
Matthew 18:23-35 
 
21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when 
he sins against me? Up to seven times?" 22 Jesus answered, "I tell you, not seven times, but 
seventy-seven times.  23 "Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle 
accounts with his servants. 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand 
talents was brought to him. 25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his 
wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 26 "The servant fell on his 
knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back everything.' 27 The 
servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go. 28 "But when that servant 
went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him 
and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' he demanded. 29 "His fellow servant fell 
to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.' 30 "But he refused. 
Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. 31 When the 
other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their 
master everything that had happened. 32 "Then the master called the servant in. 'You wicked 
servant,' he said, 'I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn't you 
have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?' 34 In anger his master turned him 
over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 35 "This is how my 
heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart." 
 
 

The Prodigal Banker 
 
I want to persuade you from this text this morning that the gospel is massively practical. 
 
What causes marriages to split, what causes families to split? 
What causes division in churches, friends to become enemies? 
What causes organisations and businesses to destroy themselves? 
What causes communities to hate one another? 
Many times, not always, but many times – it’s unforgiveness. 
And here in Matthew 18 it is the gospel that gives the deep answer to unforgiveness. 
 
Sometimes we can have this idea that the gospel is just what gets you into the Christian life, gets you 
across the line from death to life, it’s the first step, but then you need some other tips and tricks to 
get on in the Christian life.  
But actually the gospel is not the first step in a series of steps, it is the hub at the centre of a wheel – 
like a bicycle wheel has a hub and spokes going out in all directions – so the gospel impacts 
everything – it redefines every area of your life. It changes the way you look at relationships and 
work and parenting and status and ambitions and everything. 
The gospel is massively practical. 
 
Let’s dive into Matthew 18 
 
First – see a big question. 

21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall I forgive my 
brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?" 

 
That’s a big question – how long should I keep on forgiving? 
In my marriage – how long should I keep forgiving? 
In this relationship at church – how long should I keep forgiving? 
When should I draw the line and say – that’s enough forgiving, this is too much, this I will not forgive. 
When am I justified in being unforgiving? 



That is a very real practical question isn’t it? 
 
Now I need to clarify one thing here – forgiveness does not mean you just take something and don’t 
say anything, forgiveness doesn’t mean there are no consequences. 
Look at the paragraph before our passage – verse 15: 

15 "If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of 
you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. 16 But if he will not listen, take 
one or two others along, so that 'every matter may be established by the testimony of two 
or three witnesses.' 17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he 
refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 

 
When your brother sins against you – tell him. And if necessary you call in the church and there is 
discipline.  
So forgiveness is not always ‘let’s forget about it completely’. 
You can forgive someone and still seek church discipline – because you’re concerned about their 
soul. 
You can forgive someone for mugging you or burning down your house and still call the police and 
seek criminal justice - because you’re concerned they don’t do it to someone else. 
 
Are we together on this? 
 

21 Then Peter came to Jesus  
So Peter has just heard all that stuff about church discipline – and now he’s saying ok I get that about 
discipline – that makes sense – now let me ask about the forgiveness side of things – when my 
brother sins against me I’ll certainly tell him and all that but how often do I have to forgive him - 
where is the limit to that? Where should forgiveness stop and unforgiveness start? 
 
That is a big, practical question. 
 
And Jesus gives him a big number. 
Peter has offered a pretty big number – 7 times. That’s more than 3 strikes and you’re out. That’s 
pretty generous. 
But Jesus gives him a number more than ten times that -  

22 Jesus answered, "I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 
 
That is a big number – imagine someone stole your car. And then the next month they stole it again. 
And then the next month they stole it again. If they did that 77 times that would be every month for 
over six years.  
And Jesus choses this number 77 for a reason. He’s alluding to Genesis chapter 4. 
You can turn there.  
This is the first recorded gangster rap in history. 

23 Lamech said to his wives, "Adah and Zillah, listen to me;  
wives of Lamech, hear my words.  
I killed a man for wounding me,  
a young man for striking me.  
24 If Cain is avenged seven times,  
then Lamech seventy-seven times." 

 
And Jesus takes that gangster rap and he turns it upside down. 
Lamech says – you touch me – I’ll hit you back 77 times as hard. 
In the kingdom – we say you hit me – I’ll forgive you 77 times. 
 
Lamech is all about vengeance. 



Forgiveness is all about not seeking vengeance. That’s what forgiveness means. I might pursue 
discipline or criminal justice but I let go of all personal claims on you, I don’t seek vengeance, I don’t 
pursue a vendetta against you, I don’t try to hurt you back. 

We can do all those things in subtle ways can’t we? I’ve forgiven you… but… I’ll want you to 
feel really bad, I’ll want everyone else to know what you did to me, I’ll want you to get some 
nasty looks from other people. That’s not forgiveness. Forgiveness is letting go of that 
vengeance… 77 times. 

 
So Peter asks for a number, Jesus says, ok, I’ll give you a number, but then, more importantly he 
gives him a story to show how forgiveness defines the whole of the kingdom: 

23 "Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with 
his servants. 

The kingdom is about the King – do you notice that? 
And the King is like a banker – he’s settling accounts. 
And then, right away, we hit a problem: 

24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought 
to him. 

  
This is a massive debt. I’m sorry I’m going to overuse the word massive today but this is a massive 
debt. 
A talent was worth 20 years wages.  
Now do the hesabu – 20 years X 10,000 = 200,000 years wages. 
You would have to work for 200,000 years to pay this back. 

 
In France in 2010 a man called Jerome Kerviel was trader in the bank Societe 
Generale and he managed to lose that bank 4.9bn Euros. (That is about 570 bn 

KES. About half the entire national budget of Kenya.) It was the biggest banking 
loss of its kind in history. 

He was convicted by a Paris court and found guilty of forgery, unauthorised 
computer use and breach of trust, sentenced to five years in prison – and this is 
the amazing bit - Kerviel was told he must also repay the full damages of 4.9bn 

euros (£4bn) which the bank lost through his risky trades. 
The newspaper reported that on the basis of his current earnings, Kerviel would 

need about 180,000 years to reimburse to Societe Generale in full. 
 
That is the kind of debt that Jesus is talking about – a MASSIVE debt. 
It’s not surprising it says in verse 25: “he was not able to pay” – that is an understatement isn’t it? 
And now he’s in a terrible situation – verse 25:  

the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to 
repay the debt. 

His whole family are sold into slavery – and they’re never ever going to get out of that. Selling them 
into slavery is probably going to pay back about one talent. That’s how much you would get from 
selling the family into slavery. Then there’s still 9,999 talents left to pay back. They’re in a terrible 
situation. 
 
So there’s a massive debt and slavery and then there’s massive forgiveness: 

26 "The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will 
pay back everything.' 27 The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let 
him go. 

He took pity – he was moved with compassion, he was filled with tenderness – the word means 
literally he was moved in his guts, he was gutted for this guy. He loved him and in love he forgave 
him the debt and let him go – released him from the debt, released him from slavery.  



And he walks out into the open air a free man – owing nothing. 
Can you imagine that? 
Imagine you’re Jerome Kerviel with a debt of 570 bn. 
And then you’re told your entire debt is cancelled.  
You’re not going to prison. 
The hand cuffs come off. 
You’re a free man. 
Would you not be walking on air?! 
 
We are not used to this sort of forgiveness are we? 
If you owe a bank some money – mortgage or a loan or something – if you default on that, if you go 
to them and say please be patient with me – they might be patient with you for a bit – but they’ll 
draw a line – and they’ll say you pay up by this time or we’re sending the big guys to take all your 
assets and if necessary we’ll take criminal action and get you locked up. 
The bank is not going to say – don’t worry you don’t have to pay us back – we’ll cancel it all. 
They won’t do that will they? 
If you owe 50,000 KES do you think they’d cancel it? No. 
If you owe 10,000 KES do you think they’d cancel it? No 
 
But here is a banker who cancels 570 bn – just like that. Completely. 
This is extravagant forgiveness – beyond anything we can comprehend. 
This is a prodigal banker – 
Just as Jerome Kerviel was a prodigal trader – recklessly gambling vast amounts of cash 
So this king is a prodigal banker – recklessly absorbing a massive debt, willing to lose vast amounts of 
cash. 
This is extravagant, lavish, spectacular forgiveness. 
 
Massive debt, massive forgiveness, and then a massive disconnect: 

28 "But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a 
hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. 'Pay back what you owe me!' 
he demanded. 

Hundred denarii – not small change – it’s serious money - six figures in KES – somewhere between 
100,000 and 500,000 – serious money. 
But compared to 570 bn?? 
Less than a millionth of that. 
But the servant starts choking the guy who owes him. Literally choking him and shouting “Pay me!! 
Pay me!!”  

29 "His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, 'Be patient with me, and I will pay 
you back.' 

You would think that would remind him of what happened half an hour ago – when he said exactly 
the same thing. 
But no.  

30 "But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he 
could pay the debt. 

He refuses even to be patient and give him some time. Throws him in prison. 
31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and 
went and told their master everything that had happened. 32 "Then the master called the 
servant in. 'You wicked servant,' he said, 'I canceled all that debt of yours because you 
begged me to. 33 Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on 
you?' 

See there the massive disconnect – you have been massively forgiven – shouldn’t you have forgiven 
your fellow servant in the same way. Somehow there is a massive disconnect between what has 
happened to you and how you then treat other people.  



In other words the gospel is not making any difference to how treat other people. 
 
Then finally there’s a massive warning. 

34 In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay 
back all he owed. 35 "This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you 
forgive your brother from your heart." 

 
The kingdom is defined by forgiveness, it is all about forgiveness. It’s about a forgiving Father. So if 
you are unforgiving you show you’re not a son of the Father and you’re outside the Kingdom and 
you’re unforgiven.  
It’s a very serious warning. 
As Jesus said early in Matthew’s Gospel, if you are forgiving others, you are forgiven, but if you do 
not forgive others, you will not be forgiven. 
And not to be forgiven is a fearsome thing –  

34 In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay 
back all he owed. 

That is talking about torment, conscious anguish, which is going to be until… forever. 
 
When there is a disconnect between our forgiveness and our forgiving others that is a very very 
serious issue because it suggests that the gospel has not really landed in our hearts. 
It’s really a heart issue.  

35 "This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother 
from your heart." 

 
Have our hearts been gripped by the gospel? 
 
So two questions for our hearts to really apply all this. 

And as I ask these questions – to make this really practical made think now of something 
you’re having difficulty forgiving. 

Ok – here are the two questions: 
 

1. Do you know the size of your debt? The problem with this debtor in the story is he doesn’t 
really get how massive his debt is.  

26 "The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 
'and I will pay back everything.' 

He thinks he can pay it back. Or he certainly wants the king to think he can pay it back. He 
hasn’t faced up to the fact that this is MASSIVE. 570 bn. He should be crying out for utter 
mercy not suggesting a repayment plan.  
Do we have any concept of how massive our debt is before God? 
It’s not just about the little lies we’ve told here and there and the things we’re ashamed of. 
It’s about our pride and self-love. 
It’s about our worship of money and education and career and relationships. 
It’s about all that we haven’t done. 
The millions of acts of kindness and love that we haven’t done. 
The billions of times we have failed to praise God and give him the glory he’s due. 
And most of all it’s about our years of throwing his love back in his face and saying, God I 
wish you were dead, give me my inheritance now, I don’t want you, I want the stuff.  
That is how we treat God. 

 
It’s not that we have a bit of a debt. We are massively in debt. 



And until we get some concept of how massive our debt is we won’t really appreciate how massive 
our forgiveness is… and we won’t forgive other people – because what they’ve done to us will seem 
huge, unforgiveable. 
100,000, 500,000 KES – that is a big deal. 
Until you put it next to 570 bn – and then it looks pretty tiny – and how can I not forgive that when I 
have just been forgiven a million times more? 
 

2. Do you know the costliness of our forgiveness? Do we know how much it hurt God to 
forgive us? 
We can think that it’s easy for God to forgive. That’s his job. He just forgives me. Cancels the 
debt. Easy.  
It looks like the servant in this story thought it wasn’t a big deal for God to forgive him 
Maybe he just thinks – that’s a lucky escape, he was obviously in a good mood. He doesn’t 
really stop to consider what went on there, he just walks away and gets on with his business. 
  
But forgiveness is not easy. It is costly. It is a big deal. 
When someone owes you 500,000 and they default and can’t pay you back that hurts - and 
if you release them from that debt it’s painful because you’re accepting that is permanent, 
it’s not coming back – you’re taking a hit of half a million. 
Same with a bank. You owe them 4000 or 4 million or 4 bn. They can’t just cancel that debt 
and it disappears. If they release you from that debt the bank has to take the hit, the bank 
has to absorb that loss. 
When you owe God a massive massive debt – he can’t just wave a wand and make it 
disappear – if he did that he would be denying his own character. God is pure holy love. Sin 
is filthy anti-God hate. If must be punished. Someone has to deal with that debt.  
And that is what God did in Christ. He took the hit himself. He absorbed that massive debt 
into himself at massive cost and pain. 

34 In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should 
pay back all he owed. 

Later in Matthew’s Gospel that happened to Jesus – he was turned over to torturers, he 
endured the Father’s anger on the Cross, he stayed on that cross in unbelievable anguish 
until he had paid the full price of our sins. He had no debt but he took up all our massive 
debt and paid for it in blood.  

 
If we think that our forgiveness was easy then we’ll look at the 500,000 we need to forgive 
our brother and it’ll seem too hard, too painful. 
But if you get at a heart level how costly your forgiveness was, how much it hurt the Son of 
God, how he endured torture in your place…   

Then you can face the hurt that you’ve been caused and say Yes, that hurt, that 
really hurt, and it’ll hurt to let it go but compared to the hit that Jesus took for me 
and his agony, this is small. 

 
You see the gospel is very practical. 
 
Maybe you can just close your eyes now and meditate on those two questions: 

 Do you know the size of your debt? 

 Do you know the costliness of your forgiveness? 
 
I’ll pray in a moment. 
But if you want to pray after the service with one of the pastors – you might want to stay and do 
that. Maybe you’ve never come to the Lord and given him your massive debt and heard those 



words, “Your sins are forgiven”. Or maybe you’re really struggling to forgive someone and you want 
to talk that through or pray that through with someone. 
 
Let’s pray: 
Father God these are big things, painful things. 
But we praise you and thank you that you are the prodigal God, the extravagant forgiver. 
Thank you for cancelling all our debt, nailing it to the Cross. 
Please would that gospel connect with our hearts, grip our hearts. Please would the gospel mean 
that we can face our hurts and forgive other as you have so vastly forgiven us. 
In Jesus name we ask, Amen 


