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The Word of the Lord from Matthew 18:35: Jesus said, “So also my heavenly Father will do to 
every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

  
I. Two Kingdoms 

Where were you when you heard the news ten years ago today? 

 
I was in the garage, sitting in my car while it was warming up, listening to the morning news. 

Reports from New York indicated that a plane had crashed into the World Trade Center, and in my mind I 
envisioned a small Cessna and an unfortunate accident. By the time I’d driven the mile and a half to 

church, it was two planes into two towers and no accident at all. By the time our morning prayer service 

for the school was over, jets were landing with insignias you never see in Boise and smoke was reported 
near the Pentagon.  

 
It was a day like no other in my lifetime, and life for everyone has never been the same. This is 

true in many ways, not just airport security. It introduced a new generation to war and all of its facets, its 
griefs and its heroes. It shaped elections and public policy in far-reaching ways. In the realm of theology, 

it did a small service: it reintroduced the reality of evil. For a long time, we’d been fighting against 

postmodernism that said, “There’s no such thing as good and evil, truth and error: what’s good for you is 
good for you, and what’s true for me is true for me.” It was never a good argument to begin with, but 

those who claimed that evil didn’t exist lost a lot of steam in the aftermath of September 11, 2001. 
 

Indeed, terrorism has validated much of what the Bible says about man, about evil and about 

how the world will always be troubled until Jesus returns. This doesn’t mean that Christianity has 
received any sort of pardon or blessing from the world, though. Christians are still often vilified as crazies 

and whackos, bloodthirsty and intolerant. Why, just two weeks ago Lutherans (!) were characterized in 
The New York Times as—are you ready for this?—a “fervid subset of evangelical Christianity.” I’ve always 

had my suspicions about you people. 

 
One of the attacks on Christianity today is the charge of hypocrisy. This isn’t just about 

individuals: of course there are hypocrites in the Christian Church, because the Church is full of sinners 
trying to follow God’s law and failing at it. The greater charge of hypocrisy, though, is hypocrisy of 

doctrine: as the accusation goes, Christians in their talk are all about grace, forgiveness and loving your 
neighbor—even your enemies. But in practice, they tend to be very pro-war, cheering on troops as they 

kill and destroy across the world. Our Gospel lesson today provides some perfect ammunition for this 

criticism, many would say: Jesus tells Peter to forgive his brother seventy times seven times. He tells a 
parable to reinforce His teaching. Nowhere does He tell Peter it’s okay to pick up the sword or the 50-Cal 

and take the brother out. So is the Church hypocritical when it preaches forgiveness and doesn’t 
condemn acts of war? Even some Christian churches even say yes, and they practice a pacifism that 

condemns all who favor war.  

 
This isn’t a new question. In his time, Luther felt compelled to write a treatise on Whether 

Soldiers, Too, Can Be Saved. And, in fact, when he wrote a sermon on our very Gospel lesson, he 
answered this charge of hypocrisy, just as we do today. 

 



Simply put, we’re back in a discussion of the two kingdoms, just like last week. As a Christian, 

you live in the kingdom of this world and you live in the kingdom of heaven at the same time. 
Remember, the kingdom of this world is a kingdom of power. It’s a kingdom of law where it is given you 

to do things in service to your neighbor. Nothing is given freely and you work for what you get. On the 
other hand, the kingdom of heaven is a kingdom of grace, where life and salvation are given to you 

freely for the sake of Jesus.  

 
In the kingdom of this world, evil often manifests itself in the form of violence, robbery and theft. 

To protect His people from such things, God gives the sword to the authorities of this world—this is what 
you heard about in Romans 13 last week. Whether it’s an aggressor’s army crossing the border, a terror 

cell with a car bomb or a local thug breaking into your house, God gives authorities the responsibility of 
fielding soldiers and police officers to keep you, your family and your possessions safe. That’s why we 

give thanks to God for those who stand guard to protect us, and why we ask for God’s blessing upon 

them and their difficult work. Assuming they go about their duties with integrity and honor, they are 
God’s instruments to keep us safe. As Luther said, if Christians rely on prayer and grace alone to protect 

them against criminals and evildoers, there will only be robbed and dead Christians left. 
 

In the kingdom of heaven, the attacks against the Gospel come in the form of false teaching and 

the sinful acts that always follow. To protect His people from such things, God gives the Church a 
different sword—the sword of the Spirit, His holy Word. We proclaim that Word, carefully and properly 

distinguishing Law and Gospel. When sin attacks, we proclaim God’s Law to show sinners their sin; and 
when they repent, we proclaim the Gospel so that they might be forgiven for their sins. 

 
That is the only sword that the Church has—the Word of God. You do not want the Church to be 

fielding troops with weapons anymore than you want the government determining the sermon on Sunday 

morning: this is to confuse the order that God has established. Historically, when this has happened, it’s 
never gone well.  

 
Christians live in both kingdoms, not one or the other. This makes their actions seem paradoxical 

or hypocritical to the world that doesn’t understand the two kingdoms. It’s why the state provides a 

chaplain to the death row inmate; and even if the inmate confesses and receives absolution, the state 
still executes him. This is not hypocrisy, but two kingdoms at work. A Christian soldier is called by God to 

shoot the enemy and forgive him where he repents of sin: rather than hypocritical, it is not inconceivable 
that the soldier may do both. When I thank police officers for what they do, my usual shtick is that both 

pastors and police officers are fighting evil: it’s just that I have the Gospel and they have a gun, and 

some days I’m not sure who has the better deal. That’s a distinction between two kingdoms, too.  
 

So when it comes to the current wars, your personal opinions will vary. It is safe to say, I think, 
that the war is fought against Islamic terrorist groups. We do not condemn these wars on the basis of 

Scripture, because Scripture doesn’t condemn all war: the Bible recognizes that wars are a plague, but 
they must sometimes be fought to prevent a greater plague. However, we recognize that such wars are 

to be fought against Islamic terrorist groups not because they are Islamic, but because they are terrorists 

who seek violence. That they are Muslims is a kingdom of heaven issue—it’s a doctrinal matter to be 
resolved on the basis of God’s Word. That they are terrorists is a kingdom of this world issue—it’s a 

matter that must be resolved with armies and bullets.  
 

So in our prayers, we pray for our troops and we pray for deliverance from those who would do 

us violence—that’s a prayer about kingdom-of-the-world matters. We also, perhaps uncomfortably, pray 
for our enemies, that they might repent of sin and trust in Christ. That’s a prayer about kingdom-of-

heaven matters, a confession that Christ has died for all nations.  
 



It is vital that you understand that you live in these two kingdoms at the same time. If you mix 

these up, then your understanding of church and state will be terribly confused, your faith will seem 
hypocritical, and today’s Gospel lesson won’t make sense at all.  

 
Speaking of today’s Gospel lesson, I suppose we should bring the sermon text into this sermon 

some time, so we move on. 

 
II. Forgiveness in the Kingdom of Heaven 

We want to make clear that this text is about life in the kingdom of heaven, not the kingdom of 
this world. Peter’s bothered by those who keep sinning and keep repenting, and he wants to know what 

the limit is. How many times does he have to forgive his brother—how about seven times? According to 
Jesus, that’s not enough. He says, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven.” What He’s 

saying is that there is no maximum: you forgive someone as often as he repents.  

 
Why? Because you’ve already been forgiven so much. You’re already forgiven for all of your 

sins—which number far more than seventy times seven—because Christ has paid for them all with His 
own blood, with His own death.  

 

To illustrate, He tells a parable: it’s a kingdom-of-the-world situation that He applies to the 
kingdom of heaven. A man owes a king ten thousand talents: that’s a lot of money. It’s astronomically 

huge! It’s insurmountable, impossible, one might even say ineluctable! The man can never pay it back; 
and as the king orders that the man and his family be sold into slavery, he begs for mercy. The king 

forgives the debt. The man goes free. Then he finds a fellow servant who owes him about three month’s 
wages—no small change, but realistically possible to repay. The man strangles the servant as he 

demands payment; and when the servant can’t pay, he has him thrown into prison. When the king finds 

out, he summons the man back and says, “You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you 
pleaded with me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” 

The man is delivered to the jailers until the man can pay the debt; and from all I’ve heard of jails in those 
days, there’s no way of earning money. There’s no way he can pay the debt and get out of jail. It’s hell. 

 

That’s the message from Jesus to Peter, and to you. You have been forgiven so much. You have 
been forgiven for more sins than you could ever comprehend. It is not as if the King waved His hand and 

made the debt disappear; rather, He gave His Son to pay the debt for all of your sins—indeed for all the 
world. Without the cross, there is no forgiveness and you’re imprisoned in hell until you pay off the debt. 

But for the sake of Christ, the debt is paid. You’re free. Heaven is yours.  

 
So having been forgiven so much, how can you not forgive others? How can you bear a grudge? 

How can you grow tired of forgiving? How can you say to anyone, “I’ve had enough, so I’m not going to 
forgive you anymore?” Whatever others have done to you, it is not as great or as harmful as what Christ 

suffered in your place. To fail to forgive others, says Jesus, is to deny that you have been forgiven for so 
much more. To deny that forgiveness is to reject it, and so you are lost once again.  

 

So where you find yourself holding grudges or you resent forgiving others, repent. To hold 
grudges is to strangle your faith. Rather you live each day knowing that you have been forgiven for so 

much already; and having been forgiven for so much, you’re now set free to forgive others. That’s what 
you pray in the Lord’s Prayer when you say, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass 

against us.” You don’t earn forgiveness by forgiving others. You forgive others because you are forgiven. 

And if you cease to forgive others, you start to strangle the faith that God has given to you.  
 

We must add one more important point to this conversation: you don’t forgive people who don’t 
repent. If you forgive people who don’t repent, you are telling them that God doesn’t hold their sin 

against them, even while their sin is still bound to them and condemns them. So where someone sins 
against you and doesn’t repent, you don’t forgive them. You warn them of their need for repentance. You 



pray for them. You confess to the Lord where you harbor bitterness and anger against them. And you do 

so as one who has already been given and forgiven so much. 
 

That is the Good News from this text: you have been forgiven so much that the sins by others 
against you are only little things in comparison. Note that I say “in comparison.” People might have 

committed big, horrible sins against you for which they should be punished in a court of law in the 

kingdoms of this world, and I don’t want to imply that those sins and their damage are nothing at all. 
What I do want to say is God’s grace for you is so much greater that, in the end, those sins will seem 

very small in comparison. 
 

Rejoice, dear friends, to live as forgiven people, forgiven for much. You live in this kingdom of 
the world, where towers fall and all things crumble because of sin. But you also live in the kingdom of 

heaven which will never perish, because it is built upon Christ and His sacrifice for you. While the 

kingdoms of this world have an end, you do not in the kingdom of heaven. Built upon Christ, the Church 
shall never perish; and numbered among His people, you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


