
Sermon Discussion Information 
 
Sermon Series: The Parables of Jesus: Provocations in Wisdom 
 
Sermon Title: “The Parable of the Unmerciful Servant” 
 
Sermon Text: Matthew 18:23-35 
 
Listener’s Journey: I want my listener to recognize that while we are always beloved we are also always 
indebted to one another and God and therefore should endlessly receive and give mercy. And, that if we 
refuse mercy and it’s intended effect and needed transfer, we relegate ourselves to a self-chosen 
tortured existence.	
 
Unique Quotes from Sermon:  
 
Today’s parable opens with Jesus saying that the kingdom of heaven is “like a king who wanted to settle 
accounts.” Right away we are clued into how important the work of reconciliation is to God. Then, in 
classic parabolic form Jesus created a sharp contrast--one servant who owed ten thousand bags of gold 
pleaded for mercy and had his debt generously forgiven by the king. And, another servant who owed only 
a hundred silver coins was given no mercy from the very servant who had received an outrageous 
forgiveness. The injustice of mercy given and mercy not transmitted is something that Jesus says is not 
overlooked by God.  
 
Holding this parable in our mind and taking a step back from the parable to the larger realities of how 
Jesus framed the human experience—what we can learn from this parable is that while we are always 
beloved by God we are also always indebted to one another and God and therefore should endlessly 
receive and give mercy. And, that if we refuse mercy and it’s intended effect and needed transfer, we 
relegate ourselves to a self-chosen tortured existence. 
 
The two big ideas here are being indebted to one another and God and choosing mercy to avoid a self-
chosen tortured existence. The idea that we are indebted to one another and God is grounded in the 
notion that our very existence is a mercy. And, that while being created in the image of our creator and 
for good along with being given a free will to choose good, we imperfectly struggle to live as generous as 
our Creator and for good. And, so we need mercy every minute of every day that we draw breath into our 
lungs.  
 
The idea that we are indebted to one another is a reflection of the difficult reality that since the very 
beginning of the human experience, humans always wounded one another. We can name it as sin, or 
wrong doing. We can call it selfishness. We can attribute it to hatred. We can point to ignorance and fear. 
There are many ways that humans have historically failed to live peaceably with one another. And, we 
seem to come up with new ways to create enmity between people groups and across our various 
differences. As a result—every one of us here is connected, in one way or another to trails of devastation 
that place us in debt to one another from the moment we are born until the day we die.  
 
Jesus, God with us, came to clarify how we can be transformed into our true selves, and he came to stop 
the cycles of violence by teaching grace, mercy and the process of reconciliation. 2,000 years have 
passed since Jesus’ embodied these truths and the one thing that is clear is that the human race, and the 
Christian movement have a long way to go to more fully live Jesus’ way out in our world. None the less, 
receiving and giving mercy is key to addressing our indebtedness to God and to one another. And, if we 
refuse, as spoken of in today’s parable, we relegate ourselves to a self-chosen tortured existence. 
 
I have seen the tortured existence framework play out across the sweep of my entire life. When a child 
and youth I learned this lesson for myself when I would choose to keep a grudge or hard heart toward a 
peer or an authority figure. My bitterness would eat me alive until I addressed the barriers I had erected 



to either being more kind or in some cases forgiving them. And, as you might imagine, while being a 
pastor I have witnessed it with many others including some who were opponents to our church’s inclusive 
ministry. Several years ago, I took a meeting with someone who chose to leave First Covenant because 
of our emerging stance of equality for the LGBTQ community. And, they wanted an exit interview. In the 
meeting they flat out told me that they felt entirely toxic because of their anger toward me. What spoke 
the loudest to me in that meeting was that their pain, even manifested body pain, was entirely palpable 
and created an atmosphere of toxicity. And, in it all, they were suffering the most. 
 
God is not our torturer, but God has created a system whereby we suffer torture when we refuse to 
forgive or to let go of our hatred of others. We trap ourselves in a prison of sorts, when we do not seek 
reconciliation with those whom we believe have wronged us.  
 
It needs to be said that there are some terrible situations, like spousal and child abuse, rape, and acts of 
violence, where the process of reconciliation requires a protective distance and, in some cases, a legal 
process to facilitate restitutions and ensure that no more harm comes to those who are vulnerable. And, 
who would likely be harmed all over again if simply told to “forgive and forget or to make up and get 
along.” So, here is when we need to ask, “did Jesus teach us to forgive and show mercy in all cases?” 
Looking across all of Jesus’ teachings, and even in his actions toward those who tortured and killed him, 
it would appear so.  
 
All which tells me that forgiveness is not for God or for those who wounded us. Forgiveness is something 
that God gives us for ourselves that is something of a stop gap to keep us from hating others. 
Forgiveness is something that we do to set ourselves free and stay in the Creator’s flow of mercy even if 
still feeling the effects of violence done against us over time, and potentially for the rest of our lives.  
 
Three Discussion Questions: 
 
1. Describe a time where you were given mercy. Describe a time where you regret no giving a mercy to 

someone else.  
 
2. Why is mercy one of the most important themes of Scripture? 

 
3. How might mercy be a more important theme in your day to day life? Who do you need to show more 

mercy to right now? 
 
 


