
G O I N G  D E E P E R 
D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E
M a r c h  8 ,  2 0 1 5



Discussion Guide
Clean House
Matthew 18. 21-35

Connecting: 
45 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to provide 
your group with a way of connecting with one 
another so that you might partner in the work God is 
doing in your lives.)
• In what ways did God move in your life this 

week? In what ways did you respond to him? 
• What was your biggest challenge this week? In 

what ways, if any, did you invite God into this 
challenge?

• How honest have you been with us? (Graciously 
thank group members for their honesty if they 
answer that they have held back.) 

Getting Started: 
10 minutes
• In your mind, is there ever an instance in a re-

lationship where forgiveness is not an option? 
Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to provide 
your group with a simple road map through the text. 
Feel free to use these questions in ways that best fit 
your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)
• Using the notes, explain the nature of 

forgiveness and the background of Jesus’ 
parable about the practice of forgiveness in the 
Kingdom of God.

• Read Matthew 18.21-35 slowly, aloud. Pause. 
Read these verses once more, seeking to 
imagine the scene unfold before you. Pause. 
Read these verses once more, imagining the 
scene, seeking to feel the emotions of the 
various characters.

•  According to Jesus, what does forgiveness look 
like? What does unforgiveness look like?

• In the text, what reasons do the people of God 
have to extend forgiveness to others? Seek to 
find as many reasons as possible.

• What does forgiveness look like today? How is 
it practiced and for what reasons? Do you find 
this similar to what Jesus teaches?

• What is the outcome of extending forgiveness 
in a relationship? Withholding forgiveness?

• In what ways, if any, have you experienced 
these outcomes?

• What, if anything, makes practicing forgiveness 
difficult? Could you explain?

• What might your marriage (relationships) look 
like if you readily practiced forgiveness with 
one another?

• What, if anything, keeps you from readily and 
consistently practicing forgiveness in your 
marriage (relationships)?

• Consider closing by taking these identified 
reasons to God, asking for his transforming 
grace.

Context and Background
Forgiveness
Forgiveness is one of the most misunderstood 
practices in our modern culture. We correctly 
understand the place of forgiveness functioning 
within the context of the personal experience of 
wrongdoing at the hands of another. However, we 
improperly understand the nature and application 
of forgiveness. Typically, forgiveness is equated 
with false ideas such as acquiescence to the actions 
of another, acceptance of the actions of another, or 
justification of the actions of another; that is, we 
deserve what was done to us. Rightly understood, 
forgiveness is none of these things.
Within Scripture, forgiveness is the means by which 
relationships are maintained and restored when 
wrongdoing has broken down the relationship. 
Several words are used throughout Scripture 
for the English word “forgiveness.” However, the 
predominant range of meaning for each of these 
words includes the concept of setting aside, letting 
go, or sending away. Therefore, within the context 
of Scripture, the idea of forgiveness includes the 
presence of an issue—typically the issue is a debt 
or experience of wrongdoing—which is let go by 
the one who has been wronged without retaliation 
or retribution. Therefore, forgiveness acknowledges 
that wrong has been done and experienced. Further, 
forgiveness acknowledges that the relationship has 
suffered because of the wrongdoing and that such 
wrongdoing must be rectified. However, rather than 
seeking to make the offending party pay the cost or 
rectify the relationship, the wronged party lets go of 
the offense and their right to get even so that the 
path to reconciliation is cleared.
The primary example of how to forgive lies in the 
character and actions of God who by his nature freely 
forgives. The Old and New Testaments are the only 
religious documents which teach that God forgives 
freely and completely (Hosea 14.4; Ephesians 4.32; 
Hebrews 10.17). The motivation and initiation 
of God’s forgiveness lies completely with God (2 
Corinthians 12.13; Colossians 2.13). God’s forgiveness 
acknowledges that wrong has been done—to him



by people—and that such wrongdoing has a price 
which must be paid. However, in order to maintain 
the relationship with people, God takes the cost of 
wrongdoing upon himself and clears the path so that 
he and people might be reconciled (Hebrews 9.22, 
26; Romans 4.25; Matthew 18. 23-27). In light of 
God’s forgiving nature, the children of God are called 
to forgive in like manner (Matthew 18.33; Colossians 
3.13-14). Such forgiveness is to be free, complete, 
and unlimited (Matthew 18.21-22), and it is intended 
to serve to clear the path for the restoration of broken 
relationships (Matthew 18.15, 21-22). Forgiveness 
is such an important practice for the people of God 
that Jesus instructed his disciples to pray that God 
would forgive them in the same way they practiced 
forgiveness with others, and Jesus warned that the 
refusal to forgive one’s fellow person was to jeopardize 
the experience of God’s forgiveness (Matthew 6.12, 
18.32-35).

The Text
Matthew 18.21-35: A tale of two debts
In verse 21, Peter asks Jesus a question about the 
nature of forgiveness. His question has been spurred by 
a discussion concerning how to deal with the presence 
of wrongdoing within the church. Peter naturally 
connects the dots and asks about how to deal with the 
presence of wrongdoing within relationships. He seems 
to grasp that the appropriate way to deal with the 
appropriate way to deal with the experience of wrong 
at the hands of another is forgiveness. What he is not 
clear about, particularly in light of his religious context 
and Jesus’ discussion about sin within the church, is the 
extent to which forgiveness is to be extended. Jesus 
has just outlined a formal three-step process of dealing 
with sin within the church, and the typical extent of 
personal forgiveness was limited to three instances by 
the Jewish rabbis based upon the teaching of the Old 
Testament (Amos 1.3; 2.6; Job 33.29-30). Peter seems to 
understand that Jesus pushes beyond the boundaries of 
the rabbis. Therefore, he offers seven, rather than three, 
as the appropriate extent for extending forgiveness to 
someone who has wronged him. (See Forgiveness for 
an explanation of the nature of the forgiveness.) Jesus 
does not correct Peter as much as pushing to expand his 
view by saying forgiveness goes further being offered 
seventy-seven times (490 in some translations). Jesus’ 
point is not to put a higher limit but to say, “Forgiveness 
has no limits.” In order to illustrate his point, Jesus tells 
a story (parable) about a king and two servants who 
owed a debt.
Jesus’ story begins with a statement identifying the 
Kingdom of Heaven as functioning in the same way as 
the story describes. With this statement Jesus proclaims 
that God and all who are found within God’s kingdom

are to behave in this manner. The story begins with a 
king who begins to settle accounts. The reason for this 
action is not stated though it may be for any reason 
ranging from a scheduled audit to a reaction to the 
report of wrongdoing. As the king works through his 
accounts he comes upon a servant who owes him ten 
thousand talents. A talent was the largest monetary 
value in the ancient world, ranging in size, but it is 
typically agreed that it was approximately equivalent 
to six thousand denarii. A denarii was the basic wage 
of a hired person in Jesus’ day. Therefore, using a 
minimum wage of $7.25, this man owed almost 3.5 
billion dollars, though some modern estimates reach 
into the trillions. How this man came to owe this much 
money is not stated, but more than likely he is a high 
ranking official who has either not paid the taxes for his 
region or he has engaged in serious wrongdoing. Jesus’ 
point is not to give an exact amount but to provide a 
figure which boggles the mind. This man owed a debt 
which cannot be repaid. When the man could not pay, 
according to typical practice, the king ordered that the 
man and his family be sold into slavery along with 
his belongings. Falling to his knees, the servant begs 
for more time to repay the debt. Knowing the debt 
could not be repaid, regardless of the time provided, 
the king has compassion on the servant and cancels 
the debt. This is an act of forgiveness, an act which 
demonstrates the mind-boggling scope of forgiveness. 
The debt is acknowledged, but in order to remain in 
relationship with the servant, the king bears the cost 
of the debt himself. 
Upon hearing the words canceling his debt, the servant 
goes out and looks for another servant who owes him 
one hundred denarii, approximately one hundred 
days’ wages. The sum is paltry in comparison to the 
sum owed by the first servant. When he discovers 
this man, the first servant begins to choke the second 
man, demanding repayment. The second man begs for 
more time so that he might repay the debt. However, 
the first servant is unwilling to grant an extension 
but casts the second man into a debtor’s prison. The 
actions of this first servant are appalling, particularly 
in light of his great debt which was so recently 
canceled. Those who witness these events report 
them to the king who recalls the first servant. When 
this servant arrives the king greets him with the title 
“wicked servant.” The king is angry that the servant 
did not treat his fellow servant in the same way the 
king had treated him with: forgiveness. Therefore, the 
king throws the servant into his own debtor’s prison in 
order to be tortured.  Jesus then concludes by warning 
his audience that those who refuse to forgive like God 
will not be forgiven by God. This statement is shocking 
but it fits nicely with Jesus’ teaching elsewhere. Jesus 
plainly taught his disciples to ask that God would 



Real life with you:
In every relationship there are a few bumps and 
bruises. We hurt one another, not on purpose, 
but we hurt one another nevertheless. These 
hurts lodge deep inside us, separating us from 
one another. If we collect enough of these hurts 
the gulf between us becomes so great we no 
longer have anything resembling a relationship 
at all. If we want to stay with someone, like our 
spouse, for good, we have to figure out what to 
do with all these hurts. We have to deal with 
them in such a way that they no longer stand 
between us and our spouses. The only way to 
do this effectively is to practice forgiveness. 
Forgiveness is the practice of letting go of the 
debt someone owes us. In other words, we 
forgive when we refuse to get even. We refuse to 
return blow for blow or insult for insult. Rather, 
we replace insult with blessing and blow with 
service. We let the debt go and we never bring 
it up again. When we do this on a regular basis, 
we cleanse our hearts of anything which might 
separate us from our spouse. We can do this 
because God has treated us in this manner. He 
has forgiven us for far more than a casual word 
or hurtful action. If he has forgiven us of much, 
we can forgive one another. This week, consider 
memorizing Colossians 3.13-14. Spend some 
time thinking about the ways in which you have 
experienced God’s forgiveness. Look for ways to 
extend this same forgiveness to your spouse.
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forgive them in the same way in which they forgave 
others (Matthew 6.12). The point here serves to 
underscore the importance of forgiveness within 
relationships among the people of God. The people 
of God are to forgive others as God has forgiven them 
(Colossians 3.13-14). 
    
Real life with Blake: 
I love my wife and want to stay together with her 
for good. What I am learning is that this takes 
effort on my part. Just being in relationship with 
Rachel gives me reasons to not be in relationship 
with her. That sounded bad. What I mean is, there 
are things that happen in every relationship 
which I could point to as a reason to end the 
relationship. I get hurt. My feelings are trounced. 
I am overlooked. A casual word cuts deep. I could 
go on but you get the point. When I get hurt I 
have to figure out what to do with the hurt. I can 
ignore the hurt, pretending it didn’t happen, but 
I know it really did. I can justify the hurt saying 
that I deserved it, but I know I didn’t. I can just 
say it is OK, but I know that it is certainly not OK. 
If I do any of these things, I can maintain a façade 
that the relationship is good, but inside a wedge 
begins to grow between me and Rachel, a wedge 
made up of the slights and hurts that come in 
every relationship. If I want to stay connected with 
her, I have to get rid of this wedge in an ongoing 
manner. I have to clean house. How I do that is by 
practicing forgiveness. Forgiveness is letting go of 
my right to get even with Rachel for the slights and 
hurts she has caused me. I can acknowledge I am 
hurt. I can acknowledge that what happened was 
wrong. But because I value my relationship more 
than I value being right or getting even, I let them 
go. I costs me, but the result is worth it. Nothing 
stands between me and Rachel. This is forgiveness. 
This is the way I maintain my relationship with her. 
I would like to say I invented this wonderful way of 
staying connected, but I didn’t. I learned it from my 
Heavenly Father. I know it well because this is how 
he relates to me. I have over the years—countless 
times today—hurt him, overlooked him, uttered 
casual words which shamed him. Because he 
values our relationship, he chooses to let them go. 
He forgives me, but it costs him. He has to pay the 
cost of my hurts and it costs dearly, the life of his 
son. But it is worth it to him, because as he forgives 
me there is nothing which stands between me and 
him.


