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Forgiveness
Forgiveness is one of the most misunderstood concepts. When you ask someone about forgiveness, the initial response is the heartless, hopeless mantra, “forgive and forget.” Why is it heartless? Because forgetting is nearly impossible for human beings. Why is it hopeless? Because forgiving sometimes feels impossible. Why? Because forgiveness tends to be equated with the idea that everything is all right or moving ahead as if nothing happened. The problem is forgiveness is not simple.

A Forgiveness Parable
Forgiveness is one of the most costly gifts given to us. Yet, although costly, it is a gift because it brings freedom and restored joy. We learn about forgiveness in Jesus’ parable of the unmerciful servant. This parable was in response to Peter’s question, “How many times do I have to forgive my brother?” (Matt. 18:21). The parable is recorded in Matthew 18:21-35. 


A typical first-century day laborer earned a denarius a day. A talent was about 6,000 denarii. In this parable, one servant owed 100 denarii or 100 days’ wages, an amount that could be repaid, though with difficulty. The other servant owed 10,000 talents or sixty million denarii, an amount way beyond any servant’s ability to repay. According to an older edition of the Dictionary of the Bible, it would take 8,600 people carrying 60-pound sacks to move sixty million denarii. If the coins were laid in single file and a yard apart, they would cover almost five miles.

In the parable, a servant (often called “The Unmerciful Servant”) was asked to repay his debt of 10,000 talents. Knowing he could not possibly repay this debt, the servant nevertheless begged for an extension and promised to make full repayment.

The master, knowing it was a debt that would not be repaid, extended grace to his servant and completely forgave the debt. Implied in this gracious act of forgiveness, the servant received forgiveness for three things.

1. He was forgiven the income of 10,000 lifetimes. If this servant worked 40 years with 250 work days per year and earned a denarius per day, the servant owed his master more than the equivalent of 10,000 lifetimes of income. 

2. He was forgiven for violating trust. Somehow, this servant squandered an inconceivable amount of the king’s money. How could he continue to be trusted? Yet, the king forgave the violation of trust as well.

3. He was forgiven his lack of understanding and comprehension concerning the magnitude of his debt. The servant, knowing how much he owed the king, rationalized that if he was just given more time, he could somehow make a dent in his massive debt. He clearly did not understand there was no way he could repay his debt, regardless of how long he had. 

Many people would have celebrated their release from debt. Consider this list of possible reactions.

1. Jubilation. The servant could have experienced unbridled joy that he no longer owed anything, had not lost his job, and was given a second chance.

2. Unprecedented loyalty. The servant could have been in awe of his master for his enormous act of forgiveness. He might have shown a deep-seated respect and the desire to live a life similar to his master’s as a way of honoring the master.

3. Total life change. Think about Ebenezer Scrooge in Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. When Scrooge awakened on Christmas morning, he realized how he had been squandering his time and knew he was being given a second chance; he experienced a complete life change. He gave to others and discovered the joy in it. 

Instead of these reactions, this servant acts in an unbelievable manner. He finds a fellow servant who owes him a 100 denarii, or 100 days’ wages. Given the same number of work days and years, this amount could be repaid with the payment of a denarius every two weeks in slightly more than two years.

Rather than extending mercy to his fellow servant, the unmerciful servant had him “thrown into prison until he could pay the debt” (v. 30). What would cause the unmerciful servant to respond this way? The parable does not say. However, based on human experience, we can identify some probable causes. 

1. He had no conscience.

2. He was unable to comprehend how much he had been forgiven.

3. He thought he was entitled to forgiveness.

4. He was convinced that the person who owed him money was evil.

Understanding the Parable
When Jesus told a parable, the nuggets were not always visible without contemplation. He intended for us to find ourselves in the story and to discover new truth. What does this parable say to people living in the 21st century? Where do we find ourselves in this story of generous forgiveness and ruthless unforgiveness?

One obvious question we might ask ourselves is how much are we like the unmerciful servant? To state it another way, why don’t we forgive as easily as we think the unmerciful servant should have forgiven his fellow servant? Here are some possible answers to these questions.

1. We don’t realize how much we have been forgiven. When we consider this parable from a salvation perspective, we understand that we owed a debt much like the unmerciful servant. Our debt of sin was far greater than anything we could pay, separating us from God, peace, hope, and joy—forever. Yet, like the king in Jesus’ story, God had mercy on us. He sent His one and only Son to die on the cross so our debt would be cancelled. 

2. We think we are entitled to forgiveness. We often justify our actions, taking for granted the price it cost the Father to forgive us.

3. We see the person who has sinned against us more evil than we are. We rationalize that we don’t have to forgive someone who appears more evil than we are, or who we think doesn’t deserve forgiveness.

4. We don’t want to forgive because we want the other person to continue to pay for the grievances. 

Regardless of our reasons, we must hear the command from God’s Word that leaves no room for excuses. “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Eph. 4:32). Part of the reason we don’t forgive is our faulty concept of what forgiveness is and is not. Consider this list of what forgiveness is not:

1. It is not a feeling. God gave us a command to forgive. That implies the need for action, not feeling.

2. It is not a lack of anger. Being angry alerts our bodies that something is wrong. Being angry is not wrong. Jesus was angry when He encountered injustice just as we are angry when someone does something against us. God’s Word also commands us, “In your anger do not sin” (Eph. 4:26). When anger lingers, it turns into bitterness and resentment and hampers obedience to forgive.

3. It is not complete forgetfulness. The adage “forgive and forget” hinders many from the freedom forgiveness brings due to the expectation that if we remember, it hasn’t truly been forgiven. The more powerful act is to recall the injustice, but to forgive anyway.

4. It does not mean putting yourself back in harm’s way. Forgiveness does not necessarily mean that you return to the same situation, hoping the results will be different. Sometimes, you need to get out of a harmful or dangerous situation.

5. It is not a total restoration of the relationship. Granted, the restoration of a relationship is a beautiful product of forgiveness. However, it may not always be best. Sometimes re-opening the relationship can result in more pain.

6. It is not contingent on the request of the offender. Forgiveness can occur even if the offender has not admitted any wrongdoing or asked for forgiveness. It’s God’s gift of freedom and healing.

Defining Forgiveness
Let’s consider what forgiveness is. Lewis B. Smedes says, “Forgiving is love’s toughest work, and love’s biggest risk . . . Forgiving seems almost unnatural. Our sense of fairness tells us people should pay for the wrong they do. But forgiving is love’s power to break nature’s rule.” 

What is forgiveness? 

1. The surrender of revenge. This is the first step of forgiveness. If we continue to seek revenge, we mentally hold captive those who hurt us. In the process of doing this, we keep the wounds open. God said revenge belongs to Him. 

2. The ability to bless. In the parable, Jesus gives us opportunities to stop punishing those who have hurt us. When we come to the heavenly Father, He enables us to release the situation into His hands and experience the complete healing that forgiving others offers. Thus, we can bless the offenders.

Blessing our offenders is not possible except as we are empowered by God’s love, grace, and mercy. These steps offer aid as we seek to bless those who have hurt us.

1. Forgiveness is a freeing, healing gift that God gives us.

2. Rehearsing the debt we have been forgiven helps us to find forgiveness in our hearts to extend to those who have hurt us. 

3. Hurt people hurt people. Remember, they are broken, too.

4. Releasing the hurt to God can bring peace so that we are more able to forgive. Romans 12:19 says, “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.”

Forgiveness is not forgiving and forgetting. “Forgiveness is God’s invention for coming to terms with a world in which, despite their best intentions, people are unfair to each other and hurt each other deeply. He began by forgiving us. And He invites us all to forgive each other” (Smedes).
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