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THE PARABLE OF THE UNFORGIVING SERVANT

Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy-­seven times.

“Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began to settle, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. And since he could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ And out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.

“But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay the debt.

“When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their master all that had taken place. Then his master summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt.

[And Jesus said,] “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” (Matthew 18:21–­35, ESV)1


INTRODUCTION

­“NO FUTURE WITHOUT FORGIVENESS”

For me, forgiveness and compassion are always linked: how do we hold people accountable for wrongdoing and yet at the same time remain in touch with their humanity enough to believe in their capacity to be transformed?

—­BELL HOOKS, IN CONVERSATION WITH MAYA ANGELOU1

The Conflict over Forgiveness

Desmond Tutu, a Black South African who grew up under apartheid, insisted that “without forgiveness there is no future” for South Africa. He rejected the Nuremburg trials model that was used in ­post-­Nazi Germany in dealing with war crimes. That approach would have required a full trial and punishment for all accused of violent crimes under the apartheid regime. Instead Tutu devised a plan that offered amnesty and forgiveness for any perpetrators of ­violence—­Black or ­white—­who would come forward and publicly confess the full truth of what they had done during certain prescribed years.

While there were no civil penalties for confessors, the light of truth and knowledge made it possible for their society to move forward; there were natural consequences, moral and social, for the perpetrators. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission created opportunities for personal forgiveness to be extended and relationships to be restored. Bishop Tutu argued that the alternative to forgiveness in South Africa would have been the cycle of violence seen in the Balkans after the breakup of Yugoslavia.2

When Desmond Tutu died the last week of 2021, I wrote this on Twitter:

Many argue “forgiveness culture” helps abusers escape accountability. Desmond Tutu argued that without forgiveness abusers hold us in thrall, that it was possible to pursue both forgiveness and justice at once. He rejected the Nuremberg Trial model for Truth and Reconciliation.3

The response, as I expected, was mixed. Many survivors of abuse warned that the requirement of forgiveness had been used against victims, imploring them to move on, get over it, and forgive. Some responders saw this as a strategy for institutions and abusers to avoid accountability. And yet most of these same voices could not deny the accomplishment of Desmond Tutu’s commission. One person responded to the tweet: “Asking people to forgive and move ­on . . . helps abusers escape responsibility,” but then added: “I know Rev Tutu did an amazing job and showed and taught true grace.”

Others said that Tutu’s model might modify our current cancel culture. Michael Dyson admitted that today, his call for forgiveness “might seem quaint, hokey or downright ­irrelevant . . . including most social justice advocates,” but he urged all to pay attention to it nonetheless.4

The Fading of Forgiveness

The contradictory responses to Tutu’s work upon his death serve as a micro­cosm of our own society’s conflicted attitude toward forgiveness. In June 2020 Elizabeth Bruenig of The New York Times tweeted:

There’s just something unsustainable about an environment that demands constant atonement, but actively disdains the very idea of forgiveness.5

She was quickly inundated with upset emails and soon deleted what she had written out of concern for the distress she had caused. In an interview, however, she explained that we have a culture marked by an outraged sense of justice and the desire to make people atone for sins. “I [see] in American culture how offended people seem by the very idea of forgiveness itself. They seem to find it immoral and I think that is very disturbing.”6

Many are finding the concept of forgiveness increasingly problematic.

After the 2014 deaths of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and Eric Garner in New York City, a new movement for racial justice emerged, originally embodied by a new network called Black Lives Matter. But after George Floyd was killed in Minneapolis in May of 2020, the calls for changes to the systemic racism in Western societies burst the banks of any one organization. Tens of millions of people took to the streets around the world to call for change. This new movement sounded different notes than did the civil rights movement of the sixties. “This ain’t your grandparents’ civil rights movement,”7 said rapper Tef Poe. He argued that it would be much angrier.

Our cultural problem with forgiveness is not confined to matters of race. The #MeToo movement also struggles with the call to forgive. Many women ask: Doesn’t forgiving perpetrators only encourage abuse? The social media world also seems to be a realm in which missteps and wrongful posts are never forgiven. Instead, screenshots of every foolish word you have ever said online can be circulated in perpetuity.

Even after TV personality Whoopi Goldberg apologized for offensive remarks about the Holocaust, she was still suspended and punished. Jewish writer Nathan Hersh found this lack of forgiveness “troubling.” He found Goldberg’s remarks anti-Semitic and offensive, but he cited the Jewish and biblical tradition of forgiving the person who repents. He expressed concern that the culture’s need to cancel even those who were willing to change would not serve to diminish bigotry. It might fuel it.8

“To Hell with Forgiveness Culture”

Relatives of the nine African Americans killed in Charleston, South Carolina, publicly said to the shooter, Dylann Roof, “I forgive you.” A Washington Post opinion piece by Stacey Patton responded that “Black America Should Stop Forgiving White Racists.”9 The expectation and admiration for Black people’s forgiveness, she wrote, “is about protecting whiteness. . . . It enables white denial about the harms that racist violence creates. . . . Our ­constant forgiveness [only] perpetuates the cycle of attacks and abuse.” Quick forgiveness, she argued, translates into the inability to hold perpetrators of injustice accountable for their behavior.

In September 2018 Amber Guyger, a Dallas police officer, came home from work and entered a neighboring apartment, mistakenly thinking it was her own. When she saw a Black man inside the apartment, she shot and killed him. It was Botham Jean, her unarmed neighbor, watching TV in his own home. Just after Guyger was sentenced in court to ten years in prison, the victim’s brother Brandt Jean publicly forgave her and embraced her. Across the country the response to this moving scene was decidedly mixed. The Institute for Law Enforcement Administration gave Brandt the 2019 Ethical Courage Award.

But others argued that such public Black forgiveness of whites only ends up supporting white dominance. Kevin Powell wrote an article en­titled “The Insanity of White Justice and Black Forgiveness: Reducing Another Tragic Loss of Black Life to a Hallmark Card Is Not Justice.”10 Lawyer and activist Preston Mitchum tweeted: “Black people are historically forced to show empathy to colonizers and made to feel bad when we don’t.”11

However, Barbara Reynolds, a septuagenarian who had marched in the civil rights protests of the 1960s, wrote a counterpoint essay to Stacey Patton’s in the same newspaper. She argued that the movements led by Martin Luther King Jr. and Nelson Mandela won the high moral ground and persuaded the majority because they were marked by “the ethics of love, forgiveness and reconciliation,” and they triumphed because of “the power of the spiritual approach.”12

Reynolds concluded her article by asserting that that love and forgiveness “are missing from this movement.” Forgiveness, she argued, disarms the oppressors and wins over many of their supporters, weakening the system. “If you get angry,” she quotes Andrew Young as saying, “it is contagious and you end up acting as bad as the perpetrators.” The current angry approach, she said, could lead to ­short-­term gains but in the end will only divide the country rather than unify it.

And ­yet—­don’t those people frustrated with the lack of change, like Stacey Patton, have a point? Isn’t it true that if a continually oppressed group of people forgive their oppressors, it may merely keep the system in place?

Sabine Birdsong blames the abuses of forgiveness not just on bad practice but on Christianity itself. A blog post with the ­eye-­catching title “To Hell with Forgiveness Culture” argued that “we continue to believe forgiveness makes a person superior and if they can’t manage something so simple, the fault lies with them.” The author blames this on “a deeply ingrained religious hangover from Christianity,” a mindset that “manifests itself in edicts like forgive and forget, turn the other cheek.” We condemn persons who won’t forgive, saying they are “ ‘poisoning themselves,’ ” which is “tantamount to another Abrahamic ­culturally-­ingrained guilt trip. In short, it is victim blaming.” This serves only to help abusers who “can act with ­impunity . . . [because] no matter the grave depths of their actions, they can rest in smug assurance that they will be forgiven.” The emphasis on forgiveness also tends to humanize perpetrators, making it harder to hold them accountable. “People love a good redemption story. This [forgiveness] narrative is nothing but a mere plot device spun to give character ­depth . . . [to] the perpetrator at the expense of their victims.”13

In a follow-­up the author urged that we “rewrite the outdated narratives of forgiveness,” which idealize “the ­pseudo-­spiritual ­fairy-­tale of redemption and forgiveness over the inherent right for people to not be abused.”14

This final quote isolates the problem we feel ­today—­the apparent contradiction between forgiveness and justice, the sense that we will have to choose one over the other.

But is that true?

The Indelible Need for Forgiveness

The human need for forgiveness appears to be indelible. It won’t go away by denouncing it or trying to deconstruct it. The need I’m referring to is both a profound need to grant forgiveness and to receive forgiveness.

On New Year’s Eve in 1843, in a Lutheran parish in Möttlingen, Germany, a young man came to the door of the church’s pastor, Johann Blumhardt. He unburdened himself in confession of many sins and misdeeds, both major and minor. The man experienced great relief and word of it spread. By the end of January, 35 people had come to unburden their consciences with the pastor and ask for God’s forgiveness. By ­mid-­February over 150 had done so.

This revival, chronicled in a number of places, was remarkable for the concrete changes in behavior it brought about. “Stolen goods were returned; enemies were reconciled; infidelities were confessed and broken marriages restored. Crimes, including a case of infanticide, were solved,” and alcoholics found sobriety.15 Here we see an example of how the granting of forgiveness ignited a movement toward greater justice in that town.

During Christ’s early ministry, a group of four friends brought a paralyzed man to the house where Jesus was speaking in hopes of getting a healing for him. “Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof ­above . . . by digging through it and then lowered the mat the man was lying on” (Mark 2:4). To everyone’s shock, Jesus did not at first heal his paralysis. Instead “when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralyzed man, ‘Son, your sins are forgiven’ ” (verse 5).

For a moment imagine yourself as the paralyzed man. You would have felt (and if you had a bold personality you might have said), “Uh, ­thanks—­but isn’t it obvious I have a more urgent need here?” And if you had said that, Jesus would have answered, “No, you don’t.”

It’s likely that the man had been feeling, “If I could just walk ­again—­then I’d be happy. I’d never complain. I’d be content.” But Jesus, as it were, is saying: “Look around you at all these ­people—­they can all walk. Are their hearts all filled with contentment? Are they all happy? If I only heal you, you will be overjoyed for a while, but then you will become like everyone else.” No. What the man needed was forgiveness. Forgiveness gets down to the bottom of ­things—­to the alienation we feel from God and from ourselves because of our wrongdoing.

Jesus was saying: “I want to show you that the deepest need of your nature is for me. Only I can bestow perfect love, new identity, endless comfort, hope, and glory. And the doorway into all of that is to know forgiveness.”

It’s time to open that door and walk through it.


CHAPTER 1

A STORY OF FORGIVENESS

WILL MUNNY: It’s a hell of a thing, ain’t it, killing a man. You take everythin’ he’s got and everythin’ he’s ever gonna have.

THE SCHOFIELD KID: Well, I gu-­guess they had ­it . . . comin’.

WILL MUNNY: We all got it comin’, Kid.

—­UNFORGIVEN (1992)

A Story of Forgiveness Failure

Tom was a professional investor who had done well in his stock picking over the past few years. Flush with confidence, he went to a wealthy friend, Joseph, and asked for an enormous loan so he could buy large stakes in various hot stocks. He promised Joseph a great return and, based on past performance, that seemed very possible. However, he hid from Joseph a number of facts about the companies in which he was investing.

When one of the companies went into crisis and the market moved against Tom’s stocks, Joseph lost millions of dollars. When Joseph saw what had happened, he wrote:

How could you have done this to me, Tom? I trusted your word and you hid from me the level of risk to which you had me exposed. You have wronged me. I demand that you pay me back, and I am going to court to see that this happens.

Tom went to see Joseph. He walked into Joseph’s office, sat down, and burst into tears. “If you sue me for this amount, I will literally have nothing left! Please forgive me!”

And Joseph did forgive him. It was an astonishing act of mercy. Joseph had lost a fortune because of Tom’s wrongdoing, but he for­­gave it.

Tom’s friends were shocked when he told them of Joseph’s magnanimity and generosity. But they were just as amazed when they saw the next thing Tom did. One man in their circle of friends, Harry, had just been through a bruising divorce. His wife had gotten the house and custody of the children, and Harry was living in a small rented room on very little income.

“Hey,” Tom said to Harry within days of his meeting with Joseph, “I lent you five thousand dollars last year and I need it back now.”

“You couldn’t have asked me at a worse time,” said Harry. “That’s nearly all I have in savings. If I gave that to you, I’d be out on the street. Please give me more ­time—­or, if you’d be willing, just forgive the debt altogether. That’s what I most need now.”

“What do you take me for?” laughed Tom. “If you don’t give it to me, I’ll find ways to make your life pretty uncomfortable! Pay me now or else.”

One of Tom’s appalled friends contacted Joseph and told him the whole story. Joseph called Tom and said: “Shouldn’t you have forgiven your friend his debt as I forgave you yours? Tomorrow I’ll resubmit my lawsuit against you for losing my money. We’ll let the courts deal with you.”

The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant

Readers may have already recognized that this is a retelling of a parable told by Jesus Christ himself. This passage (which was printed at the beginning of this volume) is perhaps the most sustained treatment of the subject of forgiveness in the New Testament. But it does not come in the form of a treatise or an essay. Instead, it is a gripping story, and a tragic one. This realistic account of life in this world shows how an act of forgiveness, even with all its healing, ­life-­transforming potential, can still be abused in a way that brings ruin to all those around.

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” Jesus answered, “I tell you not seven times, but ­seventy-­seven times.” (Matthew 18:21–­22)

The Lord had given the issue of forgiveness great prominence in his teaching. Indeed, the only rider added to the Lord’s Prayer itself is Matthew 6:14–­15, in which he says emphatically that if we deny forgiveness to others, God will deny forgiveness to us.

The disciples were stunned by Jesus’s claim that forgiveness by God and forgiveness of others were interdependent. Peter’s question shows his concern that Jesus’s command could be used by an unscrupulous perpetrator to sin against others without accountability. So Peter suggests a limit. “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?” Peter’s proposal would have seemed generous to him, for even the Talmud (b. Yoma ­86b–­87a) held that we have to forgive the same person only three times.1

Jesus refuses to grant that there is a limit to forgiveness. His startling declaration is that we must forgive “not seven times, but ­seventy-­seven times.” The term he uses is sometimes translated as meaning seventy times seven, or 490. But to focus on the precise number is to miss Jesus’s meaning entirely. The number seven signified completeness. And that means

this [statement by Jesus is in] the language of hyperbole, not of calculation. Those who are concerned as to whether the figure should be 77 or ­490 . . . have missed the point. . . . [T]here is no limit, no place for keeping a tally of forgivenesses already used up. Peter’s question was misconceived: if one is still ­counting . . . one is not forgiving.2

To make his case for this astounding claim, Jesus tells a story.

“Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began to settle, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. And since he could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ And out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.

“But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay the debt.

“When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their master all that had taken place. Then his master summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt.

[And Jesus said,] “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” (Matthew 18:23–­35, ESV)

The offense. A king had a servant who owed him a debt of ten thousand talents. All scholars point out the deliberately unrealistic nature of this sum. An ordinary working man could expect to earn perhaps a single talent in a year. Translated into today’s terms, in which the average ­working-­class job earns $40,000 a year, that makes the debt $400 ­billion—­more than the gross national products of 80 percent of the countries of the world to­day. Granting that this is fiction, we still need to understand Jesus’s intended meaning. Why did he introduce an inconceivable number? Within the framework of the story, this could not have been a business or personal loan. No king in real life could have or would have given any servant ten thousand talents.

Some think Jesus wanted hearers to imagine a servant who was actually a wealthy governor or satrap in the kingdom and who, through epic mismanagement and malfeasance, had put the entire economy and the very kingdom in jeopardy. On the other hand, it may be that Jesus deliberately intends to point to something that rends the fabric of worldly reality. The talent was the greatest currency denomination in the empire, and ten thousand was the highest number for which the Greek language had a specific word.3 Jesus may simply be speaking vividly of an infinite, immeasurable debt.

The king confronts the servant and demands that he make good on his debt, but this is something that no human being could possibly do. The customary way to handle bankruptcy in ancient cultures was to become a slave, and the king calls for his sale, although of course it could not possibly help him recoup his losses.

The request. The servant asks that the king “have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” Falling on his knees signifies deep emotion, real sorrow for wrongdoing. The offer to “pay back everything” is not just an expression of regret but an offer to make restitution. But even the most sincere effort on the part of the servant could never replace the money that the king and kingdom had lost.

The release. In response the king “released him” and “forgave him the debt,” freeing him from liability and obligation. The request by the servant for “patience”—­makrothumeo, a Greek word that literally means to be slow to boil or ­melt—­hints at the cost of forgiveness. The older English translation for makrothumeo was “long-­suffering.” Patience is the ability to bear suffering rather than give in to it. To forgive someone’s debt to you is to absorb the debt yourself. If a friend borrows your car, totals it through reckless driving, and hasn’t any ability to remunerate you financially, you may say, “I forgive you,” but the price of the wrong does not evaporate into the air. You either find the money to buy a new car or you go without one. Either way, forgiveness means the cost of the wrong moves from the perpetrator to you, and you bear it.

Forgiveness, then, is a form of voluntary suffering. In forgiving, rather than retaliating, you make a choice to bear the cost.

The new offense. In the next scene we see the forgiven servant meeting a second servant. This second man owes the forgiven servant the modern equivalent of a few dollars. But the forgiven servant seizes him and starts choking him! The second servant responds in exactly the same way the forgiven servant responded to the ­king—­making the very same request. But when his fellow servant cannot immediately produce the money, the forgiven servant throws him into prison.

The verdict. When the king hears this, he summons the first servant, and he says, in effect: “How can anyone who has experienced the lavish mercy I showed you have such a cruel, ungenerous attitude toward others?” And with that he throws the first servant into prison. Jesus ends with this chilling line: “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.”

The meaning is not hard to discern. The king is God himself. We all are the servant. The ten thousand talents is the infinite debt we owe God. God created us and sustains our lives every ­second—­so we owe him supreme love, dependence, and obedience, but we do not give this to him. There is not a person on earth who does not receive the mercy of God in some way (cf. Psalm 145). Yet the way we treat other human beings falls infinitely short of the generous mercy with which God treats us.

With that basic understanding of the parable’s meaning, here’s what we learn about both God’s forgiveness of us and our forgiveness of others.

The Difficulty of Forgiveness

As we have seen, forgiveness is perceived as difficult and problematic in our society. The parable is more than realistic about this.

Forgiveness is difficult for us to receive. The enormous debt that the servant owes tells us that our debt to God is too large to ever make up. God’s forgiveness cannot in any way be ­merited—­it will have to be absolutely free. The servant’s pathetic offer to pay the king back is as unrealistic as any effort to earn our way to heaven through good works. To say to God, “If you forgive me, I’ll go to church every week, I’ll try harder to be a better person!” is as futile as saying, “I’ll pay back the four hundred billion dollars by sending in five dollars a month.” It is also pointless to think, as the Unforgiving Servant thought, “If I loathe and abase myself and grovel, then I will be worthy of forgiveness.” No amount of ­self-­flagellation can undo the damage we’ve done. Our only hope is astounding, free grace and forgiveness from God himself.

Forgiveness is not merely difficult for us. While we have to speak carefully and reverently here, the parable points to what we will see in the rest of the Bible, namely, that God himself faces obstacles to forgiveness. The story hints at the extraordinary costliness of forgiveness to God. The parable does not address this directly, yet Jesus deliberately chose an unthinkably ­mind-­numbing size debt that he knew even a great king would find impossible to forgive without destabilizing his kingdom. How forgiving us required of God measures costly even to him remains outside of the scope of this parable.4 It is hinted at, ­however—­and that is important.

Forgiveness is also difficult for us to grant. Perhaps the most shocking part of the story is the callousness of the forgiven servant toward others. How could he fail to be softened and transformed by the king’s mercy? As listeners to the story, we can see the incongruity clearly. Yet we who live only by the mercy of God every second of our lives fail to be kind, merciful, generous, gracious, and forgiving every day. This story, then, is an arrow pointed directly at our own hearts.

The Definition of Forgiveness

Of course there is nothing more important for us than to ask: What is forgiveness, actually? False understandings of repentance and forgiveness, as we will see, are spiritually and socially fatal. However, this story helps us see the core definition of forgiveness. In the person of the king, God did four ­things—­he brought the man before him but then took pity on him, forgave the debt, and released him.5

The king first of all had the man “brought to him” (verse 24). Then the actual debt was named. Forgiveness starts with truth telling, with exposure rather than a cover-­up of excuses or ­half-­truths.

But then the king took pity on him (verse 27). To have pity on somebody who has wronged you means you deliberately do the internal work of understanding the perpetrator’s situation, the perpetrator’s vulnerability. That is not a natural thing to do. Your heart wants to concentrate only on how bad the wrongdoer is and how much he deserves to suffer. But the king, representing God, thinks of the perpetrator not just as a villain but as a human being with his own fears and griefs.

To cancel the debt (verse 27) brings us to the very heart of forgiveness. When the king forgave the debt, it means he absorbed the loss himself. If I take a loan from someone and then say I can’t pay it back, and the creditor forgives my debt, that means that she absorbs the loss. “But how does that work,” you say, “if we’re not talking about money?” Forgiveness means that, when you want to make them suffer, instead you refuse to do it. And this refusal is hard. It is difficult and costly, but through it you are absorbing the debt yourself. Some think that by remaining angry they are giving the wrongdoers what they deserve. But in reality you are enabling their actions to continue to hurt you. If instead, bit by bit by bit, you grant forgiveness in this way, eventually you’ll begin to feel forgiveness.

Finally, it says that the king let him go (verse 27). This means the relationship between the man and the king was restored. The man was no longer a debtor and violator of the king’s trust but a citizen and servant again. This part of the story will raise questions from those who have concerns about justice, but two things should be borne in mind. As we will see, forgiving and pursuing justice must go hand in hand. In fact, if you don’t forgive the person, your justice seeking will likely veer into the territory of revenge.

But this parable does not descend to that level of detail. Instead it shows that anyone who truly ­forgives—­as the king ­does—­is open to recon­cili­ation, to the restoration of the relationship. That, however, is dependent on the response of the one to whom forgiveness is extended. Because the servant does not respond to the king’s forgiveness with genuine repentance and a changed life, the relationship with the king breaks down again.

To forgive, then, is first to name the trespass truthfully as wrong and punishable, rather than merely excusing it. Second, it is to identify with the perpetrator as a fellow sinner rather than thinking how different from you he or she is. It is to will their good. Third, it is to release the wrongdoer from liability by absorbing the debt oneself rather than seeking revenge and paying them back. Finally, it is to aim for reconciliation rather than breaking off the relationship forever. If you omit any one of these four actions, you are not engaging in real forgiveness.

The Dimensions of Forgiveness

Perhaps the most fundamental lesson of the parable is that human forgiveness must be based on an experience of divine forgiveness. A superficial reading of verse 35 (“this is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you ­forgive . . .”) has led some to interpret Jesus as saying that God’s forgiveness of us depends on and is earned by our forgiveness of others.6 But the narrative of the story does not fit that interpretation at all. The king extends forgiveness first and then says specifically that the servant’s forgiveness of his fellow servant should have been based on and motivated by the king’s forgiveness of him. Jesus’s final sentence means that divine mercy should change our hearts so that we are able to forgive as God forgave us. If we will not offer others forgiveness, it shows that we did not truly repent and receive God’s.

The main idea here is found in the king’s words of verse ­33—­“Should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” (ESV). Human forgiveness is dependent on divine forgiveness.

In other words, there are three basic dimensions to Christian forgiveness. First there is the ­vertical—­God’s forgiveness to us. Second there is the ­internal—­our granting forgiveness to anyone who has wronged us. Third there is the ­horizontal—­our
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