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r)EDICATION 

he weak can never forgive. gorgiveness is the attrikite of the strong. 

Ohe law an eye for an eye makes the whole world blind. 

him hat m.0 46o-y(11i. 

PRAyE. R 

aatfter, q thank you for forgiving me all my sins andfor cleansing me from all 
unrighteousness, q acknowledge that you did not overlook my sin, but that you 

accepted Jesus' death on the cross as payment in full for the moral debt q owed you. 
shank you GA!,rd Jesus for dying in my place! (km) q am faced with the 

responsibility of forgiving those who have sinned against me. q ask that you fill my 
heart with love and empathy for the one who has chosen to be my enemy. In this 

moment I choose to release them from any and all moral debt they owe me. clforgive 
them for _ 	. q declare that your death on the cross evens the account and 

more than adequately nullifies what they owe me. q choose to do good to them and to 
promote the reconciliation of our relationship and the restoration of trust in the place 
where they violated me. q renounce resentment, hatred, and bitterness and embrace 

your healing touch. q refuse to allow past hurts to enslave me and waft me in. q 
choose to pursue wholeness and to find a way to evidence that wholeness to the one 

who has trespassed against me, q trust you to take me beyond myself into your loving 
compassion for others. q set aside my rights and esteem the need of my offender as 

more important than my own. GI choose to see them as you see them and q ask you to 
forgive them. q pray that you will bind us together in Christian love that we may be a 

testimony of your mighty power and a trophy of your grace. 
tin Jesus name, let it be( 
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INTRODUCTION 

Forgiveness is an important issue in any community. It was, perhaps, more important in 

the society of Second-Temple Judaism than in many others. This concept was so important that 

much of Jesus' work could be characterized as focusing on the offering of God's forgiveness. 

For Matthew, God's offer of forgiveness comes through Jesus and is a very important 

concept in the understanding of his gospel. This is shown by Matthew's statements as to why 

Jesus came and died, and by the implications which follow from the destruction of the temple. 

At the beginning of Matthew's gospel, the writer states that an angel came and told 

Joseph that a son was to be born and that " he will save his people from their sins" (1:21). This 

saving of his people from sin is a clear foreshadowing of the forgiveness that Jesus would offer 

to those who would follow him. This foreshadowing is more clearly brought out in 26:28 where 

Jesus says, "for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for the many for the 

forgiveness of sins". Thus, at the beginning and near the end of his gospel, Matthew states that 

Jesus came and died for the purpose of the forgiveness of sin. To these specific statements about 

the purpose of Jesus' arrival and death must be added the tension that was felt by the Jewish 

population at the destruction of the temple. Whether Matthew is writing after the destruction of 

the temple or not,1  many of those reading the gospel are reading it after this event and thus feel 

the tension that exists as a result of having to rethink their methods for gaining atonement and 

achieving forgiveness. They no longer have the physical, national symbol of God's offer of 

forgiveness. It has been destroyed. Now the first-century Jew must reconsider how it is that 

i  For questions about the dating of Matthew's gospel see W.D.Davies and Dale C. Allison, The Go_spel 
According to  Saint Matthew Vol. I, ed. J. A. Emerton and C. E. B. Cranfield (ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1988). 
127-136; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew_1113, Word Biblical Commentary, no. 3.3a. ed. Ralph P. Martin (Dall,m. 
Word, 1995), 1:125-27. 
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he/she finds the forgiveness of God. When read in this context, Matthew's focus on forgiveness 

becomes even more important. 

This essay will deal with one small story of forgiveness that Jesus told. The story is 

called the 'Parable of the unforgiving servant' (sometimes called the unthankful servant) and is 

found in Matthew 18:21-35. The parable deals with the question of forgiveness from the 

standpoint of a monetary debt that was owed and then forgiven. This story, along with the other 

passages in which Matthew speaks of forgiveness, is critical for a proper understanding of the 

Gospel and its view of forgiveness. A reading of the parable of the unforgiving servant raises a 

number of exegetical, herrneneutical, and theological issues. The study will attempt a detailed 

exegesis of the parable in an effort to understand what a first-century Jew would have thought 

upon hearing this story. 

Many "modern views are .. guided by a second-century interpretation of Matthew rather 

than by what the gospel narrative means in a first-century Jewish context."2  Thus most important 

for this essay will be N. T. Wright's work, Jesus and the Victory of God,3  where he argues that 

forgiveness is inextricably linked with a return from exile. An examination of Second-Temple 

Judaism's view of exile and its links to the exilic hope of final forgiveness, will add significantly 

to a proper understanding of this parable and a proper understanding of the gospel's view of 

forgiveness. 

2 A.1, Saldarani Matthew's Christian-Jewish Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,I 994), 
15. 

N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Philadelphia. Fortress, 1996). 
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Thesis of the Essay: 

In our examination of the parable, we will attempt to prove the following: 

A study of the 'Parable of the Unforgiving Servant' in the context of forgiveness in 

first-century Judaism will show that God's offer of forgiveness, extended through Jesus, 

realizes the exilic hope of final forgiveness; the parable, which may have been directed against 

the Jewish leaders, shows that whoever fought against the forgiveness offered to sinners 

through Jesus also fought against an end to the exile. 

The rest of the essay will proceed along these lines in attempting to prove the above 

thesis: In the first chapter, we will deal with the question of the link between sin, exile and 

forgiveness. Here we will examine the link as it is seen in the Hebrew bible. Chapter two will 

examine the words and actions of Jesus in an effort to determine any exilic links in his mission. 

Here some important Matthean passages will be examined in an attempt to discover whether or 

not a link between exile and forgiveness exists. The third chapter will highlight important themes 

that contributed to Matthew's use of the parable of the unforgiving servant. This section will 

include both a close examination and exegesis of the parable and an attempt to set the parable in 

the context of the Matthean view of the relationship between forgiveness and exile. The fourth 

chapter will conclude with reflections on a Christian view of forgiveness. 

3 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SIN, EXILE AND FORGIVENESS IN SECOND 

TEMPLE JUDAISM 

One might ask what the concept of exile has to do with the nature of forgiveness. Here 

we will examine the connection between exile and forgiveness as seen in the Hebrew Bible. 

1.1 The Connection Between Exile And Forgiveness 

Wright points out that to the extent that sin caused the exile, then forgiveness was what 

was needed to end it. If a first century Jew still considered him/herself to be living in exile, then 

he/she, of necessity, considered him/herself unforgiven.4  Thus if Israel's exile were to end,5  it 

would mean that the sin which brought her there was no longer being punished because it had 

been forgiven. If many first-century Jews did consider themsekes to be in exile. then Jesus' 

offer of forgiveness can be seen as an offer to bring an end to the exile. 

1.1.1 The Definition of Exile 

VanderKam lays out several possible definitions for the term exile.°  

1. Exile is often seen as a covenantal or prophetic threat for those who disobey the 

covenantal commands of God (See for example Deut. 4:23-28; Jer. 25:11). 

4  Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 268, where he states very starkly, "Forgiveness of sins is another 
way of saying 'return from exile'." 

5 

 

We use the term -Israel" generically to indicate God's chosen people. When necessary or significant we 
will differentiate between Israel and Judah. 

6  J. C. VanderKam, "Exile in Jewish Apocalyptic Literature,-  in Exile. Old Testament, Jewish, and 
Christian Conceptions, ed. J. M. Scott (Netherlands: Brill, 1997), 90 
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2. Exile can also refer to a historical experience, which began at different times for 

different Jewish groups. 

3. Exile may be seen as an ongoing, and still unfinished experience 	In this sense. 

captivity continues for those who have returned to the land as well as for those who have 

remained in other lands. 

For this essay, "end of the exile" or "restoration from exile" will be taken to mean the 

hope of Second-Temple Jews that God was going to intervene and do three things: fulfill the 

prophecies which were seen by many as referring to the return from exile; forgive the sin that 

sent Israel into exile; and return to his temple.7  These three Jewish expectations will be 

examined in the Hebrew Bible for two reasons. First, this examination hopes to prove that this 

was the expectation of a number of Jews in First-century Israel, Furthermore, the essay will add 

further proof to Wright's argument. that if these three things would indicate an end to the exile 

(in the above senses of the word) then until God's offer of forgiveness through Jesus was 

accepted, the exile still continued.8  Before embarking upon this examination, however, a 

preliminary question must be asked What was it that sent Israel into exile?" 

7  We are not arguing here that this is the only possible or even necessarily the dominant understanding of 
the term exile. 

It might be argued here that we are committing the logical fallacy described by James Barr, i.e., 
"illegitimate totality transfer" (The Semantics of Biblical Language [London: SCM Press, 1961], 218). In essence 
the fallacy is that of bringing every meaning of a word into a particular use of that word. For example while the 
word "trunk" can mean the back of a car, a suitcase, a person's body, a tree's main section or an elephant's nose, it 
cannot mean all of these things at the same time. To transfer all of these meanings into any particular use of a word 
is to engage in "illegitimate totality transfer," that is, transferring in all of the meanings to one use of the word. 

The reason for particular caution in this essay has to do with the use of the words exile and forgiveness. 
Both of these terms are large and filled with much theological content and one must be careful not to transfer all of 
that content into any one use of the word, How might this fallacy be avoided? First it must be understood that 
virtually everyone who reads the New Testament commits some transfer of meaning. No one who has read the 
Hebrew Bible comes to the term Messiah, covenant, or redemption without some pre-conceived notion of what these 
terms are to signify. Second we are making an attempt to narrow, not widen the definition of exile and therefore we 
cannot be guilty of "illigitimate totality transfer." Thus we would argue that this transfer is not total. That is, we do 
not seek to transfer every meaning of "exile" or every meaning of "forgiveness" into a particular use of the word. 



1.1.2 Forgiveness and Exile in The Old Testament 

Here we will focus on two specific questions: What caused the exile, and what are the 

links between that cause and forgiveness? 

1.1.2.1 Punishment for Sin as the Cause of the Exile 

The breaking of God's covenant caused exile. This may take the form of idolatry, or 

some other covenant-breaking activity, but all of the activities fall under the general heading of 

sin. In fact, seeing sin as having caused some form of exile seems fairly obvious, and is a motif 

that is seen throughout the entire Hebrew Bible.9  Numerous modern writers have pointed out this 

connection.10  However, in the interest of completeness, the cause for the exile will quickly be 

examined by looking at the Book of Deuteronomy, which seems to clearly point out sin as the 

cause. This is by no means a complete list of the passages. 

1.1.2.2 Deuteronomy 28:47- 48 

"(47) Because you did not serve the LORD your God with joy and a glad heart, for the 
abundance of all things; (48) therefore you shall serve your enemies whom the LORD 
shall send against you, in hunger, in thirst, in nakedness, and in the lack of all things: and 
Ile will put an iron yoke on your neck until He has destroyed you.- 

This chapter in Deuteronomy begins with the promise of blessings for obedience. These 

blessings are very similar to the promises that the first-century C.E. exiles echo and cling to. 

Promises are not all that are offered in the passage, however. In fact. "the specifics are much 

9  Adam and Eve for example, after sinning, being exiled from the garden; Cain after killing Abel being 
exiled from the land; Israel after following other gods, being exiled to Egypt, etc. 

i°  See B. Halpern-Amaru, "Exile and Return in Jubilees," in Exile: Old Testament Jewish and Christian 
Conceptions, ed. J. M. Scott (Netherlands. Brill, 1997), 138, n. 126; Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1985),106; J. M. Scott, "Exile and the Self-Understanding of Diaspora Jews in the Greco-Roman Period," 
in Exile 175-6; VanderKam, in Exile, 89. 
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more heavily [weighted] in terms of the negative consequences of disobedience than the positive 

results of obedience:di  The passage, having begun with promises of blessings, then continues on 

to the verses quoted above in which the readers are told that if they fail to obey the Lord they 

will be in subjection to another nation. 

Deuteronomy 28 very clearly indicates that God would punish those who broke his 

covenant by allowing the enemies of Israel to rule them. The exile, whether it be Babylonian 

(much of this passage may be seen as events that "did in fact happen to the nation of Judah at the 

hands of the Babylonians”12 ) or some other, was in large part heinous because the enemies ‘A.ere 

allowed control over them. I3  In fact, many still considered themselves to be in exile, precisely 

because they were still controlled by the Roman government. 

The punishment for the failure to serve the true God is laid out very specifically, but 

could be stated in just one word, "exile." What is significant about the setting forth of the 

specifics of exile is that the sin which led to these events, serves to give a "theological rationale 

to the disasters that came upon the people . .. What one hears in Deuteronomy is the claim that 

they [the disasters] grew out of the choices and actions of the people. 5,14 

It is clear then, that those who had "rejected God's love, . . . would be assigned once 

again to serve an enemy.„15 
The term "iron yoke,” found in v. 48, is a metaphor often used to 

picture those who are in service to other nations. It is used in Lev 26:13 as a symbol of the 

bonds of Egypt. It is also used in Jer 28:14 where the nations are said to have been yoked to the 

1  P. D. Miller, Deuteronomy, (Interpretation Series; Philadelphia: John Knox, 1990), 193. 
12 thid., 197. 
13  On the social impact of the Babylonian exile see D. Smith-Christopher, "Reassessing the Historical and 

Sociological Impact of the Babylonian Exile (597/87-539 B.C.E.)," in Exile, esp. 23-25. 
"Miller Deuteronomy, 194. 
15  P. C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, (N1COT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 348. 

7 



king of Babylon. Thus even those who had not disobeyed mdix. dually would he punished 

corporately. 

Is this theme continued in other passages in Deuteronomy? The answer is an unqualified 

yes. There are many other passages in the book, which clearly point to sin as a cause of exile. 

However, only one more will be mentioned. 

1.1.2.3 Deuteronomy 29:22-29 

In Deuteronomy 29:22-29 the readers are reminded of the events that are to happen in 

this coming time of calamity. The events are so terrible that people will ask themselves and 

others what the nation of Israel did to deserve such a terrible fate. Once again (just as above), we 

see the writer's need for some sort of theological justification for the exile. The justification is 

found in vv. 25-26. 

(25) Then men shall say, 'Because they forsook the covenant of the LORD, the God of 
their fathers, which He made with them when He brought them out of the land of Egypt. 
(26) And they went and served other gods and worshiped them, gods whom they have not 
known and whom He had not allotted to them.' 

Thus the horrible consequences spoken of in vv. 22-24 have come upon the land not 

because of war, but ultimately because of disobedience to God's covenant. "The curse not only 

brought devastation to the land, but the people went into exile - he threw them into another 

land." I6  

This passage again makes what may be an obvious point Those who sin by worshiping 

other gods will be punished by being forced to serve other people 

Thus in the Hebrew Bible, the link between serving other nations (in exile), and 

punishment for sin is forged. This link continues in other types of literature. Both the Apostle 

16  Thid , 360. 
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Paul," and the Book of Tobit, I8  for example, seem to echo this passage as well as this principle 

of sin leading to exile. There are many other passages in the Book of Deuteronomy which also 

seem to echo this same sentiment.°  

Various writers of the Old Testament, writing at different times saw Israel's exile as a 

punishment for sin, and so what was needed to end the exile was God's forgiveness.20  Thus 

"repentance in a good many texts, was what Israel must do if her exile is to come to an end.,21 

So, when Israel was brought back from exile, she was forgiven This forgiveness was not so 

much for an individual but for the nation. Wright states that this needs to be, 

"emphasized in the strongest possible terms: the most natural meaning of the phrase 'the 
forgiveness of sins' to a first-century Jew is not in the first instance the remission of 
individual sins, but the putting away of the whole nation's sins. And since the exile was 
the punishment for those sins, the only sure sign that the sins had been forgiven would be 
the clear and certain liberation from exile."22  

Sanders also points out that one of the "themes of passages in Jewish literature which 

look forward to the restoration of Israel is the need for repentance."23  Thus repentance. which 

leads to forgiveness, was seen not just as an individual act, but also as a national act. 

The above evidence shows that the exile was seen by those first-century Jews who read 

the Hebrew Bible, as having been caused by sin, and thus forgiveness as what is needed to bring 

it to an end. 

"See James M. Scott, "Paul's use of the Deuteronomic Fradition-  in J131... 112 (1993), 645-665. 
18  Steven Weitzman, "Allusion, Artifice, and Exile in the Hymn ofrobit," in JBL 115 (1996), 49-61. 
19  See for example 6:14; 7:4; 11:16; 31:16. 
20  See Isaiah 8 where the prophet speaks of a remnant returning. 
21 Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God 248. 
22  Ibid. 273. 
23  Sanders Jesus and Judaism. 106. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A LOOK AT FORGIVENESS AND EXILE IN SOME PASSAGES OF 

MATTHEW'S GOSPEL 

It will be the purpose of this chapter to review some important Matthean passages. It 

should be noted here that no attempt would be made to exegete these passages completely or 

fully. The passages will simply be examined in an attempt to find a relationship (should one 

exist) between the passage and the link between forgiveness and exile. 

The Statistics of the word 'forgive' 

The word which is translated 'forgive' (&cliEc) occurs 47 times in Matthew. This is more 

than any in other book of the NT and there is a much higher occurrence in Matthew than the 

other synoptics. However, not all of these uses carry the meaning 'to forgive.' The verb can 

have meanings as broad as to let go; to send away, to remit, cancel or pardon; to leave; and to 

tolerate.24  Of these 47 uses in Matthew, 17 have the meaning of 'forgive' or 'pardon' (Mt. 6:12 

(twice), 14 (twice), 15 (twice); 9:2, 5, 6; 12:31 (twice), 32 (twice); 18:21, 27, 32, 35). There is 

also one use of the noun form of the word in 26:28. We hold that these passages are the most 

important because they are passages where Matthew explicitly (rather than implicitly) speaks 

about forgiveness. Thus the decision to exclude some passages has been made not just because 

of space constraints, but based on the external criteria of the specific nature of Matthew's writing 

of forgiveness. 

24  BAGD, 125b. See also Bull.mann in IPNT I, 509-513. 
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A Setting Forth of the Important Passages 

We will highlight some of the above-mentioned passages along with Matthew's 

statement of Jesus' mission in order to see the link between forgiveness, exile and restoration. In 

Matt 1:21 we see Matthew's statement of Jesus' mission. The question that we will seek to 

answer, is whether Jesus, as he is presented in Matthew, saw his mission as fulfilling this hope or 

perhaps simply announcing it. 

Early in chapter nine Christ forgives the lame man by saying to him "c'alikv-cai. aou 

akiapriat." (Mat 9:2) Then to prove that the lame man is forgiven, he offers him physical healing. 

This is one of the two cases in the New Testament "when Jesus explicitly forgives someone's 

sin" (the other occasion is found in Luke 7:48).25  The third passage is that of the unforgivable sin 

which is mentioned in 12:31-32. The fourth passage that will be examined is, in which the noun 

version of the word is used, occurs in the context of the "last supper." It is here in Matt 26:28 

that Jesus says, "'COUTO yap ci-rtv tb du& µou rnc &ethnic% r6 rrEpi rioaLv eicxuvvOpEvov Eic 

Cickutv eqtapti.o3v" This, as we will see, is a very significant passage in the understanding of our 

overall thesis. The relationship between the Passover meal, exile, and forgiveness is very strong. 

2.1 Matthew's Statement Of Jesus' Mission 

In 1:21, Matthew says this about the mission of Jesus: 

TeETCCL 6e 11161), KCCI. KCCAEGEIC r6 Ovokia afsrott 	anirec yap CRASOEL tbv ACCOli CCOTOU 

rirr6 ruv OcuapriuTiv a6to3v. 

In this passage Matthew defines the name of Jesus as one who will save his people from 

their sins. Jesus offers the forgiveness of God. Thus "everything that he does in the gospel must 

"Davies and Allison, Matthew I: 89. 



be understood ultimately in the light of that saving purpose."26  There are at least three reasons 

for seeing this passage speaking of the restoration of Israel and thus the end of the exile. They 

are the context of the passage, the use of the term ocgto and the use of the term Apapt tcati. 

2.1.1 The Context of the Passage 

The context of this passage is clearly exilic. This text occurs in the first chapter of 

Matthew following the genealogy. Matthew, like other genealogical writers of his time, has 

written with theological ends in mind.27  He has divided the descendants of Jesus into three 

groups of fourteen. Davies and Allison point out that this is significant and that the very design 

of the genealogy seeks to show that Jesus was born at precisely the correct time in history. They 

argue that the apocalypses of Judaism place, 

"The epoch of the exile immediately before the epoch of redemption. This is significant 
because Mt. 1: 2-17 divides history in periods and places the appearance of Jesus at the 
end of the exilic era. So the time of the Messiah's birth admirably falls in line with a 
presumably common eschatological calendar."28  

Brown cites even more evidence in favor of this reading. He believes that the "Matthean 

genealogy may have been intended to suggest that the exile did not really come to an end until 

the appearance of Jesus. the Davidic Messiah."29  The very context of Matthew's first statement 

about Jesus* name indicates that Jesus has come to offer an end to the exile through the offer of 

God's forgiveness. 

26  D. R. Bauer, "The Kingship of Jesus in the Matthean Infancy Narrative: A Literary Analysis," in 030 57 
(1995), 310. 

27  See D. S. Iluffinan, ''Genealogy" in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. J.B. Green and S. McKnight 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1992), 255. 

28  Davies and Allison, Matthew 1:187. 
29  R. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah (New York: Doubleday, 1977), 81. 
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It seems as if Wright is correct when he argues that this statement (v.21) by Matthew 

presupposes the story of the exile. 10  Without that story, this announcement by Matthes . is 

incomplete. Thus, the context of this verse, which has been called the programmatic statement 

of Matthew's gospe1,31  almost demands that the reader understand that the exile is ongoing, and 

that Jesus' offer of forgiveness is an offer of restoration from exile. 

2.1.2 Matthew's Use of the Term au)(G) and iituaprt(o'v 

The second link to restoration in this passage is contained in the verb °cone L.32  Matthew 

states that Jesus will save his people from their sin. The verb gig(%) is used 13 times by Matthew. 

often as a Matthean redaction.33  

While the restoration spoken of in 1:21 does indeed have eschatological implications, the 

point is that if Israel repents and accepts Jesus' offer of forgiveness, they will become again what 

they once were, a people of God who are no longer living in exile. 

The third link to exile in Matt 1:21 comes from the word licuaptiCiv. We saw that the 

primary cause of exile was sin. Thus, if restoration is to take place it will be because sin has 

been forgiven. When Matthew says that Jesus is going to save his people from their sins, the 

natural expectation from those who knew of this association between exile and sin (i.e.. those 

who knew the Hebrew Bible) would be an end to the exile and thus an end to Roman dominance. 

Many first-century Jews would have expected this salvation to bring freedom from Roman 

3°  N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the  People of God (Philadelphia Fortress, 1992), 385 See also 
Jesus and the Victory of God, 561. 

11  Wright The New Testament and the People of God, 384. 
32  On this verb see BAG]) 798; TDNT 8:965-1003 
33  Davies & Allison, Matthew. 3:474. 
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dominance and a restoration of the people of God.34  It is from this bondage (and thus from the 

exile connected with it) that Jesus will save his people. 

2.2 Jesus' Choice of the Twelve 

One of the strongest pieces of evidence in favor of the fact that Matthew saw Jesus' 

mission as bringing an end to the exile is in his choice of the twelve. The query of course, if one 

accepts the historical reliability of the tradition of the choice of the twelve, is the question of 

Jesus' motivation for such an action. Why would he have chosen twelve disciples? 

The fact that the number is not accidental is shown first by the fact that Jesus had, at least 

at times, many more followers than twelve (see for example Luke 10:!). Secondly, the fact that 

this group is often referred to as simply, "the twelve" (see for example Matt. 26:14. 20, 47) 

indicates, in some sense at least, the importance of this particular number. The number comes to 

symbolize who these men are. The term is not, as Jeremias points out, "a purely numerical 

designation of twelve individual personalities, but signified the group of the representatives of 

the twelve tribes in the end time".35  

Thirdly, many scholars agree that this number twelve was a specific attempt by Jesus to 

point to the regathering and restoration of the nation of Israel.36  When Jesus chose the twelve, he 

was indicating that the restoration of Israel was at hand. Thus the choice of the twelve is the 

symbolic beginning of that restoration process. 

34  See Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1-13, Word Biblical Commentary, no. 33a, ed. Ralph P.Martin (Dallas: 
Word, 1995), 1:1. 

35  J. Jeremias New Testament Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus (SCM Press Ltd: London. 1971), 234. 
36  See for example Davies & Allison, Matthew, 11:151, "They ... represent the twelve tribes of Israel"; R. 

T. France, Matthew: Evangelist and Teacher, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House. 1989), 176, "the number 
twelve was chosen as a deliberate reference to the twelve tribes of Israel"; Hagner, Matthew 1:265, "The choice of 
the twelve disciples is full of symbolic meaning since the number corresponds to the twelve tribes of Israel": R 
Mounce, "Matthew" in New  International Biblical Commentary, Ed. W. W. Gasque. Peabody, (MA: Hindrickson, 
1991), 90, "they [the 12 disciples] represent the new Israel: the twelve tribes of Israel find their counterpart in the 
twelve disciples". 
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Thus if the above analysis of the mission of Jesus is correct, then any passage that deals 

with the forgiveness offered by Jesus in the gospel of Matthew might have the theme of the 

restoration from exile in the background. Some passages will now be examined in an effort to 

determine whether or not this theme is actually there. 

2.3 Matthew 9:2-6 

(2) Kra 150b Trpoo+pov atiTti) TFCCOIXAUTLKOV elet KAIVTic PEPA.Tph)01.0. Kea 1.6(5)11 6 licionc 
rp ITLOTIN OCUTCW EtuEv t trapaityriK6), Ocipaet, TeKVOV, CCCIAEVTCO: 00U al. dettarriat. (3) Kai 
tOoti TLVEC T631,  ypatitiathav Ellin) el) eaUTOic, MICK 1311X04)TVEI (4) Kal todiv 6 'ITIO0bc Tric 

èVGOWiUELc CCUTCW EITTEV, 	eVOIJIIEIGOE rrovnpoe et) Taic Kapatatc filial); (5) TI yap (TYCLI./ 
EDKOIRSTEp0V, ELTIEIV, 'AcOCEVICCI GOU al. ilisapttat, i dirciv, 'EyELOE K 	1TEOLTICiTeL; (6) tliCC 
E1611TE OIL e0001.CCV Zxh. 6 lac TOD riveparrou het rfic yfic ci4it4va1 Cepapriac TOTE A.4yEt TO? 
1TCCpCLXUTLK4, EyEpOEIC &pent crou try) icAivv CC1 tilli:Cye EIC rev otic6v coo.  

This is the one of the passages which deals with forgiveness in the gospel. It follows on 

the heels of several other miracle stories.37  Let us look briefly at the related themes of 

forgiveness and healing. 

2.3.1 Healing and Exile 

The exilic theme of healing is a very important. There are a variety of sub-topics that are 

important: the link between sin and sickness; healing as a sign of the forgiveness of sin; as well 

as the relationship between certain types of sickness and personal exile from the community. 

37  8:1-4 tell of the healing of leprosy; 8:5-13 the healing of the centurion's daughter; 8:14-17 the healing of 
Peter's mother-in-law, as well as many others. 
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2.3.1.1 The Relationship Between Sin and Sickness 

There was an understanding by many Second-Temple Jews that sin would ultimately lead 

to sickness and perhaps death.38  This understanding had likely come from a variety of texts.39  

Matthew has in this chapter placed a great deal of emphasis on Jesus' ability to heal as well as 

explicitly speaking of Jesus' ability to offer God's forgiveness." Jesus, in this case, has not 

"simply announced God's forgiveness but has acted in God's place by himself forgiving the 

man's sins."4I  Note, however, that the man who is healed apparently does nothing, and the 

others in the crowd do not thank Jesus, but "praise God from whom health comes."42  It seems to 

be only the Jewish leadership who are offended by the offer of forgiveness that Jesus brings. 

2.3.1.2 Healing as a Sign of Forgiveness 

This healing was a physical sign that the forgiveness of sin had taken place The question 

that Jesus asks as to which is easier, assumes that it is more difficult to offer a word of healing 

than to offer a word of forgiveness, presumably because the effect of a word of healing is so 

obvious: either it works or it does not.43  

Is  On this issue see France, Matthew., 165; and B. J. Malina and R. L. Rohrbaugh, /.\  	SticilLe 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1992), 81. 

39  See for example Ex. 20:5 which shows that punishment for the father's sin could be brought upon 
children for many generations; Lev. 26:16 which threatens diseases, blindness and eventual death to those who 
disobey the commands of God; Deut. 28:27-28 promises boils, tumors, festering sores, madness and blindness. 

40 Note that Matthew has several healing stories both before and after this pericope, as well as quoting 
Isaiah 53 to prove the messianic nature of what Jesus was doing. 

41 G. Twelftree, Jesus the Miracle Worker (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1999), 116. 
42  B. J. IvIalinit, The New Testament World Insichts from Cultural Anthropology re \ ed. (I.oui,“ ille loll') 

Knox, 1993). 99. 
43  Twelftree traces this idea back to Chrysostom in Jesus the Miracle Worker, 116-17, and offers some 

other alternatives as well. 
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2.3.1.3 Sickness and Personal Exile" 

A third subsection, which deals with the nature of healing and exile, rests in the fact that 

certain types of both sin and sickness led to a personal exile from the community. This is seen 

very clearly in this section of Matthew. It is here that the outcasts or the outsiders respond 

positively to Jesus. The Jewish leaders however do not respond positively. In fact, each of the 

stories in this section of Matthew (8:23-9:8) "draws special attention to Jesus and the response to 

his miracles."45  One of the clear themes of the miracle stories contained in this section, "Is that 

Jesus responds to the sick out of mercy" (see 9:22, 27, and especially 9:36) 46. 	This showing of 

mercy is what was expected of the one who would bring an end to the exile. 

2.4 Matthew 12:31-32 

(31) At& TOUT° AyE.Li iiv , 1TECOCC rinaprta icat p.acichnia ceSEOTIOETal TOic aVe0651.01c, 
öè Tou iiveina-roc pAccOnnta otix CUPEEWICTETOCL. (32) KCC1 Sc act) EITip i6yoti Kat& -rob do& rot; 
iiiveptsirrou, dalx&ijocrat ccUrEA);• bc,-  5' &v ETITI Kat« Tot, nvdp.ccroc Top &yin, 06K C4E071GETCCI 
CC0T03: 06TE eV TO6T4) Tu) CCUTWL 06TE eV TCt3 1.1eXA.OVTL. 

This is another passage that deals with forgiveness in Matthew's gospel. It occurs in the 

midst of a variety of controversy. There is controversy over the Sabbath in the pericope 

preceding the one in question, and controversy over the sign of Jonah, as \\ ell  as familial 

relations after the unforgivable sin logion. There seem to be several links to exile in the context 

of this passage: the controversy with the Pharisees; the quotation of Isaiah 42 and the 

unforgivable sin in Jewish literature. 

44  Note that whenever we speak of "personal exile" we use it as a metaphor for what had and was 
happening to the nation of Israel. 

Twelftree, Jesus the Miracle Worker, 117. 
46  Ibid. 123. 
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2.4.1 The Controversy with the Pharisees and Exile 

It seems that Matthew needs a foil for his exilic theology. This foil is a person. or group 

of people, who simply will not accept the fact that Jesus is the Messiah, and that he is bringing 

an end to the exile. Matthew recognizes such a group in the Jewish leadership of his day. We 

see the number of times that they have rejected, or set out to trap Jesus. "There have always been 

competing assessments of Jesus and his significance. None has been so wrong and so absurd as 

that of the Pharisees (as they are presented in the gospel of Matthew).-47  The religious leaders in 

the gospel are the quintessential people of exile. The offer of freedom comes and yet they refuse 

to accept it because it includes those whom they feel are unworthy. Matthew is showing us that 

the restored community is not made up of the religious leaders, who refuse to accept God's offer 

of forgiveness, but it is made up of those who are willing to risk believing that Jesus really is the 

messiah, and has come to end the exile, but in a manner that is totally unexpected. 

2.4.2 Isaiah 42 and the Exile 

Another strong link to exile in Matthew 12:31-32 rests in the fact that Jesus quotes a 

portion of Isaiah 42 in the pericope immediately before the Beelzebub controversy. Isaiah begins 

the chapter by speaking about what the servant of the Lord will do (heal, encourage, establish 

justice, etc.). This is followed by a scathing explanation of why Israel is in the state of exile. 

They are there because of the fact that their eyes are blind, their ears are deaf, they have been 

handed over to the plunderers by the Lord himself Yet the beginning of the chapter gives hope 

to the blind, and promises to free the captives from prison. It is virtually impossible not to see 

that Matthew had intended to echo this passage. Matthew reminds us that there were essentially 

two kinds of people in the world, those who followed the healer and giver of life, and those who 

47  Hagner, Matthew, 1:344. 
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remained in their prison. The Jewish leadership had chosen to remain in their prison by rejecting 

the work of the Spirit and assigning it to Satan. This is a sin, which causes exile for life. 

Another connection to the exile is the use of the concept of an unforgivable sin in Jewish 

literature. The fact that there was a sin that was not forgivable indicates that there were those 

who would remain unforgiven, and thus those who would remain in exile.48  

2.5 Matthew 26:28: The Passover Meal and Exile 

(28) Taro yap kriv TO aluxi uou Tijc 6taBijk1c TO rrEpl TPDAA.C5V EKXU1/14EVOV E tC 
4E0 V iicuccpTLC)11. 

The Passover meal stirs in the hearts of the disciples the reminder of the promise of 

restoration.49  Wright points out that the meal said two very specific things.5°  It first spoke of 

leaving Egypt. It secondly spoke of the Kingdom of God Jesus seems to indicate through this 

passage that he is the one through whom the forgiveness is being offered, and through whom the 

Kingdom is being inaugurated. The inauguration of the Kingdom and forgiveness are present 

through Jesus' blood and covenant. 

Wright points out that Jesus' mention of the blood of the covenant may echo Zechariah 

9:11-12, 

(11) As for you also, because of the blood of my covenant with you, I have set your 
prisoners free from the waterless pit. (12) Return to the stronghold, 0 prisoners who have 
the hope; This very day I am declaring that! will restore double to you. 

48 
As to the actual nature of this sin, commentators are divided Hagner, Matthew, 347, that it is a 

assignment of the work of the Holy Spirit to Satan". Davies and Allison, Matthew, II: 348, simply say, "We remain 
stumped." 

49  Wright, Jesus and the Victoa, 555. 
so Nit, 557.  
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If this is the case, then for Matthew the exile is ending and the restoration is beginning 

because of the fact that Israel was about to be "rescued from her exilic plight" which had come 

about as a direct result of her sin.51  This last meeting of the pre-resurrection Jesus with his 

disciples in Matthew may echo the very start of Matthew's gospel when Jesus' name is explained 

as that one who "OUSGEL -rOv thou mita) &tie 20511 &pap-n(5v airrCiv." 

Thus the forgiveness that Jesus was offering was the forgiveness offered not through the 

temple, but through Jesus himself. Jesus was offering himself and specifically his death as the 

climax to end the long history of exile and the start of the history of the Kingdom of God 

With this in mind let us now see how Jesus' offer of God's forgiveness, which was in 

essence an offer of an end to the exile, affected his parable of the unforgiving servant? More 

specifically, "How do the exile and the parable fit together?" It is to this question that we now 

turn. 

51 1bid. 561. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A CLOSE EXAMINATION OF THE PARABLE AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO EXILE 

Introduction: 

The purpose of this chapter will be to examine the parable carefully in the context of its 

relationship to exile. This examination cannot hope to be comprehensive for every single 

exegetical issue but the major issues will be dealt with carefully. 

Method for the Interpretation of the Parable 

Any attempt to set forth one method, which will accurately interpret all of Jesus' 

parables, is doomed to fail. Wright has argued that many of the parables should be seen as 

"Israel's story in miniature."52  In an attempt to test Wright's thesis on this particular parable, 

two important hermeneutical principles will guide the study of the parable. 

First, for the purposes of this essay, we will look at the parable as a story that has been 

preserved by Matthew for the specific aim of furthering the theological ends of his work. 

Secondly, we will examine the parable through the "lens" of the theme of exile This is to 

understand whether or not the parable is indeed "Israel's story in miniature." 

Context of the Parable 

The parable occurs in the 18' chapter of the Gospel of Matthew, at the end of the fourth 

discourse.53  Matthew may have, in this discourse, grouped the sayings of Jesus into two main 

52  Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 179. 
53  For an overview of major suggestions as to structure see Davies and Allison, Matthew 1:59-61; S. 

McKnight, "Matthew" in DJG, 529-532; J. D. Kingsbury, Matthew: Structure Christology, Kingdom (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1975), 1-39; In contrast to the above suggestions see the lone voice of Robert Gundry (Robert Gundry, 
Matthew: A Commentary on His Handbook for a Mixed Church Under Persecution, second ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994), 10 who argues, "it is doubtful that the first evangelist thought in terms of [an outline]." 
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headings with three sub-headings each.54  The parable occurs at the very end of the fourth 

discourse, after the teaching on the `excommunication' of a brother (1 8:1 5-20), and the question 

of Peter (18:21-2). The placement of the parable has been called by some, "a culminating point" 

of Matthew's Gospe1.55  At the very least, one realizes that its placement at the end of the 

discourse makes it (in all likelihood) a "hermeneutical key to the chapter as a whole."56  Matthew 

places the parable here because he wants to teach an aspect of forgiveness that is not evident 

either in the excommunication rules, or in Jesus' answer to Peter's question.57  

In the next section, Peter's question is essentially, "How many times must I forgive 

someone before I can cut them off and no longer count them as a brother?"58  The last section, 

the parable itself, has a number of exilic links, which will be explored below. The evidence will 

mount that Wright is correct in his assertion that forgiveness is to be united with the concept of 

exile. We would examine the parable through the grid of those issues that most clearly relate to 

exile, all the while dealing with the exegetical issues as they arise. A larger question is whether 

this forgiveness is personal or national (or both). That question will be dealt with below. 

84  Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:65. 
55  E. Fuchs, "The Parable of the Unmerciful Servant," in Studia Evangelica, vol. I, ed. F.L. Cross (Berlin, 

1959), 489; cf. J. D. Crossan, In Parables: The Challenge of the Historical Jesus (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 
105. 

56  J. R. Donahue, The Gospel in Parable (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 73. For a brief examination of the 
theology of this chapter as it relates to the entire gospel see U. Luz, The Theology of Matthew, trans. L 13 Robinson 
(Cambridge: CUP, 1995), 105-108. ri For a comparison of Matthew 18:21-35 with Mark and Luke see Appendix II. 

58  Cf. Appendix II for 'Internal tensions in the parable'. 



3. The Parable's Relationship to Exile 

There are at least four major issues or motifs which link this parable to the exile: ( I ) the 

issue of the kingdom of Heaven; (2) the issue of forgiveness; (3) the motif of mercy; and (4) the 

motif of prison. Each of these will be examined carefully in an attempt to explain the parable in 

its first century context and understand these exilic links. 

3.1. The Parable Linked to the Exile Through the Use of the Phrase, "ij 13autAck tv 

ofipavuiv”59  

The parable begins with the statement that this story is meant to explain to the hearers 

what the kingdom of Heaven is like. This is a fitting place to start, because many of the major 

interpreters of the parables realize that Jesus' parables revolve around one theme: The kingdom 

of God/Heaven.60  

The first question that is raised is, of course, exactly what is the "kingdom of Heaven.' 

This identity will be examined in four areas: a brief overview of the term; a brief examination of 

the roots of the term kingdom in the Hebrew Bible; an examination of the term in the Gospel of 

Matthew; and last, an overview of the relationship between the kingdom and exile. 

3.1.1 A Basic Overview of the Term 

Jesus uses this phrase 	PcccurAkia T(311 oivavoiv" thirty-three times in the gospel of 

Matthew. A significant number (at least nine) of those times the phrase is used to begin a 

59  Cf. Appendix ll for the use of style and vocabulary for determining Matthean redaction and to know 
what were the actual redactional decisions. 

60 On the importance of parables in understanding Jesus' teaching on the kingdom of Heaven, see Wright, 
Jesus and the Victory of God, 198-369. 
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parable, which presumably helps to explain just what the kingdom is.  The very phrase seems 

to be designed to help the hearer of the story understand what Jesus means by "the kingdom of 

Heaven."62  Caird states the matter eloquently. 

"But if a teacher spends an enormous amount of time telling people what the kingdom of 
God is like, we can reasonably assume that the idea being presented is different from the 
popular one."63  

The question that Caird raises, of course, is "How much different is the kingdom as it was 

taught by Jesus?" The phrase, as it is used here clearly, has to do with the ethical behavior which 

separates a non-member from a member of the kingdom. This relationship between the kingdom 

and ethics is an often-neglected one. This story, however, links the two in very clear and 

unambiguous terms. The person who fails to forgive is not (and perhaps will never be) a 

member of that kingdom of God. 

The parable begins its description of the kingdom with a term of comparison (4.Lowien). 

This comparison has been examined by Carson, who finds that the phrase simply means, "the 

kingdom should be compared to."64  In this case the comparison is to a king. On a wider level 

however, the comparison is also a contrast. The contrast is between the gracious ethical behavior 

of the king, and the poor ethical behavior of the servant. 

Another question that arises is: "Is the 'kingdom of God' the same as the 'kingdom of 

Heaven'?" We can say that the term "kingdom of Heaven" as it is used in Matthew is essentially 

a different way of saying the "kingdom of God." Jeremias points out that even in, 

61  The citations as well as a more nuanced look at Matthew's use of this term will follow. 
62  See D. A. Carson, "The 'homoios' Word-Group as Introduction to Some Matthean Parables," in NTS 31 

(1985), 277-82. 
63 G. B. Caird, New Testament Theology ed. L. D. Hurst (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 351. 
64  Carson, "Word-Group." 

24 



"The pre-Christian period there was a prohibition against uttering the tetragrammaton, to 
ensure that the second commandment (Ex. 20:7; Deut 5:11) was followed as scrupulously 
as possible and to exclude any misuse of the divine name."65  
This is not to argue that there are not different nuances of meaning inherent in the 

kingdom sayings. There clearly are. The point, however, is not one of nuance but of referent, 

which seems to be the same in both "The kingdom of Heaven" and the "kingdom of God."66  

3.1.2 Hebrew Bible Background to the Term 

Before examining the kingdom passages in the Gospel of Matthew, it is important to 

examine the background to this phrase. Where does Jesus/Matthew get this idea of the kingdom, 

which was apparently already some sort of symbol? The symbol is not made up by Jesus, but 

comes from the Hebrew Bible.°  The concept of God's rule as King occurs in some sense in 

every book, from Genesis to Malachi. Each of these books speak about the day when God will 

become King.68  This final Kingship of God will be the consummation of all that God has 

promised through the Prophets. 

The kingdom of God is pictured as a time when the actions, as well as the hearts of those 

who are its members will be purified so that they may walk in obedience. This will occur for 

65 
Jeremias, New  Testament Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus 9 Note that Jeremias specifically 

mentions Matthew's use of the phrase "kingdom of heaven" in this context, 
66  In Matthew 19:23-24 we find the two phrases used almost certainly interchangeably, arguing that 

Matthew, at least saw the two terms as virtually synonymous.  
(23) '0 a 1110a4 EtnEv Toic yakratc aina, 'AAv Aeyw WAy bIL Trimiotoc buoidawc (1.00.63E-rat Etc 
TO PUGLIEIAV Tuip oopav63). (24) maw & Ayubµiv, ciwordcEptiv tom,  KetµflAov 8,1 rpurnµaroc 
Aatiboc 5tEXeciti fl  raotioLov ELGEMElv etc tip fiCCOLAELCIL) Tal 0E06 
On this question see the very excellent discussion by Davies and Allison, Matthew 1:389-392. rhey 

conclude (392) that the reader of Matthew ought to think of the "kingdom of heaven' as nothing more than a 
stylistic variation of 'kingdom of God'." 

67 
For an analysis of the kingdom as it is seen through the framework of the book of Psalms see 13 Chilton, 

Pure Kingdom: Jesus' Vision of God, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996). 
See for example Ex 15:18, "The Lord shall reign for ever and ever"; Mic 4:6, "And the LORD will reign 

over them in Mount Zion From now on and forever"; Zech 14:9, "And the LORD will be king over all the earth; in 
that day the LORD will be the only one, and His name the only one." 
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two reasons. First, God will regenerate the hearts of those who are his people.69 Second, those 

who are truly members of the kingdom will be righteous. That is, the real people of God are the 

ones who do his will.70  

Given that the Hebrew Bible clearly expects a coming kingdom and expects this kingdom 

to be ethically based, how does the Gospel of Matthew present the kingdom? The kingdom 

passages found in Matthew will be examined now in an effort to answer the question. 

3.1.3 An Examination of the Kingdom Passages in Matthew 

Matthew uses the term pocatA.Eitz 55 times in 53 verses?' Of course not all of these 

occurrences are instances of the term 	fiaoil€ia rti'iv olipm)Citi.": there are thirty three instances 

of this term in Matthew's Gospel??  

The question now is, "what did Jesus mean by the use of the term in this parable?"73  Not 

everyone would even agree that there is a point in this particular passage. C.H. Dodd postulates 

that the formula here (i.e., "the kingdom of Heaven is like . . .") "has become conventional."?' 

Even Dodd however will grant that the link between this parable and the kingdom has to do with 

ethics and judgment. What then does the phrase, as it is used here, mean? 

69  The most obvious example is Jer 31:33, "I will put My law within them, and on their heart 1 will write it: 
and 1 will be their God, and they shall be My people." Note that God has earlier stated in v. 8, "I will cleanse them 
from all their iniquity by which they have sinned against Me." See as well !sit 1:25 and Eze 36:25-26, 

7u  See Isa 4:3-4 "And it will come about that he who is left in Zion and remains in Jerusalem will be called 
holy--everyone who is recorded for life in Jerusalem. When the Lord has washed away the filth of the daughters of 
Zion, and purged the bloodshed of Jerusalem from her midst," 

The passages are: 3:2; 4:8; 4:17; 4:23; 5:3; 5:10; 5:19; 5:20; 6:10; 6:33; 7:21; 8:11; 8:12; 9:35; 10:7; 
11:11; 11:12; 12:25; 12:26; 12:28; 13:11; 13:19; 13:24; 13:31; 13:33: 13:38: 13:41; 13:43; 13:44; 13:45; 13:47; 
13:52; 16:19; 16:28; 18:1; 18:3; 18:4; 18:23; 19:12; 19:14; 19:23; 19:24; 20:1; 20:21; 21:31; 21:43; 22:2; 23:13; 
24:7; 24:14; 25:1: 25:34; 26:29. 

72  3:2; 4:17; 5:3; 5:10; 5:19 (twice); 5:20; 7:21; 8:11; 10:7; 11:11; 11:12; 12:28; 13:11; 13:24; 13:31: 
13:33; 13:44; 13:45; 13:47; 13:52; 16:19; 18:1; 18:3; 18:4; 18:23; 19- 12; 19:14; 19:23; 20:l;22:2; 23:13; 25:1. 

73  Jeremias, New Testament  Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus 31 points out that the expression 
kingdom of heaven/God occurs on the lips of Jesus as follows: Mark (13 times); Logia common to Matthew and 
Luke (9 times); Matthew only (27 times); Luke only (12 times); John (2 times). See also J. D. Kingsbury, Matthew 
Structure, Christology, Kingdom, 128-160. 

74  C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (London: Nisbet & Co. Ltd., 1938), 33. 
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First, we must affirm that the "kingdom of Heaven" is an ethical kingdom. That is, it 

brings with it certain ethical demands of discipleship. The most obvious demand is to forgive. 

Secondly, we believe that the phrase "kingdom of Heaven" refers to both the future and the 

present. That the kingdom is present seems to be indicated by Matthew 12:28. Jesus is casting 

out demons and thus, he says, the kingdom of God has come. There are also a number of things 

that Jesus says that seem to place his expectation of the kingdom in the future (e.g. 6:10:, 8:11). 

To the parable we now turn in earnest. What does the parable teach about the kingdom 

and how does it relate to the exile? The idea of a king as the main character in a parable is 

common in the parables of the Talmud and Midrashim.1c  What then is the relationship between 

the story of this king, the kingdom which Jesus speaks of, and the exile? 

3.1.4 The Kingdom of Heaven and Exile 

The larger question is how this connection between ethics and the kingdom fits with the 

theme of exile. Meyer understands this as an often overlooked, yet fundamental facet of the 

kingdom, "namely the tie between the reign of God and the restoration of Israel."76  

Another reason that this theme fits comes from the fact that exile results from unethical 

behavior. To the extent that exile is a punishment for sin, then the eschatological hope of the end 

of the exile must be accompanied by forgiveness, which is followed by non-sinful (i.e.. ethical) 

behavior. This may have been the reason that the scribes and Pharisees are so angry with Jesus in 

the Gospel of Matthew. They see him as disobeying clear ethical commands (e.g. table 

fellowship), and thus delaying the eschatological coming of God. Yet Jesus sees them as 

disobeying the most basic command of God, that of the forgiveness of others. Thus the very fact 

"See W. C. Allen, The Gospel According to Matthew (ICC; Edinburgh: i&T Clark, 1977), 23. 
76 8. F. Meyer, The Aims of Jesus, (London: SCM, 1979), 132-3. 
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that this kingdom of heaven deals with forgiveness indicates that this parable is a national lesson 

on what the enemies of Jesus are really missing in their search for the final eschatological 

coming of God and restoration of Israel. The kingdom will not come for you, Jesus says, until 

you learn that forgiveness is to be extended not just to those whom you think deserve it. but also 

to all of those who accept God's offer. The question that inevitably arises is, of course, if the 

exile had ended with Jesus' offer of forgiveness (or more specifically, with the fulfillment of that 

offer through his death and resurrection") why didn't more Jews recognize it? 

Kingdom is the beginning of the reign of God, and thus, by definition, the end of the 

exile. When Jesus tells this parable he is saying to those who listen that the "kingdom of God, the 

return from exile, the great climax of Israel's history, is here, . 	though it does not look like you 

thought it would."78  Thus it is clear that for many, if not most first-century Jews, the coming 

kingdom was a shorthand phrase for the time when God would become King, and all would 

begin to be put right in the world. 

3.2 The Parable Linked to the Exile Through the Concept of Forgiveness 

The parable cannot be properly understood without a clear view of what forgiveness 

meant to a Second-Temple Jew. It is to this issue that we now turn our attention. Before looking 

at the theological lessons that the parable teaches about forgiveness, one must understand the 

nature of the metaphor being used. 

77  N.T. Wright, The Challenge of Jesus:  Rediscovering  Who Jesus Was and Is, (Downers Grove, 11:1VP, 
1999), 126-148, has set out several of the arguments clearly, though on a semi-popular level. 

'a  Ibid. 41. 



3.2.1 Debt As a Metaphor for Forgiveness 

Forgiveness in this parable is seen as a release from a huge financial debt. The truth is 

that ten thousand talents was more money than any one person could ever have owed.29  Some 

have argued that this amount is a Matthean redaction, which was not part of the original parable. 

Jeremias says that we simply fail to take seriously the fact that the parables often contain "an 

element of unexpectedness."8°  

Another argument stems from the fact that the word `66vEtov' sometimes means loan 

rather than debt. In fact, Gundry argues that while the word can mean loan, the answer is to 

recognize "the use of hyperbole for a debt owed by a common slave to his royal master."81  Thus 

the question of whether this word is to be taken literally or as hyperbole is crucial. While this 

noun could indeed mean 'loan', the phrase does not indicate that the loan was postponed, but 

wiped away or forgiven.82  Thus, the word that should really be investigated is not othiEtov but 

eal/fIKEv. This is the explanation for what has happened, and this is the word that is much more 

frequently used by Matthew. The word usually means to forgive, or to wipe away. Thus the 

question of whether this was originally a loan or some other kind of debt is really secondary. 

The more important question is what happened to the amount. The answer of course is that it 

was wiped away, not just postponed. 

This problem of debt has been used by Matthew earlier in the gospel as a metaphor for 

sin and guilt (Matt 6:12). While debt "is not a usual image for sin or guilt in Hebrew or Greek, 

79  M. C. de Boer, "Ten Thousand Talents: Matthew's Interpretation and Redaction of the Parable of the 
Unforgiving Servant (Matt 18:23-35)," in CBQ 50 (1988): 218, D. A. Carson, Matthew (EBC; Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1984) understands that the amount could be "over a billion dollars. 

" J. Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, second ed. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1963). 161. 
91  Gundry, Matthew 373. 
87  See BAG12,170. 
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the Aramaic noun for 'debt' ... is often used metaphorically in this sense."83  Jesus is saying in 

this gospel that just as debt is destroying and enslaving the nation, so sin is just as inescapable, 

and just as destructive. Thus the freedom from debt that many in Israel desired, yet were unable 

to achieve, was symbolic of the freedom from sin that many needed just as badly. 

3.2.2 The Nature of the Link Between Forgiveness and Exile 

In this section we will argue that in the area of forgiveness the parable teaches several 

important lessons. These lessons will be examined along these lines: we will revisit the 

argument that forgiveness was what was needed to end the exile; we will then examine the nature 

of the offer of forgiveness extended by God through Jesus; we will then see if this forgiveness is 

to be seen as Personal or Corporate. Finally, we will see what the requirements are of Jesus' 

offer of forgiveness. 

3.2.2.1 The Relationship Between Sin, Exile, and Forgiveness 

First, the question of the relationship between forgiveness and the exile must be briefly 

re-opened. It would be foolish to believe that simply because forgiveness may be connected with 

the exile in one area that it is connected in every instance in which Matthew mentions 

forgiveness. The question then becomes "What evidence can be found that this parable's view of 

forgiveness is linked, in the mind of Matthew, to the exile?" 

The first piece of evidence of course has already been laid out. The kingdom of Heaven is 

another way of speaking of the restoration of Israel. Given that the kingdom is so clearly linked 

to forgiveness in this parable, the connection between forgiveness, the kingdom. and a 

83  J. P. Meier A Marginal Jew: Rethinking  the Historical Jesus (New York: Doubleday, 1991). 1:265. 
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restoration (and thus end of the exile) is not hard to see. These form a chain that drags one along 

to the inevitable conclusion that sin and exile are ultimately linked to the Kingdom. 

A second argument stems from the fact that forgiveness was what was needed to end the 

exile, because the exile was caused by sin. 

Given the problem with debt mentioned above, the good news should be seen as what 

happens when God intervenes. "The parable of the two debtors (Luke 7:41-43), the unmerciful 

servant (Matt 18:23-35) and the love of the father (Luke 15:11-32), show that in the good news 

what happens is the remission of debts."84  That is, when God acts, it is both to forgive Israel's 

sins and to restore her fortunes. Thus it is only natural that the metaphor of remission of debt 

should be used for forgiveness of sin To fail to forgive was as foolish an act as to fail to accept 

the remission of debt. Thus Jesus' 

"demand of mutual forgiveness among his followers is not to be seen merely as a part of 
an abstract ethical agenda. It is part of what we might call the eschatological Torah. . . . 
Not to forgive one another would be a way of denying that this great, long-awaited event 
was taking place; in other words, it would be to cut off the branch on which they were 
sitting."85  

3.2.2.2 The Nature of Jesus' Offer of Forgiveness 

The first question that must be asked is what Jesus may have meant by his offer of 

forgiveness. As we have suggested above, Matthew sees Jesus' mission, in part at least, as 

offering an end to the exile. What evidence is there that Matthew saw Jesus' offer of forgiveness 

as an integral part of that specific area of Jesus' mission? This question has, in all fairness, 

already been answered. To the extent that Jesus' mission can be summed up in his offer of 

forgiveness, it is clear that Matthew perceived this offer as in some sense, ending the exile. 

" Jeremias, New Testament Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus, 113-14. 
" Wright, The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is, 70. 
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The question that immediately arises of course, is the same as the one that arose above: 

"If (after the mission of Jesus) the exile is over, why does Israel still look the same?" In other 

words, what exactly did this forgiveness of sins, and victory over evil "consist in if they (the 

redeemed New Israel) continued to live as they did, under Roman domination and 

persecution?"86  Why do the forgiven, non-exiled followers of Jesus still look "for all the world 

as if they are still in exile?"87  The answer is that the world has changed, though in a very subtle 

manner. There are at least two signs that show that the exile is over, and that the followers of 

Jesus have ultimately been forgiven. 

First, the temple action of Jesus shows that the nature of the nation of Israel has changed. 

Jesus' temple action is seen as a symbolic action which is a prediction of God's judgment in the 

form of the destruction of the temple. Sanders argue that the overturning of the tables is an 

action that intends to predict the overturning of the temple itself.88  He adds to this, evidence that 

Jesus predicted the destruction of the temple (Matthew 24) and that one of the charges raised 

against him at his trial was that he threatened the temple (Matt 26:60), a charge which is repeated 

by the crowds at his crucifixion (Matt 27:40). 

Why would Jesus have threatened the temple in this way? Because his offer of 

forgiveness was meant to bring on a new day. In fact, "the Temple . .. is quietly and decisively 

replaced - by Jesus himself."89  Thus the destruction of the temple is evidence that a new day has 

come, the exile is over, and forgiveness is available through the offer of God, not in the Temple, 

but in Jesus. 

      

88  Wright, The Challenge oflesus: 
87  Ibid., 126-148. 
88  Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 70. 
" Wright, The Challenge of Jesus: 

Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is, 126-148. 

Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is, 167. 

     

32 



Second, the resurrection shows that the nature of Israel has changed. The fact that 

Israel's messiah had been raised from the dead was a symbolic communication of the fact that 

Israel had been raised. Her time of death/exile were now over, and new life had begun. In fact. 

"from the time of Ezekiel 37 onward "resurrection" was an image used to denote the 
great return from exile, the renewal of the covenant, and to connote the belief that when 
this happened it would mean that Israel's sin and death (i.e., the exile) had been dealt 
with, that YHWII had renewed his covenant with his people."9°  

It seems that Wright has put his finger here on a very important, yet underlying theme of 

Second-Temple Judaism. Ezekiel sees the restoration of the land and people in terms of a 

resurrection.91  This vision is primarily concerned with the restoration and revival of the nation.92  

The interesting thing is that Matthew seems to pick up this image in his passion narrative. When 

one reads Ezek 37:13 alongside Matt 27:52-3, it is virtually impossible not to see that Matthew is 

echoing the Ezekiel passage.93  Thus Ezekiel sees and knows the horror of the exile, it is death. 

a death that has no hope of being reversed apart from the incredible work of God. Thus, 

proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus has brought about what the prophet Ezekiel had seen, hope 

in the midst of exile, a release from death and sin. "The exile is over - not just Israel's exile, in 

actual and spiritual Babylon but the exile of the human race, shut out of the garden."94  

3.2.2.3 Is This Forgiveness To Be Seen As Personal or Corporate? 

A second question that this offer of forgiveness raises has to do with the nature of the 

forgiveness. Is this offer to be seen in individualistic or corporate terms? Is God's offer of 

" Ibid. 135. 
91  As to whether this is intended to teach an individual resurrection, see D. I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel 

(chanters 25-48) (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 383-387. 
92  Ibid. 383. 
93  See Davies and Allision, Matthew, 3:634; France Matthew, 401, Gundry. Matthew, 576 . 
94  Wright, Challenge, 164. 
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forgiveness in the Hebrew Bible (the clear background to Jesus' offer) seen in both personal as 

well as corporate terms? The Hebrew Bible contains many prayers for forgiveness of both 

sorts.95 One may see examples of prayers for personal forgiveness in 2 Kgs 5:18, where Naaman 

prays for personal pardon from the Lord, as well as in Ps 25:11, where the psalmist asks for 

forgiveness of his own iniquity.96 On the other hand there are many passages which ask for 

forgiveness on a corporate level. In 1 Kgs 8:30, Solomon is praying at the dedication of the 

temple. He asks the Lord to hear the supplication of his people and forgive them of their sins (in 

2 Chronicles 6 this prayer is repeated). In Ps 79:9 the writer cries out for restoration and 

forgiveness of his people, not just of himself. Wright points out many more passages that deal 

with forgiveness on a national level (Lam. 4:22; Jer. 31:31; 33:4-11: Ezek. 36:24-26; 37:21-23; 

Isa. 40:1-2; 43:25-44:3; Dan. 9:16-51).97  What evidence exists in the parable itself to point 

toward either an individual or corporate sense of forgiveness (or perhaps both)? Is this a national 

story or is this a story about the individual life before God? There are a number of reasons for 

seeing the nature of forgiveness in the parable, though couched in individualistic terms, as 

nationalistic in scope, while still having individual application. That is, the arguments which 

follow show that the parable should be seen as a warning about what would happen to that group 

of people who failed to respond correctly to Jesus' offer of forgiveness. 

First, the parable should be seen as nationalistic because it has links to the end of the 

exile. The nature of forgiveness in the Gospel of Matthew speaks, in some sense at least, about 

restoration from exile. The very fact that forgiveness is linked to the exile indicates that there is 

a national audience for the parable, not just an individual one. Thus the restoration offered, and 

95  The following passages were suggested by Paul Ellingworth, "Forgiveness of Sins," in !DK, 241.  

96  One should not forget that the Psalms which began as cries for personal forgiveness often came to be 
used in corporate worship. See Ell ingworth, "Forgiveness of Sins" in DJG 241. 

95  Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 268-74. 
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the exile threatened are not primarily spoken to the individual, but to the nation, or at least 

groups within the nation. 

Secondly, while there are offers of forgiveness, which are personal in Matthew's gospel. 

many of the offers of forgiveness seen there are corporate The gospel begins with the promise in 

1:21 that Jesus will save his people from their sins. This is clearly a corporate view of 

forgiveness. Jesus will save a group of people identified as his own. 

Wright is correct when he states, 

"for an average second temple Jew what mattered more than his or her own isolated, 
individual "salvation" was the whole future direction of the purposes of YHWII for Israel 
and the world."98  

Another piece of evidence that the parable should be seen in corporate terms, comes from 

the nature of the story itself. The servant in the parable is punished for not allowing the 

forgiveness which he had received affect the world in which he lived. His crime was taking the 

forgiveness as a personal gift, which did not need to be shared with those around him. So, the 

forgiveness that we see in this parable must be seen in terms larger than just a personal offer. To 

see God's offer of forgiveness in purely personal terms is to make the same mistake (on a 

smaller level) that the wicked servant made. 

3.2.2.4 What Requirements Did Jesus' Offer Bring With It? 

A third question that must be asked and answered concerning the offer of forgiveness 

extended by Jesus is this: "What requirements did this offer bring with it?" 

When Jesus calls for repentance he is calling for those who are listening to accept God's 

offer of forgiveness through him. This repentance however, was not as willingly given as might 

98  N. T. Wright, "Theology, History and Jesus: A Response to Maurice Casey and Clive Marsh." in JS.NT 
69 (1988), 257. 
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first be imagined. Many in Jesus day felt that repentance was good and right for those who were 

true sinners (publicans and such) but was not really needed for them (i.e., those who were not 

"terrible sinners"). It is for this reason that Jesus reverses the normal expectation of repentance 

as being difficult for those generally viewed as sinners, and shows that repentance is really more 

difficult "for the pious, the upright, the holy."99  Yet for those who refuse to repent. Jesus 

promises a horrible judgment, because they have refused to accept God's offer of forgiveness. 

Thus repentance was not just an arbitrary requirement, but to a "new recognition of one's sin and 

sinfulness . . and a new recognition of one's neighbor."°°  

So a repentant person shows hiskher repentance by extending forgiveness to others around 

him/her. Jeremias states this in very strong terms: "more than anything else, however, 

membership of the basileia in ordinary everyday life is expressed by an indefatigable capacity to 

forgive the brethren."1°1  This is the very point of the parable: the person who is unwilling to 

forgive others shows by his/her actions that he/she has not really experienced kingdom life. 

He/she has not "sensed what God has done in acting at the end of history to redeem Israel."1°2  

It is this very problem that leads to the conflict in Matthew's gospel between the Jewish 

leadership and Jesus. Jesus states that instead of extending God's offer of forgiveness, they 

"shut up the kingdom of heaven." (23:13). In fact it is to this group that Jesus gives the serious 

warning that the kingdom will be taken away from them (21:43). 

Thus the central message of the parable is clear: every one who claims to be a member (if 

the kingdom must have gained this membership through repentance. A person shows that 

" Meyer, Aims ofJesus, 132. 
Kw  Ibid., 123. 
1°I  Jeremias, New Testament Theology: The Proclamation of Jesus 221. 
102 Meyer, Aims of Jesus, 226. 

a 
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repentance by being willing to forgive others. Next we will look at the issue of the relationship 

between exile and the offer of mercy (orrietypt(Opat) in the parable. 

3.3 The Parable is Linked to the Exile Through the Motif of Mercy 

In the parable, the reason for the seeming relinquishment of the debt is because of the 

feeling of "mercy" on the part of the King. A great deal of the significance of the word in the 

Hebrew Bible comes from the fact that the "compassion" of God is seen as the basis for the 

eschatological renewal of the covenant and restoration of the people (cf. Deut. 13:8: Isa. 14:1; 

49:10, 13; 54:8, 10; 60:10; Jer 12:15; 33:26; Ezek. 39:25; Micah 7:19; Hab. 3:2; Zech. 10:6). 

Much of the significance of the use of ataayxviCottat in the New Testament comes from 

its being used to describe Jesus as well as his use of the word to speak of forgiveness in other 

parables. Jesus is described as a person who has compassion on others, just as God has 

compassion on his people (see for example Matt. 9:36 as well as 14:14). Several of Jesus' 

parables focus on this concept of the granting of compassion to those who apparently do riot 

deserve it. 1°3  

The word is used five times in Matthew and is used to refer to Jesus in all cases except 

the current one. The use of the word here in 18:27, contrasts with Opytoedc in v. 34, as well as 

iWiyia in v. 33.1°4  The King is at first compassionate, yet later angry enough to send the servant 

into prison. 

When this use of the word here in Matthew is compared and contrasted with the concept 

in the Hebrew Bible, and the use of the word in the other gospels. it becomes clear that this term 

has exilic links both in the ministry of Jesus and in Jesus' actual use of the term. One cannot 

103  Specifically the parables of the "Good Samaritan" (Luke 10:25-37) and the "Prodigal Son" (Luke I 5:1 I - 
32) 

1°4  Flagner, Matthew 11:424. 
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help but see the clear connection between the Father's extension of compassion in his renewal of 

Covenant Israel, and the King's extension of compassion in his dealing with the servant's debt. 

If the showing of compassion on the part of the king is a symbol of the reconstitution of Israel, 

one would expect to see the other side of the coin, the punishment of those who did not accept 

this compassion. This is seen in the final act of the story as the servant is turned over to the 

"torturers." It is to this punishment that we now turn. 

3.4 The Parable is Linked to the Exile Through the Motif of Prison 

In the end, the servant must face the wrath of the king whose forgiveness he has treated 

scornfully by not extending it to others. He meets this king who again has decided to "settle 

accounts.',I05 
 The king is angry as a result of his treatment of a fellow servant and has him 

placed into prison until his debt is paid. This section of the parable raises a number of questions: 

"What are the links between prison and exile?" "flow prevalent was the sale of a person for a 

personal debt?" "What does Jesus mean by 'torturers'?" "What would constitute the paying back 

of the debt?" It is to these questions that we now turn. 

3.4.1 Prison and Exile 

The link between prison, as it is spoken of here, and exile is very strong. The link begins 

with the understanding that being in exile was much like being in prison. A glance at the words 

used in the LXX to refer to the exile makes this point clear.106  This becomes more significant 

105  This "settling accounts" (Guyana'. thyoy), has eschatological overtones (see Hagner, Matthew, 11:538). 
The phrase is found again in the parable of the talents (25:19). While these two parables are the only instances of 
the use of the word ountinco in the New Testament, the idea of this eschatological settling of accounts occurs in Mat 
5:25-6 and 7:1-2. 

106 
See S. J. Hafemann, "Paul and the Exile of Israel in Galatians 3-4." in Exile: Old Testament. Jett ish. and 

Christian Conceptions, ed. J. M. Scott (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1997), 376, n. 73. 
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when one realizes that clllacixn is "Matthew's word-of-choice in material that is either special M 

tradition, or Matthean redaction: 18:30; 25:36, 39, 43, 44."1°7  

3.4.2 Sale for Personal Debt 

While there is no question that there were serious problems with debt in Second-Temple 

Judaism, it is somewhat difficult to discern exactly how that debt was treated. Some have argued 

that what Jesus was actually proclaiming was, 

"a long awaited "jubilee," in which debts would be canceled, prisoners released, and 
people returned to their family inheritance, as provided for in Leviticus 25 - in other 
words, the offer of a new life made possible by the chance to start over economically."I08  

Whatever the case may be, we can say almost with certainty, that this parable deals with 

debt as a metaphor, not with the release of debt in actual life; to that extent whether or not a 

person was often sold into slavery is really a secondary question.1°9  Thus, simply because 

Jewish law is not applicable to the character's performance does not mean that it is "unrelated to 

the reader's expectations."' I°  The very fact that the parable is still effective today is evidence 

that it does not need to have a one to one correspondence to the world in which the hearers live. 

3.4.3 What Does Jesus Mean by "Torturers"? 

The word used (J3aoavtoraic) is found only here in the New Testament."' It is true that 

"the punishment of torture was not allowed in Israel 	unless the parable is referring to Herod 

1°7  Meier, Marginal Jew, 11:198, n. 89. 
1°8  R. A. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence. Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine, (San 

Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987), 251. 
109  On the nature of slavery during this period see J. A. Glancey, "Slaves and Slavery in the Matthean 

Parables," in JBL 119(2000) 67-90. 
1 ID  Bernard Brandon Scott, "The King's Accounting: Matthew 18:23-34," in JBL 104 (1985) 432, note 18. 
111  A cognate verb does occur in 8:29 "Kai (666 'fKprgav AlyourEc. 	fillip Kai am:, 	1.0(1 Of-Ob; i1ABEc (1) 

6c rp6 KaLpob pecoavioaL hurl( The noun Kartotv (severe punishment) occurs in 25:46. 
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the Great, who made abundant use of torture, heedless of Jewish law."112  It may also be that 

Jesus story is reminding the hearers of the Roman system of debt collection where torture would 

be frequent.'" In fact 

"an inscription from Puteoli details the job description of a manceps, a public official 
whose duties included torturing and even executing slaves on demand. Private citizens 
could hire the manceps to conduct the desired torture of their slaves." 14  

This part of the story echoes verse 30 where the servant who owed a relatively small debt 

was put into prison. The main point that this section is meant to reinforce is simply this: one who 

is not forgiving will not be forgiven. Thus, one who refuses to allow restoration to be extended 

even to the "unworthy" is himself unworthy of the benefits of restoration. The torture is really 

for those who are unwilling to forgive. Who then, in Matthew's Gospel, is seen as being 

unwilling to extend forgiveness? It is the Jewish leadership. This is also evidence that this 

parable was intended to speak to the Jewish leaders, and not primarily the disciples. 

3.4.4 What Would Constitute the Paying Back of the Debt? 

Of course, one of the most significant questions that comes to mind when one reads this 

part of the story is this: "How could the servant pay back a debt when he was imprisoned?' The 

answer is that "the defaulter is being punished in order to motivate him and those who care for 

him to raise the necessary funding."115  

In this case, of course, the debt is so high that the idea of paying it back is almost 

unthinkable. There are many who argue that this punishment is perpetual, since a debt this size 

112  leremias, Parables, 212 
113  Hagner, Matthew 11:540. 
1 " Glancy, "Slaves and Slavery," 67. 
I " Davies and Allison, Matthew, 11:802-3. 
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could never be repaid.116  Perhaps the best solution, given the context that the parable is meant as 

a warning to those who would reject the offer of forgiveness, it that it is a grand illustration of 

what happens to those who reject this offer. 

Conclusion 

This parable simply divides people into two camps. There are those who are willing to 

accept the offer of God, through Jesus, and those who are not. Those who are not (very clearly 

the Jewish leadership in Matthew's gospel) simply will never totally get out of exile, no matter 

how long they stay in the land. It is interesting that the language used in the parable to refer to 

the servant (Aorae Trovripc,) is used elsewhere "in connection with Satan .. . or when speaking of 

the scribes and Pharisees (9:27; 20:30).117  

Secondly, this reading of the parable supports the overall thesis because we have seen 

evidence that the parable was delivered to a group of people who refused to accept the offer of 

forgiveness through Jesus. We have also seen evidence that this parable, because of its many 

themes (among those are kingdom, forgiveness, mercy, debt, and prison) has strong links to the 

concept of exile. In the next section, we will examine other passages dealing with forgiveness in 

the Gospel of Matthew with a view to finding these same themes. 

116  See Davies and Allison, Matthew 11:803; Gundry, Matthew, 374. 
i  17  Leopold Sabourin, The Gospel Accordiug_to St. Matthew (Bombay: St. Paul Publications, 1982). 726. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A CHRISTIAN VIEW OF FORGIVENESS 
"Forgiveness and Life in Community" 

Questions of how and when forgiveness should be offered, both on a corporate and an 

individual level, are significant ones for the first as well as the twenty-first century Christian. 

This last chapter will deal with how the proposed link between forgiveness and exile actually 

should be lived out in our own lives. How does the link between exile and forgiveness that has 

been postulated above affect the modern Christian and his or her view of forgiveness? In other 

words, we might ask ourselves how restoration in a particular situation in the first-century church 

actually worked. Matthew has given us the theoretical analysis of such exile/restoration of 

persons or groups of people who were unrepentant. We will now see how forgiveness in the 

Christian community between members of the community ought to work itself out as a living 

example of what God has done for his people Israel (thus individual forgiveness, yet extended at 

a corporate level). One of the best ways that we might answer the above question is by looking at 

it practically. 

Domestic Violence: 

The problem of forgiveness quickly surfaces when we encounter victims of domestic 

violence in the church This type of violence is a very common feature here in Nairobi: it's 

enough to take up the daily newspapers, and the pages are all full of stories of domestic violence. 

Forgiveness is found to be a "problem" in relation to domestic violence because it has proven 

counter productive. Of the many passages that describe or mandate forgiveness, Matt 18:21-35. 

is perhaps the one most relevant to forgiving domestic violence. In the context of Matthew's 
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community, it is likely that the author and readers would assume that forgiveness is a communal 

practice. Even from a modern individualistic framework, we should still be able to recogni7e 

Matthew's communal emphasis' ig  and the same way to forgive domestic violence should be a 

community venture rather than just an individual's initiative. 

Case Study: 

I. Marcia, 36 years old, was beaten on her arms and back and kicked in the stomach by 

her husband. This was the worst of the violent episodes that had been building up over a year. 

Not knowing what to do, she went to her pastor for advice about how to save her marriage. Her 

pastor told Marcia that a good marriage requires forgiveness. She returned home and forgave her 

husband. The violence in their marriage continued to escalate, and when she did leave her 

marriage two years later, she left her church as well. 

II. Peter decided to look for help after a neighbour called the police and Peter was nearly 

arrested for attacking his girlfriend. He went to his minister and disclosed how he had -pushed 

her around" the night before. The minister reminded Peter that God forgives all human sin. After 

praying together, Peter felt better and went home. A week later he was arrested after his 

girlfriend went to the emergency room with a broken arm:19  

In the first story, the minister's response reveals a clear understanding of the dynamics of 

domestic violence. By telling the woman that forgiveness will help the marriage, the pastor 

implies that she is somehow at fault; if she changes her behavior (to become more forgiving), the 

violence should stop. 

118  D.J. Harrington. The Gospel of Matthew, (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1991), I. 
119  The stores of Marcia and Peter are composite stories taken from the examples of many women and men 

whose lives have been affected by violent relationships. 
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Nor does Peter's forgiveness by his minister have any transforming effect on his 

violence. In using the words "forgiveness" and "sin", the minister implies that Peter has done 

something wrong, but stops short of holding Peter accountable for his actions or requiring 

change; in fact, there is not a hint that Peter should attempt to change. or that change is possible. 

A fresh reading of Matthew 18 may call us back to our responsibility as a community to 

recognize sin, to speak the truth about that sin, and (again as a community) to forgive. 

Forgiveness in the parable is corporate forgiveness which will set us all free from our exilic 

fallen nature. 

But then very often our response to victims of domestic violence has been like our 

reading of Matt 18:21-35. We are horrified by the situation and counsel them to forgive, just as 

we would counsel the unforgiving servant, but we do not notice ourselves in the story. One of the 

primary tasks of the Christian community in confronting domestic violence is to understand our 

need to repent of violence. Becoming aware of domestic violence requires that we recognize the 

many ways the church has encouraged this violence and the ways we personally have accepted 

or minimized the many forms of violence against women in our culture. 

Becoming able to forgive domestic violence would entail addressing our own individual 

participation in violence and our culture's systematic participation. Forgiveness would challenge 

us to identify the various means of violence against women 	from those which seem 

insignificant to those which are brutal and obvious and the ways in which our sexism and 

racism interact to make justice difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. It would require that we 

prepare ourselves to carry out the confrontation described in Matthew 18. 

Undoubtedly, church life would look very different if we took seriously this 

responsibility of forgiveness coupled with calling the sinner to account, and it would also send a 
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strong message to the abuser that the other members of the community consider their behavior 

unacceptable. Calling a member back into fellowship by telling the truth about sin is a task for all 

who consider themselves part of that faith community. 

Through the practice of forgiveness, the church participates in the reign of God, for we 

recognize both the grace that is given to us and our calling as agents of God's grace to others. 

Domestic violence will only begin to decrease when our society recognizes it as a 

problem and communicates that it is wrong. An understanding of corporate forgiveness coincides 

with the goal of preventing violence because both involve not only the repentance of the sinner, 

but also the accountability of the community and the need to face our own sin. When the church 

can recognize its own complicity in the sin of domestic violence and when members hold one 

another accountable for the changes that will be necessary to live as Jesus' disciples, then the 

kingdom of God is present and the church can offer forgiveness to others with greater depth of 

understanding and become a witness to those outside its bounds who struggle against violence. 

Matthew 18 reminds us of our call to recognize sin, to tell the truth about that sin, and yet not to 

return to evil for evil, but to overcome evil with good. 

By taking an indifferent attitude to atrocities happening to humankind (domestic violence 

is just an example of the evil/sinful tendencies of humankind) we are all placed into exile by God 

for a reason. This reason is so that we may come to grips with what we have done and are 

continually doing, and to know the seriousness of our sins. Once this sin is recognized, repented 

of, and Jesus' offer of forgiveness accepted, the exile comes to an end. A new day begins in our 

lives, a day which was brought about only by the forgiveness found in the death and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ. 
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CONCLUSION 

It is clear to anyone who reads the gospel that Matthew was steeped in the Old Testament 

tradition. He makes allusions, sometimes obvious, but often subtle, to a particular passage and 

then expects that his readers will "fill in the details-  of the context from which the allusion 

comes. In this case the context is that of hope. "Every strand of hope and trial in the Hebrew 

bible is woven together in the eschatological appearance of the Promised One."I2°  The exile is 

over and the return has begun. Matthew clearly sees Jesus and his offer of forgiveness as 

responsible for bringing about that return. 

The weight of the evidence here supports the conclusion that Matthew saw the mission of 

Jesus, at least in part, to be the fulfilling of Israel's hopes through ending the exile. While this 

end to the exile was in appearance not what Israel had expected, Matthew believed that this was 

the mission of God. The actions, words of and words about Jesus show that he had come to save 

his people from sin, and from the consequences of sin, the exile. 

It has been the purpose of this essay to show that the parable of the 'Unforgiving Servant' 

spoken of in Matthew 18 must be viewed in the larger context of the broad motif of exile. When 

viewed with this motif in mind, the point that Jesus is making vvith the parable becomes clear. 

Many of those who have been most blessed (e. g. by the receipt of the law, etc.) have refused to 

allow for forgiveness to those who are least blessed (tax-collectors, lepers, women, etc.). In the 

same way that the man who had been forgiven of 10,000 talents should have felt himself most 

blessed, and offered this forgiveness to those who were less fortunate, he showed his lack of real 

forgiveness by his failure to forgive others. By failing to forgive others, he chose to live in exile 

while the tax-collectors and sinners moved on to restoration. 

120 Hagner, Matthew 1:38. 
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APPENDIX I 
RSV Translation of the Greek Text 

GNT Matthew 1:21 'TEETal 15 CLOP, 'cat KC010Elc TO Ovoncc carrot) Incroby cdrrbc yap GOiGEL 
TOL' XCCOV aUTO5 Curb ru5v iiimprtuTn) ctOrdiv. 

RSV Matthew 1:21 she will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his 
people from their sins." 

GNT Matthew 18:23 At& Tamp uSuotoieu 	paoiXeCa tio'v oUpavoriv civepoiarco pacrixd, 'Pc 
ijeeknoev ouvapat X6yov tieni atTiv 6o6Xiov Unita. 24 agauevou ö aUtob ouvaipetv 
Tipocmvxon anti)) Et( extirtAkinc pupicav taXcivnav. 25 j.stj '4X0VT0c 15'E aUtob citro8obvat 
IC4.XEUGEV aUTOV 6 KUOLOC IlpaefiVal Kai thy yovaiKa Kai Ta. TfrVa Kai. Taivta boa 'eXEL, KCCI 

enio6oefivai. 26 ITECI6V otiv 6 600X0c Tip00EKOVEL CCOT65. Xeycov, IvIaKpoElUp.noov err' 410E, KCCI 
u&vta alTOEKSOW COL. 27 cniXayxvizeetc 6i 6 KUptoc ToD botiXou eKeivou &u4xuoev ccUTOv Kai TO 
Siivetov da1u)Kev aircii.). 28 eEEA.Ociiv S'e 6 Sobloc eKEtvoc eripev 'evcc tio- v ouv6oacov airrob, 
crxkei.A.Ev airrij) bacrov buvcipta, Kai. Kpatfloac mire') ZTrutyev A.ytov, 'Att65oc Et TL Ocp(iXetc. 29 
ITE0C)V OOV 6 o6v8ouXoc affroci trapEKL.H. affray Xeywv, NIccKpo(36anoov 	4LOL, Kai anoLLOW 
GOL. 30 6 6'€ oUK fieeXev &A.A.& ciiieXec'ov 'E'per.A.Ev airrov Etc qilixecKiiv tts.)c enTo5cii TO O4e1X6uevov. 
31 166v-rec ov oi. oUv6ouXot aUtoii r& yEVOLLEVa eXtifiljallOCCV 466.1)CC Kai XeOVTEc olEacal010aV 
TC? KUpty &CUTCLW Trcil/TCC 	yEVOILEVCC. 32 TOTE TTOOKCCXE0c2ILEVOc aUTOv 6 KUptoc aka() Vyet 

401)XE T101/11p, ITECOCCV TilV OSIELMIV 	eakfiKii 001, •IfEl TrapEKcIXECICic pe• 33 OOK ZEIEL 
Kai 	A.EfiCTal tbv crUvoouX6v GOV, thc Kciya CS'E. fiXencia; 34 Kal. Opytoeetc 6 KUptoc (dna 
napeocoKet, airrov TOIc pccoavtataic `40.4 o eitroaci nay tb 6cpetX6p.evov. 35 Oii-co.ic KaI 6 Mtn() 
11011 6 oUpcivtoc ITOLTiOEL siv , àv 	eutifirE ZKCCOTOc T6): ci6EX11)015 CCUTOD &ITO TC)V KapOtuiv 

RSV Matthew 18:23 "Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished 
to settle accounts with his servants. 24 When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him 
who owed him ten thousand talents; 25 and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, 
with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. 26 So the servant fell on 
his knees, imploring him, 'Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything. 27 And 
out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. 28 But that 
same servant, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred 
denarii; and seizing him by the throat he said, 'Pay what you owe.' 29 So his fellow servant fell 
down and besought him, 'Have patience with me, and I will pay you.' 30 He refused and went 
and put him in prison till he should pay the debt. 31 When his fellow servants saw what had 
taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had 
taken place. 32 Then his lord summoned him and said to him, 'You wicked servant! I forgave 
you all that debt because you besought me; 33 and should not you have had mercy on your 
fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?' 34 And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till 
he should pay all his debt. 35 So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do 
not forgive your brother from your heart." 
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GNT Matthew 9:2 Kal 1.45013 irpoo4cpov Et&C6? 1TCC0CaUTLICOV 4111 KAIVTIC PEPATIIIEVOV. Kai 156P 6 

'Inoofic TilV TELOTLV EUTCW EITTEV Tti) TIVEXUTLK147), 040EL, TEKVOV, tiElliEVTat 0013 d tiEtapTICCL. 3 

Kal 	TLVEC TC)V ypai.ipccr4ov ErITCCV EV kuroic, Orrroc pAttarlirinct. 4 KE1 18()1, 6 'IngoOc rac 

eveulidiaELC 	etrrEv, 'Wart eveupEilaBE 'Emmy& p Talc Kap&Inc iii.o.3v; 5 ri yap cr-r 

Ebro-Rik(poi), rirreiv, 'A.:pie/rat oou al. auccprLar, fl  ElifflY, "EyELpE KCC1 TICOL1iliTEL; 6 Iva 6‘E 
rifritre bti 	ouotccv 'exEr 6 Lac rot) EV00(1)7011 ETT1 Tfic yfic arinevat ap.aprIccc TOTE Vyft. T4 
TretplA.UT1IC45, 'EyEp0E1C eirlOV 001) TilV KA.CVTIV KCC1 tnraye tc TOP 01.1COV GOO. 

RSV Matthew 9:2 And behold, they brought to him a paralytic, lying on his bed; and when Jesus 
saw their faith he said to the paralytic, "Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven." 3 And 
behold, some of the scribes said to themselves, "This man is blaspheming." 4 But Jesus, knowing 
their thoughts, said, "Why do you think evil in your hearts? 5 For which is easier, to say. 'Your 
sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Rise and walk'? 6 But that you may know that the Son of man has 
authority on earth to forgive sins" -- he then said to the paralytic -- "Rise, take up your bed and 
go home." 

GNT Matthew 12:31 Ai& TOUTO A.4yco bptv, naocc ap.apria Kai 13A.acllimpla a4)0311toErat 'COI( 

da/OpCnrotc, fi a Top TivE6patoc  px(x04)Tivact IDOK datiEeficiErat. 32 kcet. 'Pc tem ETTO X6y0V KCCTit roU 
U100 TOO avOpc:nrou, acliEeijciErar E0TC;)' bc 5' EV EI1111 KCCTil TOO TIVEOpECTOC TOO itytou, 
ealiceriaerat airt(i) &ire tv 'Motu) TC? atalit 017/TE EV To;) MEAXOVTL. 

RSV Matthew 12:31 Therefore! tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the 
blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. 32 And whoever says a word against the Son 
of man will be forgiven; but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either 
in this age or in the age to come. 

GNT Matthew 26:28 °MOTO yap IITLV TO 46 [Jou :uric Otaelikric TO rtcpl rrondiv KXUVI)451.1,E1)0V 
Eic toixotr, kimpr tdiv. 
RSV Matthew 26:28 for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the 
forgiveness of sins. 
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APPENDIX II 

);. A Comparison Of Matthew 18:21-35 With Mark And Luke 

This first criterion is the easiest and most straightforward. A simple glance at Matthew 

18:21-35 (Pericope number 173 in the Aland Synopsis) shows that the material is unparalleled. 

Gundry, however, argues that this parable has been composed by Matthew by "adapting the 

parable of the two debtors told to Simon the Pharisee (or leper; Luke 7:41-43)."I  A simple 

glance at the two works should be enough to convince the scholar that while there are certain 

similarities (e.g. there are two debtors, there is forgiveness of the debts) the dissimilarities are far 

more numerous. The amount owed by the debtors in Luke does not begin to approach that owed 

in Matthew 18; the creditor in Luke forgives both of the debtors; more importantly the Lukan 

parable seems to be about thankfulness rather than forgiveness. 

The verbal similarities which are put forth by Oundry are not persuasive for two reasons. 

First, one might expect, in two different stories about money and debt, to encounter the terms 

'debtor', 'moneylender', 'owe' and 'pay back', without any necessity that the two stories were 

dependent on one another. Second, the parallels that Gundry makes are often quite a stretch. Ile 

offers the term xpEockithcci as a parallel. Matthew, however does not use this term (it is used 

only twice, both times by Luke). Matthew does use the term ogietakilc but while these words are 

related, they are not the same. Next Gundry offers the word &mutt) which, again, only occurs in 

Luke. To his credit Oundry states that these words appear "in one form or another" in Matthew's 

parable.2  The question is how far the "form" of the word can be stretched. In light of the above 

arguments it seems safe to conclude that this is indeed unparalleled material. . 

Robert Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Handbook for a Mixed Church Under  Persecution, 
second ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 371 

2  Ibid., 371. 
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rthe 

that the parable is placed immediately following a question by Peter about how often one should 

exegete to see the editorial hand of Matthew in M material First. one is struck by the fact 

D Internal Tensions in the Parable 

This second criterion is slightly more difficult to use than the first. It will, however, help 

forgive a transgressor. Peter's question is about the number of times one should forgive an 

offender. The parable, on the other hand, speaks about the nature and proper results of true 

forgiveness, not about the number of times forgiveness should be offered. The question and the 

parable are linked topically, but it does not seem that the parable is a direct answer to Peter's 

question.3  

Peter's question has to do with repeated forgiveness of an offender, a point to which the 

parable does not speak.4  Thus the placement of the parable seems to indicate at the ‘'er) least that 

it need not temporally follow the previous incident. This may indicate that Matthew has written 

the introduction to the parable. 

A second internal tension occurs in the conclusion to the parable. Verse 35 reads, 

OUTWC lad 6 trattip p.ou 6 o6privioc TrOlTIGE 	 cwiTE EKCCGTOc TC? dothills? 
CCUTOD tint tc.3v kapo 'Arm 

Two grammatical tensions are immediately apparent. First Matthew uses a plural pronoun 

(i4.av ) followed by singular ( ZKUOTOc ). While this may simply be a grammatical idiosyncracy.5  

it is at the very least unusual for Matthew. The second grammatical irregularit) is sontetAhat 

- 	- more substantial. Matthew uses two second person plural pronouns ( 6p.tai uuctiv ), as well as the 

This is noted by). D. Crossan, In Parables: The  Challenge of  the Historical Jesus (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1978), 106, when he states "It is not at all obvious how the succeeding parable is a good illustration of that 
saying of Jesus!" 

4  See Jeremias, Parables, 97. 5 
See Blass, F. and A. Debrunner. A Greek  Grammar of the New  Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature. Translated by Robert W. Funk. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 19611. §.305. 

11 
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second person plural verb ( Ofrr€ ) Yet rather than the expected TO &öcA4n 	ttBu. (which is 

how Hagner reads the phrase despite the cthrou)6  the text reads TO doeXclxj) airrob. This both 

argues against Gundry's conclusion that Matthew composed this narrative, as well as indicating 

that the conclusion of the parable is a Matthean redaction of a conclusion that may have already 

existed in another form. 

The Use of Style and Vocabulary for Determining Matthean Redaction 

First, one must examine each word used in the parable in terms of Matthew's redactional 

use of it. Gundry offers such statistics (based upon his own decisions about what is redactional) 

in an appendix to his commentary.7 
While each exegete must make his or her own decisions 

about what is and is not redactional, Gundry's statistics are a good point of entry into the 

redactional questions. 

After one has examined each word, some decisions can be made. If the word is often used 

editorially by Matthew in areas where there are genuine parallels, it stands to reason that 

Matthew may have used the word in the same fashion here. 

Cautions About These Redactional Decisions 

There are at least two cautions which should be kept in mind when dealing with the 

redaction of this material. The first is that the parable was, in all likelihood though not certainly, 

delivered originally in Aramaic.8  If it was Matthew who made the translation from Aramaic, to 

Hagner, Matthew 2:535. 
7  Gundry, Matthew Appendix. 
8  For an examination of the languages of Jesus, M. Wise, "Languages in Palestine " in Dictionary of Jesus 

and the Gospels ed. J. B. Green and S. McKnight (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1992). 
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Greek then one must be very careful with the statistical evidence. Words that are commonly used 

redactionally by Matthew could just as easily be commonly used in translation. 

A second caution deals with the use of this kind of statistical evidence At best, the 

exegete can only construct a probability argument. Given the lack of any other source for this 

parable, redactional additions can never be proven for certain. 

> Actual Redactional Decisions 

These decisions were not dealt with the body of the parable because of the cautions 

mentioned above, but we all the same seek to identify whether or not the introduction and the 

conclusion of the parable have been added by Matthew.9  

thà Totho thi.touSeri paciakia Ttra) apetudiv 

This seems to be a Matthean introductory formula for the following reasons ()  First the 

phrase Ate( tobto is used editorially by Matthew very often. Matthew uses the phrase ten times, 

as compared with Mark's three times, and Luke's four times. Of the ten times that Matthew uses 

the phrase, four are Matthean insertions or redactions (12:31; 13:13; 21:43; 24:44) and 2 are in 

M material (13:52; 18:23). While this analysis runs the risk of falling victim to the statistical 

problems pointed out by Carson, and thus the conclusions must be held to tentatively, it seems 

that this phrase does point to the hand of Matthew. rather than to the words of Jesus.  

9 
For a full redactional analysis of the parable, see de Boer. Talents. 

I°  Holding that the formula is a redaction are C'. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom (New York: 
Scribner, 1961), 19; T. Deidun, 'The Parable of the Unmerciful Servant (Mt. 18:23-35)," BTB 6 (I 976): 206: and J. 
Jeremias, Parables, 210. 
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The word thuotGiEln occurs 8 times in Matthew, out of the total of 15 occurrences in the 

New Testament.
I I 

The rest of the phrase, which Gundry says "consists entirely of 

Mattheanisms," seems to be just as distinctly Matthean. I2  The phrase PaotAk La T(.31) oOpcom3v 

occurs a total of 32 times in 31 verses, all of which occur only in Matthew (and arc, in all 

likelihood, Matthean redactions), I3  Thus, it seems clear that At& TOOT° (.51.101a011 ii paoada rCiv 

mipatiCov a Matthean introductory formula, used often by Matthew, but especially to introduce 

parables. This does not mean however that Jesus did not introduce many parables with an 

introductory formula like this or that he did not introduce this parable with some formula. 1 only 

mean to suggest that Matthew has 'reshaped' the introductory formula in wording, not that Jesus 

never intended for the parable be used in this manner. 

Oiinoc Kai 6 iiirrtip uou 6 otipcivtoc TTOLTIGEL Oj.stv, Mv .1i1 &VICE EKacrroc n iii504C2 a6rofi Cure 
flit) Kap6tAini 6µ65v. 

Jeremias argues that this is the original conclusion to the parable which has been 

modified by Matthew." This points to one of the most severe methodological problems with 

redaction criticism of M material. Does the presence of Matthean words and phrases in the 

conclusion to the parable point to translation and/or modification by Matthew, or does it point to 

the fact that Matthew has created this conclusion with a view to pointing up the lesson that the 

story teaches? While it is, again, impossible to tell with certainty, this seems to be a Matthean 

11  Matthew 6:8; 7:24, 26; 11:16, 13:24; 18:23; 22:2; 25:1; Mark 4:30; Luke 7:31; 13:18; 13:20; Acts 14:11; 
Rom. 9:29; Hebrews 2:17. Matthew 6:8; 13:24; 18:23; 22:2; 25:1; are M material. On the use of this word to 
introduce parables, see D. A. Carson, The 'Homoios' Word-Group as Introduction to Some Matthean Parables,-
NTs 31 (1985): 277-82. 

12  Gundry, Matthew 371. 
13  Matthew 3:2; 417: 53, 10, 19 (2 occurrences), 20; 7:21: 811 10:7 1 1 	1, 12; 13:11, 24, 31, 31 44. 45, 

47,52; 16:19; 18:1,3,4,23; 19:12, 14, 23;20:1; 22:2:23:13; 25.1. 
14  Jeremias, Parables, 109. 

U 

61 



conclusion to the parable (i.e., a Matthean redaction of what may have been an existing 

conclusion) for the following reasons. 

First, Jeremias points out that the use of acick.;) with the restricted meaning of a member 

of the community is characteristic of Matthew." The word use statistics (in this phrase as well as 

in the whole pericope) point so completely to Matthew, that Gundry is convinced that the entire 

parable is a Matthean construction:6  Davies and Allison note that Olimic, ricatjp, uou, oUpdvtoc, 

&Vim, Co5041, and the instrumental use of ceiro, are all characteristic of Matthean redaction. I7  

If one agrees that the chapter is not intended to be read as a temporal incident, i.e., as one 

long discourse, rather than a number of discourses grouped topically by Matthew. then the fact 

that this verse is a conclusion for the entire chapter argues in favor of it being a Matthean 

redaction. Thus it seems probable, but by no means certain, to see a Matthean introduction and 

conclusion to the parable. It is well to conclude this appendix section with a restatement of 

exactly what is intended by this redaction criticism. N. T. Wright puts it well by saying, 

"of course Matthew arranged and ordered his material in such a way as to address the 
church of his day. But the story which he tells only means anything if it has to do with 
things that actually happened."18  

Thus this redaction criticism is only an attempt to determine what editorial effect 

Matthew has had on the parable, not an attempt to deny that Jesus actually spoke i t. I9  

15  Ibid. 109. Matthew uses the term 31 times in his gospel 
la  Gundry, Matthew, 371. 
17  Davies & Allison Matthew 2:803, n. 64. Cf the distinctive Matthean word lists in 1:75-9. 
la  N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1992). 390. 
19  That 18:35 is a redaction by Matthew is held by Leopold Sabourin, The Gospel According_to St 

Matthew (Bombay: St. Paul Publications, 1982), 726; Davies & Allison, Matthew 2:803; Gundry, Matthew, 371: 
That it is not a redaction is held by Morris, Matthew, 477 and Stanton, "Matthew as Interpreter," 265: 
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