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MATTHEW 18:15-35 
 
LEADER NOTES 

ICE BREAKER 

Do you tend to gravitate toward conflict or avoid it? Why do you think that is? 

It was said in this week's sermon that "We often think of forgiveness and reconciliation as 
private, but the Bible sees them as community events." How does this idea make you feel (i.e. 
nervous, glad, uncertain, afraid, emboldened, etc.)? 

Conflict is unavoidable—it is going to happen, and when it does, we need to be biblically equipped to 
handle it in a way that honors Christ. That way is the way of forgiveness and reconciliation.  

OPEN IN PRAYER 

Father God, you are the author of all life and you love everyone, no matter what they do. We 
recognize that you sent your Son Jesus to bring forgiveness and reconciliation to all people. Holy 
Spirit, teach us today to be your agents of reconciliation, unafraid to make ourselves vulnerable 
before other people for Your glory and the good of Your Church. We pray this in Jesus' name, Amen. 

WORSHIP 

If you’re looking for help with worship, head to https://vimeo.com/album/2977729 and choose a 
couple of the songs you find there. The password is wolsg. Worship is also available at the 
beginning of each teaching video on our YouTube channel at mywolgroup.com. 

INTRODUCTION 

When it comes to forgiveness, we are without excuse. Belonging to the body of Christ means taking 
on responsibility for others. That doesn't make it easy, but thankfully, Jesus gives us the ultimate 
example of forgiveness and He also gives us instructions to help us see what it should look like in 
our world today. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic. 



1. READ MATTHEW 18:15-17. 

Addressing conflict is never a simple endeavor. It can be a relational minefield of difficulties. Yet 
Jesus provided a clear process of resolution for those courageous enough to forge ahead. In four 
steps, Jesus detailed how believers can resolve conflict. 

a. How does Scripture instruct us to approach the one who sins against us? 

b. Why do we so often discuss openly with someone not in the conflict before ever speaking 
to the offending spouse, friend, or fellow believer? What does this say about our motives and 
fears? 

c. Here we are reminded that reconciliation is a community thing. Why is reconciliation a 
community event?  

d. How would it benefit you to tell your small group you need to forgive someone? 

2. READ MATTHEW 18:23-35. 

a. What did Pastor mean when he said, "Forgiveness is an indicator of how real your walk 
with Jesus really is"? Why is that an accurate statement? 

b. How has God’s forgiveness in your life motivated you to be more forgiving? 

c. How would you describe the servant’s response to the king’s decree (v. 26)? What about 
when the person who offended you does not seem sorry? Do you still have the responsibility 
of forgiveness and reconciliation then? Explain. 

d. How did the king answer (v. 27)? What does the king’s response reveal about his 
character? 

e. The king took pity on the servant, canceled the debt, and let him go. Which of these three 
aspects of forgiveness is most difficult for you? Why? 

The king has compassion on the servant, forgives his debt, and releases him. This tells us that when 
we forgive others, we must truly forgive them. We like to tell people that we forgive them just so that 
things are no longer awkward between us while in reality, we are still holding a grudge against them. 
When we do this, we are simply delaying future conflict. If we have experienced Christ’s forgiveness, 
we must actively choose to no longer hold the sins of others against them, otherwise, we may 
compromise the unity of the church. 

PRAYER/MINISTRY TIME 

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives. 

In your mind, what is the worst thing that could happen in seeking reconciliation? What 
positive things might happen? 

Is there anyone in your life that you need to forgive right now? What is keeping you from 
giving forgiveness? 



Thank God for giving us Jesus as a faithful example of humble self-sacrificial service, 
forgiveness, and reconciliation. Pray that we model the gospel to one another by putting 
others' needs ahead of our own and that our love for one another would be a testimony of the 
gospel to the lost. 

GOING DEEPER / WEEKLY CHALLENGE 

REFLECT 
● What is God revealing to you through the parable in Matthew 18? 

● What relationships or situations in your life are calling out for forgiveness? 

RESPOND 

● Pray for healthy conversations to continue. 

● Commit to taking a first step towards forgiveness. 

Also … subscribe to our e-devotionals by texting “edevotional” to 67076; or go to 
wolgroups.com and click on the eDevotional button for daily testimonies. 

MEMORY VERSE 

Matthew 18:21-22 New International Version (NIV) 

"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?' 22 Jesus answered, 'I tell you, not seven 
times, but seventy-seven times.'" 

COMMENTARY 

MATTHEW 18:15-35 

18:15. “Church discipline” is commonly thought to refer only to those “official” cases, in which the sin 
is extremely serious, and the entire church becomes formally involved in the effort to correct the 
sinning brother or sister. In reality, church discipline is more biblically understood as covering every 
effort by any individual or group of individuals in the church to turn a straying believer back to 
righteous living. For this reason, Jesus addressed first every church member’s responsibility to go 
privately (between the two of you) to the sinning brother to “show” him his sin (“bring to light, 
expose”). 

This is the gentlest of the four steps of church discipline. “Go” is in the Greek present tense 
(imperative mood), implying a gentle, patient series of confrontations. The motive is love, and the 
goal is to make it as easy as possible for the straying brother or sister to receive the message and 
make the change. We are to make every effort to avoid public or private humiliation. 



After explaining the first step for confronting a sinning brother, Jesus acknowledged the better of two 
possible responses. He might actually “listen,” in which case “you have won your brother over.” We 
are to read into this statement all the joy of the Father over the rescued sheep in 18:13, and we are 
to assume that this is a much more likely outcome than many believers think possible. Done 
correctly in the environment of a trusting relationship, one-on-one confrontation will often result in a 
positive response. Let us start by believing in the power of God to turn a heart and the longing of 
every believer for the fulfillment and security of holy living. 

18:16. In 18:15b, Jesus acknowledged the second and worse response toward a straying brother—
continued resistance. In this case, the next step is to take “one or two others along.” Including the 
original confronter, this increases the number of confronters to two or three. This is important, as 
Jesus showed from Deuteronomy 19:15 (also Num. 35:30; Deut. 17:6). These numbers are based 
on the requirement, under Mosaic Law, that no accusation should be taken seriously unless it was 
confirmed by the testimony of more than one witness. The purpose of the additional witnesses is 
primarily: (1) to bring added loving persuasion to the straying brother, so he will realize the 
seriousness of his sin; (2) to prepare for the possibility of the straying brother’s continued resistance 
(in this event, there would be third-party “testimony” concerning what happened in the confrontation); 
and (3) to provide one or two “referees” or moderators in the continued confrontation between the 
original confronter and the straying brother. 

18:17. If every effort to turn the straying brother back to righteous ends in futility, the only alternative 
is to “tell it to the church.” What Jesus had in mind for the gathering of believers who should hear 
about the brother’s sin can be debated. In the first century, where communities were close-knit and 
the local churches were small house gatherings, everyone would naturally be a party to this problem. 
Because all might be affected by the brother’s sin; all church members should be warned of its 
danger. This way, all might be instrumental in helping bring the offender back to righteousness. 

In the event that the believer continues to resist the appeals of all his brothers and sisters, he is to 
be removed from the fellowship. He has refused submission to the church (see Heb. 13:17). 
Therefore, he is to be treated as an unbeliever, which is precisely the position he has taken. Just as 
the Lord is open to receiving a repentant Pharisee (see Matt. 3:7-8; John 3:1-21; 7:50-52; 19:38-42), 
so also Jesus should be seen here as leaving the door open for even a hardened heart such as this 
to soften and return. 

The Bible insists that every Christian be accountable to the local assembly. The Bible knows nothing 
of an isolated, individual Christian. The issue is not technology but theology. Christ insists the 
members of his body act like it! 

18:21-22. Peter spoke for the Twelve. His question could easily have sprung out of Jesus’ teaching 
on church discipline (18:15-20). Peter may have wondered how long he should forgive his sinning 
brother before casting him out of the church, especially when the sin was against him personally. 
According to some Jewish tradition, a brother was forgiven three times for the same offense. The 
fourth offense, however, need not be forgiven, because it would be evidence that the brother had not 
repented. Peter thought he was being generous in forgiving up to “seven” times. There is some 
debate over whether Jesus’ response should read “seventy times seven” (490) or seventy-seven, 
but the exact number is not important. The numbers involved are presented for emphasis only. 

18:23. “Therefore” was Jesus’ way of introducing the parable to illustrate the principle he stated in 
18:22. He told the disciples first they were going to learn something about the kingdom of heaven 
(18:1-4), and he set the scene by introducing the characters (a king and his servants) and explaining 
the king’s desire “to settle accounts with his servants”—to collect from them what they owed him. 
The king represents God, and the servants represent fellow believers. 



18:24-25. It was not uncommon for servants and indebted free men to be sold as slaves to cover 
debts they could not pay (Lev. 25:39; 2 Kings. 4:1). In Israel, these slaves were freed every fiftieth 
year, in the year of Jubilee, in accordance with the Mosaic Law. In some cultures, even their families 
and possessions were sold if the debtor did not bring enough money to cover the debt. Such was the 
case with a certain servant of this king. He owed a large amount. No slave could ever hope to repay 
this amount in a thousand lifetimes. 

18:26. The servant “fell on his knees before him” (8:2; 9:18; 15:25), displaying humility and 
desperation and casting himself on the mercy of the master. The servant’s plea for patience and his 
promise to “pay back everything” were so unrealistic that they could only be the words of a 
desperate man. His promise might be compared with a factory worker today pledging to pay off the 
national debt of the United States by himself. It could not be done. The issue is brother-to-brother 
forgiveness. 

18:27. The “servant’s master” felt his heart going out to the man. He “took pity on him, canceled the 
debt and let him go.” The servant was undeserving, but the king acted with mercy (withholding 
punishment that was deserved) and grace (giving a great gift that was not deserved). So it should be 
among brothers and sisters in God’s family. 

18:28. The word but contrasts the first servant and his relationship with a second servant. The two 
were alike in only one way—the debt each owed gave the creditor power over the debtor’s life. But in 
every other respect, the situations were opposites, highlighting the contrast between the first servant 
and the king. The servant had not understood family principles; but he was about to learn. The 
amount the second servant owed the first was insignificant when compared with the debt the first 
servant had just been forgiven. One hundred denarii was one hundred days’ wages. The first servant 
had owed more than half a million times as much to the king! Rather than imitating the mercy of the 
king, the first servant mistreated the second servant (“began to choke him”) and demanded 
repayment of the debt. 

18:29-30. The actions and words of the second servant were almost identical to those of the first 
servant in 18:26. This servant also “fell to his knees” in humility, asking for patience and offering to 
repay the debt. But the first servant refused to give the second servant a chance to repay the debt. 
We tend to forget our King’s grace, often refusing to forgive even the most trifling of offenses against 
us. 

18:31. The other servants of the household recognized the cruelty of the first servant toward the 
second. This grieved them deeply. These servants reported the matter to the king. 

18:32-33. The angry king held one more audience with the first servant, this time to bring him to 
account for failing to follow the merciful king’s example. God the Father values His children for 
different reasons. Like this king, the Father does not want any of His children harmed or taken out of 
His service through mistreatment by others. 

18:34. The king was so angry at the first servant’s mistreatment of the second that he rescinded his 
previous order to release the first servant and forgive his debt. He imprisoned the servant and 
“turned him over to the jailers to be tortured.” The parable reveals the anger of the king and his 
refusal to tolerate an arrogant lack of forgiveness among his family. But notice there is nothing said 
here about eternal damnation. These are family issues. Family forgiveness restores what was lost 
(relational intimacy) and is unrelated to what can never be lost (imputed righteousness and therefore 
eternal salvation). 



18:35. Jesus’ closing application was sobering. “Each of you” brings the focus to the level of 
individual responsibility. We can imagine Jesus scanning the faces of the disciples as He closed His 
discourse. We can also imagine Him looking out through the words of Matthew into our hearts with 
His warning lingering in our conscience. Jesus insisted that His servants be characterized by 
forgiveness. 


