
2

UNIT 22
Session 2

Leader BIBLE STUDY

Jesus had been teaching His disciples when Peter asked 
Jesus, “How many times should I forgive my brother when 
he sins against me?” Peter suggested seven times. Jews 
considered it standard to show forgiveness three times (see 
Job 33:29-30), so Peter probably thought he was going 
above and beyond. Jesus answered Peter’s question by telling 
a story about an unmerciful servant.

In the parable, a servant owed his master ten thousand 
talents. A talent was equal to about 20 years of wages. Ten 
thousand talents represented a debt that could never be 
repaid. Faced with debtors’ prison, the servant begged for 
more time to repay the master. Instead, the master released 

Use Week of:

The Unmerciful Servant

BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 18:21-35
MAIN POINT: God shows mercy to us so that we will show mercy to others.
KEY PASSAGE: Mark 6:34
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus tell parables? Jesus told parables to 

teach people about God and His kingdom.

SMALL GROUP OPENING 
(10–15 MINUTES)
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Additional resources for each session are available at 
gospelproject.com. For free training and session-by-session 
help, visit www.ministrygrid.com/web/thegospelproject.

his servant and forgave the great debt.

The same servant went out and confronted a man who 
owed him a hundred denarii—about 100 days of wages. 
The man begged for more time, but the servant refused 
and put the man in prison. When the master heard what 
happened, he was angry that the servant who had been 
forgiven a great debt did not show mercy to the man who 
owed a small debt. So the master put the man in prison 
until he could pay his debt. Jesus concluded the parable by 
explaining that God would react in the same way to anyone 
who does not forgive his brother. 

We are like the servant, and God is like the master. Because 
of our sin, we owe a debt we cannot pay. We deserve to 
be punished for our sin, but God the Father showed His 
love by sending His Son, Jesus, to pay the debt we owe. 
Jesus lived the perfect life we fail to live and died the death 
we deserve to die. We come to Him with nothing to offer 
but empty hands of faith. Those who trust in Jesus are 
completely forgiven.

As you teach kids, emphasize that God shows mercy to us 
so that we will show mercy to others—not just three times 
or seven times, but many times—not keeping count. We 
have been forgiven a great debt, so we can forgive others 
when they sin against us.

23Jesus the Storyteller

© 2016 LIfeWay



The Unmerciful Servant
Matthew 18:21-35

Peter asked Jesus, “How many times should I forgive 
someone who wrongs me? Is seven times enough?”

Jesus answered, “Not just seven times, but seventy times 
seven times!” Then Jesus told Peter a story to help him 
understand what forgiveness in the kingdom of heaven 
is like.

Jesus said, “One day, a king asked all his servants to 
tell him how much they each owed the king. One of the 
servants owed the king fifty million silver coins! The 
servant did not have any money to give the king, so the 
king ordered for the servant and his family to be sold as 
payment for the debt.

“But the servant fell on his knees and begged the 
king, ‘Please give me more time. I will repay you 
everything I owe!’ The king felt sorry for the man, so he 
let the man go and forgave the debt; the servant did not 
have to pay the king anything.

“As the servant was leaving, he ran into a man who 
owed him one hundred silver coins. The servant grabbed 
the man by the throat and choked him. ‘Give me the 
money you owe me!’ he demanded.

“The man fell to his knees and begged the servant, 
‘Please give me more time. I will repay you everything 
I owe!’ But the servant refused, and he threw the man 
into jail.

“Some other servants told the king what happened. The 
king called for the servant he had forgiven. ‘You are an 
evil man!’ said the king. ‘I forgave what you could never 
repay, and you did not forgive the small amount.’ The 

Bible 
Storytelling 
Tips

• Direct kid actors: 
Invite one or two kids on 
stage to pantomime the 
different people in the 
parable. Direct him to 
make pleading gestures 
for begging or shake 
his fist angrily when 
demanding repayment. 

• Use dramatic 
voices: As you read 
the lines of the parable, 
give the different people 
different voices. Perhaps 
the king has a deep, 
noble voice while the 
indebted servant speaks 
with desperation.

The BIBLE STORY
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king was angry. He punished the official and made him 
pay his debt.”

Jesus said, “This is what My Father in heaven will do 
if you do not forgive each other.”

Christ Connection: Nothing we do is enough to pay the 
debt we owe God and take away God’s punishment for our sin. 
Jesus came and died on the cross to pay for our sin and take the 
punishment we deserve. When we trust in Jesus, God forgives 
our sin completely. We can forgive others because God has 
greatly forgiven us greatly.

WANT TO 
DISCOVER 

GOD’S WORD? 
GET 

BIBLE EXPRESS!

Invite kids to check 
out this week’s 
devotionals to 

discover God gives 
us mercy so that we 
will show mercy to 
others. King David 
praised God for His 
mercy and eagerly 
shared what God 
had done for him. 
(Ps. 66:16) Order 
in bulk, subscribe 

quarterly, or purchase 
individually. For 

more information, 
check out 

www.lifeway.com/
devotionals.
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Small Group OPENING

SESSION TITLE: The Unmerciful Servant
BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 18:21-35
MAIN POINT: God shows mercy to us so that we will show mercy to others.
KEY PASSAGE: Mark 6:34
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus tell parables? Jesus told parables to 

teach people about God and His kingdom.

Welcome time
Greet each kid as he or she arrives. Use this time to collect 
the offering, fill out attendance sheets, and help new kids 
connect to your group. Ask kids to share about a time they 
forgave someone in the past week. Did anyone forgive 
them? How did they feel?

Activity page (5 minutes)

Invite kids to complete “Coin Counting” on the activity 
page. Kids should circle the bag in each row with the correct 
number of coins and write the corresponding letter in the 
blank to reveal a key word from today’s Bible story.
SAY • Mercy means not getting the punishment you deserve, 

but being shown kindness instead. Today’s Bible 
story is about the mercy God shows to us.

Session starter (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: The forgiver
Instruct kids to form a single-file line. Choose one kid to 
be the forgiver. She will sit in a chair at the front of the 
room. Kids should take turns approaching the forgiver one 
at a time. Each kid should issue an apology. For example: 

• “Coin Counting” activity 
page, 1 per kid

• pencils or markers

• chair

LOW PREP
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“I’m sorry I ate your candy bar.” The forgiver should keep a 
straight face and reply, “I forgive you.”

Encourage kids to give silly or outlandish apologies to 
make the forgiver laugh. If a player’s apology causes the 
forgiver to smile or laugh, he becomes the forgiver.
SAY • These were silly, made-up offenses to make each 

other laugh. Each time you apologized, [name of 
the forgiver] forgave you. How many times should 
someone forgive others? Three times? Five times? 
One hundred times? That’s a question we will answer 
when we hear today’s Bible story.

OPTION 2: Money challenge
Announce that you will give kids a challenge. Any kid 
who completes the challenge will earn $1 of play money. 
Challenge kids to do 25 jumping jacks. Then distribute play 
money to each kid who completes the task.

Explain that any kids who want to earn another dollar 
of play money can do 25 more jumping jacks. Allow kids 
to do the challenge. Give play money for each set of 25 
jumping jacks a kid completes. 
SAY • How many sets of jumping jacks would you need to 

do to earn $100? (100 sets) How many sets would 
you need to do to earn $10,000? (10,000 sets)

That is a lot of jumping jacks! I’m not sure we 
could do it. Today we are going to hear a Bible story 
about a servant who owed his master so much money 
that he could not repay it. To repay the debt, the 
man would have to work for 20,000 years! Let’s find 
out what happened.

Transition to large group

Tip: If your group 
is large, play in 
smaller groups of 
five or six kids.

• play money, 
$1 denominations
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Countdown
Show the countdown video as your kids arrive, and set it to 
end as large group time begins.

Introduce the session (3 minutes)

[Large Group Leader enters wearing hiking boots and a 
backpack containing a Bible. Leader also wears a pair of 
earmuffs.]
LEADER • [Speak loudly.] Hey, hello! I am so glad to see you! 

I’m [your name]! [Remove earmuffs and stop shouting.] 
Oh, sorry. I don’t like wearing these earmuffs, but 
some people at the next campsite have been playing 
their music too loud. Maybe tonight I should play 
my music extra loud to keep them awake! That 
would be fair, don’t you think? What would you do? 
[Allow kids to respond.] You know, I think I ought to 
forgive my campsite neighbors, even if they aren’t 
sorry. It’s not easy to do, but it’s the right thing to do. 

[Remove backpack and retrieve the Bible.] Actually, 
the Bible story we are going to hear today is about a 
story Jesus told to teach about forgiveness and mercy. 

• countdown video

• leader attire
• backpack
• Bible
• earmuffs

Large Group LEADER

SESSION TITLE: The Unmerciful Servant 
BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 18:21-35
MAIN POINT: God shows mercy to us so that we will show mercy to others.
KEY PASSAGE: Mark 6:34
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus tell parables? Jesus told parables to 

teach people about God and His kingdom.

28 Older Kids Leader Guide
Unit 22 • Session 2

© 2016 LIfeWay



Big picture question (1 minute)

LEADER • The Bible tells us about God’s plan to send Jesus 
to save people from sin. God loves people! Over and 
over in Israel’s history, the people sinned against God 
but He did not leave them. God has shown great 
mercy to His people. Today we are going to hear 
another parable that Jesus told. Why did Jesus tell 
parables? Jesus told parables to teach people about 
God and His kingdom.

Giant timeline (1 minute)

Show the giant timeline or big story circle.
LEADER • Last time, we heard about the parable of 

the sower. Not everyone who hears the gospel 
believes it. Today we are going to hear about “The 
Unmerciful Servant.” This story is found in the 
Gospel of Matthew in the New Testament.

Tell the Bible story (10 minutes)

Open your Bible to Matthew 18:21-35. Use the Bible 
storytelling tips on the Bible story page to help you tell 
the story, or show the Bible story video “The Unmerciful 
Servant.”
LEADER • Jesus told this parable to answer Peter’s question, 

“How many times should I forgive someone who 
wrongs me?” Peter thought maybe seven times was 
enough. Is it OK if we only forgive people seven 
times? (No.) Jesus said that Peter should forgive 
seventy times seven times. Seventy times seven equals 
490. But Jesus wasn’t saying that once you forgive 
someone 490 times, then you can stop. He told a 
parable, or story, to help Peter understand.

• Giant Timeline or 
Big Story Circle

• Bibles
• “The Unmerciful 

Servant” video
• Big Picture Question 

Poster
• Bible Story Picture 

Poster
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In the parable of the unmerciful servant, a king 
told his servants to pay back what they owed. One 
servant owed the king fifty million silver coins! In 
Bible times, if you couldn’t pay what you owed 
someone, you and your whole family would have 
to work to pay the debt or you would all be sent to 
prison. The servant did not want that to happen, so 
he begged the king to give him more time to repay 
the debt. What did the king do? He forgave the 
servant completely! He basically said, “I forgive you. 
You do not have to repay me.” This wasn’t easy for 
the king to do. After all, the king wasn’t going to get 
back his fifty million silver coins. But this was very 
good news for the servant.

Then the servant went out and saw a man who 
owed him some money—not nearly as much as he 
owed the king. He ordered the man to pay him, but 
the man couldn’t. The man begged for more time, 
but the servant said no. He threw the man into jail.

Why do you think the king was upset when he 
heard this? (The king had forgiven what the servant 
could never repay, but the servant did not forgive the 
small amount.) The king said that the servant was 
evil, and he punished him.

Christ connection
LEADER • How do you think the servant felt when the king 

forgave his great debt? Did you know that we all have 
a great debt? 

Jesus said that God is like the king in the story. We 
are like the servant. When we sin, we break God’s 
law. The punishment for sin is death and eternal 

Tip: Use Scripture 
and the guide 
provided to explain 
how to become a 
Christian. Make sure 
kids know when 
and where they can 
ask questions.
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separation from God. Nothing we do is enough 
to pay the debt we owe God and take away God’s 
punishment for our sin. But God sent His Son, Jesus, 
to die on the cross to pay for our sin and take the 
punishment we deserve.

When we trust in Jesus, God forgives our sin 
completely. Because we have been forgiven our great 
debt, we can forgive others when they wrong us—
not just 490 times, but over and over again without 
keeping count. God shows mercy to us so that we 
will show mercy to others.

Key passage (5 minutes)

Show the key passage poster. Lead the boys and girls to read 
together Mark 6:34.
LEADER • Jesus and His disciples were busy traveling and 

teaching. The Bible says that sometimes they didn’t 
even have time to eat. When I get hungry, I can 
be kind of grumpy. But Jesus never was. He had 
compassion on the people. Compassion is a concern 
for the suffering of others. Let’s sing.

Lead boys and girls in singing “He Saw a Huge Crowd.”

Discussion starter video (4 minutes) 

LEADER • God has shown us great mercy by forgiving our 
sin through Jesus. Are you willing to forgive others? 
Think about that and watch this.

Show the “Unit 22, Session 2” discussion starter video. 
Then guide kids to discuss the following questions:

• How would you feel if a friend broke your tablet?
• How would you feel if you were the friend who 
broke the tablet?

• Key Passage Poster
• “He Saw a Huge 

Crowd” song

• “Unit 22, Session 2” 
discussion starter 
video
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• Would you forgive a friend who broke your tablet 
twice? What if she broke it three times?

• Why does God forgive sinners? Did God forgive you 
a little or a lot?

• Whom do you need to forgive?
LEADER • When others wrong us, we can forgive and show 

God’s forgiveness because God has forgiven us. 
Refusing to forgive someone is like the servant in the 
story who did not forgive the man who owed him 
a little bit of money. The servant had been forgiven 
so much! In the same way, we have been forgiven so 
much. Jesus took the punishment we deserve. When 
we trust in Him, God forgives all of our sin—past, 
present, and future—and gives us eternal life.

Sing (4 minutes)

Open your Bible to Ephesians 4:32. Guide a volunteer to 
read the verse aloud.
LEADER • God shows mercy to us so that we will show 

mercy to others. Jesus used parables to help people 
understand the kingdom of heaven. Jesus wants us to 
know God. Let’s sing.

Sing together “The Kingdom of Heaven.”

Pray (2 minutes)

Invite kids to pray before dismissing to small groups.
LEADER • God, thank You for sending Jesus. We confess 

that we have sinned against You. Please forgive 
our sin and help us to forgive others. We love You. 
Amen.

Dismiss to small groups

• “The Kingdom of 
Heaven” song

• Bible
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The Gospel: God’s Plan for Me
Ask kids if they have ever heard the word gospel. Clarify that the word gospel 
means “good news.” It is the message about Christ, the kingdom of God, 
and salvation. Use the following guide to share the gospel with kids.

God rules. Explain to kids that the Bible tells us God created 
everything, and He is in charge of everything. Invite a volunteer to read 
Genesis 1:1 from the Bible. Read Revelation 4:11 or Colossians 1:16-17 aloud 
and explain what these verses mean.

We sinned. Tell kids that since the time of Adam and Eve, everyone has 
chosen to disobey God. (Romans 3:23) The Bible calls this sin. Because God is 
holy, God cannot be around sin. Sin separates us from God and deserves God’s 
punishment of death. (Romans 6:23)

God provided. Choose a child to read John 3:16 aloud. Say that God 
sent His Son, Jesus, the perfect solution to our sin problem, to rescue us from 
the punishment we deserve. It’s something we, as sinners, could never earn on 
our own. Jesus alone saves us. Read and explain Ephesians 2:8-9.

Jesus gives. Share with kids that Jesus lived a perfect life, died on the 
cross for our sins, and rose again. Because Jesus gave up His life for us, we can 
be welcomed into God’s family for eternity. This is the best gift ever! Read 
Romans 5:8; 2 Corinthians 5:21; or 1 Peter 3:18.

We respond. Tell kids that they can respond to Jesus. Read 
Romans 10:9-10,13. Review these aspects of our response: Believe in your heart 
that Jesus alone saves you through what He’s already done on the cross. Repent, 
turning from self and sin to Jesus. Tell God and others that your faith is in Jesus.

Offer to talk with any child who is interested in responding to Jesus. 
Tip: Provide I’m a Christian Now for new Christians to take home and 
complete with their families.
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Small Group LEADER

SESSION TITLE: The Unmerciful Servant
BIBLE PASSAGE: Matthew 18:21-35
MAIN POINT: God shows mercy to us so that we will show mercy to others..
KEY PASSAGE: Mark 6:34
BIG PICTURE QUESTION: Why did Jesus tell parables? Jesus told parables to 

teach people about God and His kingdom.

Key passage activity (5 minutes)

Before small group, make a copy of the key passage poster. 
Cut it into several pieces like a puzzle. Mix up the pieces 
and challenge kids to arrange them and solve the puzzle. 
When kids finish, guide them to read Mark 6:34 together.
SAY • Jesus cared about people. He had compassion on 

them, and He showed mercy to them. In our Bible 
story, Jesus taught the people that God shows mercy 
to us so that we will show mercy to others.

Bible story review & Bible skills (10 minutes)

Form three teams of kids. On a chalkboard or dry erase 
board, draw a column for each team and put 10 X’s in each 
column. Explain the rules of the game.

You will ask a question to a player on team 1. If she 
answers correctly, she may erase two X’s from the board. She 
may take both from another team or split them and take 
one from two different teams. The goal is to “knock out” 
other teams by erasing all of their X’s. The player will also 
shoot a ball at the basket to earn a chance to erase another 
X. If a player doesn’t know the answer, she may ask her 
teammates. If her team is correct, she may erase only one X.

• Key Passage Poster
• scissors

• Bibles, 1 per kid
• Main Point Poster
• chalkboard or dry erase 

board
• chalk or marker
• foam ball
• clean wastebasket
• eraser
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Ask additional questions to the teams, one at a time. 
When you run out of time or questions, debrief. If a team’s 
X’s are all erased, allow them to continue to play.

1. How many times did Peter think he should forgive 
someone? (seven times, Matt. 18:21)

2. How many times did Jesus say to forgive someone? 
(seventy times seven times, Matt. 18:22)

3. In the parable, how many silver coins did the 
servant owe the king? (fifty million, or 10,000 talents; 
Matt. 18:24)

4. What did the servant ask the king to do? (give him 
more time, Matt. 18:26)

5. What did the king do for the servant? (The king 
forgave him, Matt. 18:27)

6. How many silver coins did the man owe the servant? 
(one hundred, or 100 denarii; Matt. 18:28)

7. What did the man ask the servant to do? (give him 
more time, Matt. 18:29)

8. What did the servant do to the man who owed him 
money? (put him into jail, Matt. 18:30)

9. Why was the king angry? (The king forgave the servant 
what he could never repay, and the servant did not 
forgive the small amount; Matt. 18:32-33)

10. Who paid the debt for our sin? (Jesus, Rom. 4:25)
11. Why can we forgive others? (God has greatly 

forgiven us, Eph. 4:32)
12. In what Gospel can we find this parable? (the Gospel 

of Matthew, Matt. 18:21-35)
SAY • How did you feel when another team erased your 

team’s X’s? [Prompt kids to discuss.] Can you forgive 
the other teams for erasing your X’s? How many 
times should you forgive others who wrong you? (We 

Option: Retell or 
review the Bible 
story using the 
bolded text of the 
Bible story script.
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should forgive without counting.) Why is it hard to 
forgive? How many times has God forgiven you?

Activity choice (10 minutes)

OPTION 1: Practice forgiveness
SAY • Forgiving someone who wronged you isn’t easy. 

Sometimes the other person doesn’t realize how 
much he hurt you, or he isn’t even sorry!

Distribute slips of paper and pencils. Prompt kids to write 
about a time they were wronged. What happened? How did 
that make them feel? Allow a few minutes for kids to write.
SAY • We learned today that God shows mercy to us so 

that we will show mercy to others. You can pray 
and ask God to help you forgive someone else. 
Thank Him for forgiving your sins.

Invite kids to line up a few feet away from a trash can. 
Challenge kids to crumple or tear up their papers and toss 
them into the trash can as a way to show they have chosen 
to forgive someone who wronged them.

OPTION 2: Draw the line
Explain that one side of the room represents “That’s so 
easy!” and the other represents “That’s too hard!” The 
middle of the room represents “I’m not sure.” You may 
choose to lay a piece of masking tape or painter’s tape across 
the floor to help kids visualize the spectrum.

Tell kids that you will read a statement. Kids should 
think about how easy or hard it would be for them to show 
forgiveness or mercy in that situation. Allow kids to move 
along the line after each statement.

1. Your classmate didn’t invite you to a party.
2. Your friend spilled chocolate milk all over your shirt.

• slips of paper
• pencils
• trash can

LOW PREP

• masking tape or 
painter’s tape 
(optional)

Option: For each 
statement, choose 
a kid to explain her 
choice.
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3. Your brother borrowed and lost your favorite game.
4. Your sister ripped your new jeans.
5. Your dad missed your soccer game.
6. Your grandpa broke his promise to take you to the 

movies.
SAY • Believers should not “draw the line” on how many 

times we will forgive someone who wrongs us. 
Through Jesus, God has forgiven all of our sin—past, 
present, and future. God shows mercy to us so that 
we will show mercy to others. 

Journal and prayer (5 minutes)

Distribute journal pages and pencils. Prompt kids to write 
down how many times Jesus wants us to forgive others and 
why. Suggest that they list names of people they need to 
forgive and encourage them to do so joyfully.
SAY • God shows mercy to us so that we will show mercy 

to others—not just three times or seven times, but 
many, many times—not keeping count. We have 
been forgiven a great debt, so we can forgive others 
when they sin against us.

Lead kids in prayer. Pray that kids would be slow to get 
angry at others who wrong them, remembering that God 
does not hold their sin against them. Pray that by showing 
mercy to others, kids would be a witness of God’s love to 
those who may not know Him.

As time allows, lead kids to complete “Show It” on 
the activity page. Direct kids to circle which actions are 
examples of showing mercy. 

Option: Review 
the gospel with 
boys and girls. 
Explain that kids are 
welcome to speak 
with you or another 
teacher if they have 
questions.

• pencils
• Journal Page
• “Show It” activity page, 

1 per kid

Tip: Give parents 
this week’s Big 
Picture Cards for 
Families to allow 
families to interact 
with the biblical 
content at home.
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