Unlocking the Prison of Unforgiveness
Discussion Notes, July 19, 2026

1. Think of a moment, from your own life or even a movie, when someone offered
forgiveness that felt completely undeserved. What made that act of forgiveness so striking?

This past weekend, using the parable of the unmerciful servant in Matthew 18, we walked
through four movements of forgiveness: stop measuring offenses, get a grip on grace, pay it
forward, and set the prisoners free. Because God has canceled an impossible debt on our
behalf through Christ, we have no basis for keeping score with others. When we forget the
grace we have received, we become like the servant who was forgiven billions yet refused to
forgive a fraction of that amount. We closed with Jesus forgiving from the cross and Stephen
forgiving those stoning him, reminding us that forgiveness is not postponed until the pain stops;
it is an act of grace in the middle of it.

Read Matthew 18:23-27

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

This parable sits at the heart of Jesus' teaching on forgiveness. The debt of 10,000 talents was
so staggering, equivalent to billions of dollars today, that Jesus chose it specifically because no
listener could imagine repaying it. The point is not exaggeration for effect; it is theological
precision. Our sin debt before a holy God is exactly that insurmountable. No amount of good
behavior, religious effort, or moral improvement can close the gap. The king's response, moved
with pity, releasing the servant, canceling the debt entirely, is a portrait of what God did for us
through Christ at the cross.

2. Our sin debt before God is impossible to repay. How does truly grasping the size of what
God has forgiven you change the way you think about what others owe you?

Read Ephesians 4:31-32

"Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as well as all types of evil
behavior. Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God
through Christ has forgiven you." (NLT)

Paul is writing to the church at Ephesus about how life in Christ must reshape everyday living.
The list in verse 31 names what must be actively put away: bitterness, rage, anger, harsh
words, slander. These are not passive states; they are things we must choose to release. The
contrast in verse 32 is equally active: be kind, be tenderhearted, forgive. The grounding is
critical: "just as God through Christ has forgiven you." Paul is not appealing to willpower or
moral resolve. He is pointing back to the cross as both the source and the model. The
forgiveness we extend is not generated from within; it flows from the forgiveness we have
already received.

We were given a practical five step process for forgiveness: ask God to open your heart, extend
compassion, release them from prison, forgive each wound specifically, and bless them.

3. Which of those steps feels most difficult for you right now, and what would it take to move
toward it?



Read Matthew 5:43-44
"You have heard that it was said, '"You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But | say
to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you." (ESV)

This passage comes from the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus repeatedly pushes beyond
the religious expectations of His day. The command to hate enemies was not actually in the
Law, but it had become cultural common sense. Jesus shatters that assumption entirely. Loving
neighbors is manageable. Loving enemies requires a transformed heart. This is precisely the
kind of forgiveness the pastor described: not because the other person deserves it, not because
the pain is gone, but because of what God has already done for us. It is also worth noting that
Jesus said to pray for those who persecute you, not just to forgive them in the abstract, which
suggests an active, ongoing posture toward those who have caused us harm.

Forgiveness does not mean putting yourself in danger or pretending the wound didn't happen.

4. Where do you think the line is between forgiving someone and being reconciled to them?
Can you genuinely forgive someone you cannot trust or be around?

Read Luke 23:34
"Jesus said, 'Father, forgive them, for they don't know what they are doing." (NLT)

Luke places these words at the moment of crucifixion, not after the pain, not after an apology,
not after justice was served, but while the nails were being driven in. This is Jesus practicing
what He preached in Matthew 18, and the timing is everything. He did not wait for
circumstances to improve, for His enemies to feel remorse, or for the debt to be acknowledged.
The forgiveness came first, freely, in the middle of the worst suffering imaginable. The pastor
paired this with Stephen in Acts 7, who echoed these exact words as he was being stoned,
showing that this kind of forgiveness is not reserved for Jesus alone but is the pattern He set for
all who follow Him.

5. Is there someone in your life you have been waiting to forgive until conditions were right,
until they apologized, until enough time passed, until it hurt less? What would it look like to
take one step toward forgiving them this week?

Prayer Points
e For courage to forgive those who have deeply wounded us, even before the pain is fully
resolved.
e For a fresh and personal understanding of the grace God has extended to us through
Christ.
e For freedom from the torment of bitterness, resentment, and unforgiveness in our own
hearts.



DEEPER DIVE: Stephen, A Life of Radical Forgiveness

Stephen appears in only two chapters of Acts, but what those chapters reveal is a life so
saturated with the Holy Spirit that even death could not interrupt his faithfulness. He is
introduced as a man "full of faith and of the Holy Spirit," chosen originally to serve food to
widows, yet quickly becoming one of the boldest voices for the gospel in Jerusalem. His story is
brief by biblical standards, but the final moments, forgiving his murderers while stones were still
striking him, make him one of the most vivid and precise illustrations of the forgiveness Jesus
describes in Matthew 18. Where Joseph's forgiveness unfolded over decades, Stephen's
compressed an entire theology of grace into a single breath.

Read Acts 6:5-8

"And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith
and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and
Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid
their hands on them. And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the
disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to
the faith. And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among the
people.” (ESV)

Stephen was not chosen for preaching or leadership but for a practical task, serving food to
widows in the early church. What is notable is how he is described before he does anything
remarkable: full of faith, full of the Holy Spirit, full of grace and power. His forgiveness at the
moment of his death was not a sudden burst of heroism from an otherwise ordinary man. It was
the natural overflow of a life already deeply formed by grace. People who forgive radically under
the worst possible pressure have usually been practicing grace quietly for a long time. The
capacity to forgive mid-execution does not appear out of nowhere; it is built, day by day, in
ordinary faithfulness.

Read Acts 7:54-56

"Now when they heard these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth at him. But
he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at
the right hand of God. And he said, '‘Behold, | see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man
standing at the right hand of God." (ESV)

As the crowd erupts in rage, Stephen's gaze goes upward. He does not argue, defend himself
further, or attempt to escape. He sees Jesus, and what he sees is significant: Jesus is standing.
Nearly every other New Testament reference places Jesus seated at the right hand of God
(Hebrews 1:3, 8:1, 10:12). Here, in this moment alone, he is standing. Some scholars suggest
Jesus rises as a withess to Stephen's faithfulness, or in honor of his servant. Whatever the
reason, the vision reorients Stephen entirely. His ability to forgive moments later cannot be
separated from what he saw in that instant. When we are fixed on something larger than the
immediate pain, we become capable of things we could not otherwise do on our own.

Read Acts 7:59-60

"And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, 'Lord Jesus, receive my spirit." And falling to
his knees he cried out with a loud voice, 'Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’' And when he
had said this, he fell asleep." (ESV)



The echo of Luke 23:34 is unmistakable: the same structure, the same spirit, nearly the same
words. Stephen had heard what Jesus said from the cross, and now, under the same kind of
unjust suffering, he repeats it. Stephen did not wait until the stone stopped falling, and that is
precisely what the text shows. The forgiveness came while rocks were still hitting him. This is
not forgiveness from a safe distance; it is forgiveness issued from inside the wound itself. There
is one more detail worth noting: standing nearby, holding the coats of those doing the stoning
and giving his full approval, was a man named Saul of Tarsus. Stephen's dying prayer may
have been one thread in the fabric of Saul's eventual conversion into the Apostle Paul. We
rarely see what our forgiveness sets in motion.

Deeper Dive Discussion Questions

1. Stephen was described as full of faith and the Holy Spirit before he ever faced
persecution. What does that suggest about the relationship between daily spiritual
formation and our capacity to forgive when the moment demands it?

2. Atthe moment of crisis, Stephen looked up and saw Jesus standing. How does fixing
our eyes on something beyond the immediate situation shape the way we respond to
being wronged?

3. Saul of Tarsus stood watching Stephen die, and years later became the Apostle Paul,
one of the greatest champions of grace in history. How does that reframe what your
forgiveness might accomplish beyond what you can currently see?



