensive slave sold for 5 times what the servant was owed, however it was illegal to sell a person for an amount greater than the debt (Carson).

31. So when his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were deeply grieved and came and reported to their lord all that had happened.


Deeply grieved  "The Greek word is 'elypethesan;' grieved or sad to the point of distress (Walvoord)."


Reported to their lord all that had happened  "Told" in Greek is "diasapheo," a strong verb meaning "explained in detail" (Carson).  Marshall's Interlinear translates this "explained," while Thomas gives "to make clear," and "explain fully" as possible definitions.

32. Then summoning him, his lord said to him “You wicked slave, I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me.


debt  This word,  is a different Greek word, "opheile," than the word used previously in v. 27 Carson, Marshall).

33. Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow slave, in the same way that I had mercy on you?'


mercy  "Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful (Lk 6:36)."  Divine mercy is the only basis for human mercy (Guthrie).  "The duty of the servant to forgive is not dependent on ordinary human feelings, but is linked directly to the attitude previously shown to him (Hill)."  Note the words of the prophet Amos, "Thus says the Lord, 'For three transgressions of Israel and for four I will not revoke its punishment, because they sell the righteous for money and the needy for a pair of sandals (Amos 2:6).'" 

34. And his lord, moved with anger, handed him over to the torturers until he should repay all that was owed him.


turned him over to the torturers  Instead of being sold, as in v. 25, the servant is treated in the same way he treated the other servant (Tasker).  Note that the family is not included in the punishment.  This may infer that the servant is personally held accountable for his actions.  Those who forgiven not will be excluded from God's mercy (Hill).  Interestingly, the king in the parable only forgave the servant once (Davies)!  This does not present a problem since vv. 21-22 develop the theme of unlimited forgiveness, while vv. 23-35 develop the theme of God's reaction to unforgiveness (Davies).


torturers  Marshall's Interlinear and Guthrie translate this Greek word, "basanistais," as tormentors.  The NIV uses “jailers”.  Guthrie sees "executioners" as a likely definition.  Mounce defines it as "one who tortures," with which France agrees.  The torturers are part of the description of the parable and are not intended to portray God as brutal (France).  However Carson makes this statement, "Jesus sees no incongruity in the actions of a heavenly Father who forgives so bountifully and punishes so ruthlessly, and neither should we."  Debtors could be tortured to force them to reveal hidden resources (Mounce).  God will not deal lightly with unforgiveness (Wenham).


until he should repay all that was owed him  Something the servant could never do.  Since the debt could not be repaid, the servant would be punished perpetually (Davies).  The eschatalogical implications are obvious (Davis).  In comparison, God's compassion can never be earned (Carson).

35. My heavenly Father will also do the same to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother from your heart."


My heavenly Father will do the same to  you  "Those who are forgiven must forgive, lest they show themselves incapable of receiving forgiveness (Carson)."  An unforgiving person cannot be in a position of forgiveness before God (Guthrie).  Jesus states the opposite of the fifth beattitude, where the merciful will receive mercy, by noting that the unmerciful will not receive mercy (Mt 5:7; Davies).  "An unwillingness to extend mercy is proof that a person has never received mercy (Mounce)."  While the Church should not hesitate to act in discipline against sin in its midst, it should recognize that unforgiveness is sin and that those who practice unforgiveness jeopardize the fellowship of the body (Hill).


forgive  The main teaching of the parable (Barker).  This parable, on the heels of vs. 16-20, may be Christ's way of encouraging The Church to not act hastily in excommunication.  Pardoning of offences must always take priority over church policy (Hill).  If necessary, a non-repentant person may be expelled, but forgiveness should never be withheld (Mounce).  "To accept God's free grace with a clear conscience involves the realization that Christ suffered the penalty for sin on the cross (Guthrie)."  "We forgive because we have been forgiven by God, and no offence against us can remotely compare with the incalculable amount we ourselves have been forgiven (Wenham)."  Christians have had all their sins forgiven through Jesus Christ (Walvoord).  For believers to refuse to forgive others is not only ludicrous, but wicked, in light of God's forgiveness extended to us (Wenham).  The servant should have forgiven all because he had been forgiven all (Walvoord).  The Lord's prayer underlines this thought as Jesus encouraged his disciples to pray, "Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who sins against us" (Lk 11:4; Mt 6:12, 14-15; Wenham).  Forgiveness is unlimited, but the to act sinfully is not (Hill).  Forgiven by God, a person will demonstrate this forgiveness as his treatment of others evidences his gratitude to God and dependence on the Heavenly Father (Guthrie).  "Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as Christ God forgave you (Eph 4:32)."  "The ethic of love and forgiveness is inseparable from justification and faith (Guthrie)."  


his brother  The emphasis here is between 2 believers, however every sin against another Christian involves the congregation and the opposite is true as well (Hill).  Carson disagrees with Hill's statement.


from your heart  This phrase excludes all subtle false reasoning and legalism (France).  Forgiveness cannot be extended grudgingly (Tasker).  A regenerate and clean heart is a sign of true faith (Guthrie).  "If the church is the community of the forgiven, then all its relationships will be marked by a forgiveness which is not a mere form of words, but an essential characteristic (France)."
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