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 Our country is going through a pretty rough period right now.  There 

are a number of issues and problems facing us—threats both at home and 

abroad.  Nationally, we have people who want to rewrite history, it seems, 

or at least change the way we think about our history as a nation.  I can 

understand how some civil war statues might be offensive; I can see how 

the statues might lead to the glorification of the war; I can also understand 

how they might even continue the cause of the Confederacy in some 

people’s minds.   

 [I have never forgotten the experience I had on one of our youth trips 

to a National Youth Gathering.  We were checking into a hotel in 

Mississippi and when the desk clerk learned where we were from, she 

started in on a condemnation of the “North” so much so that in her mind the 

Civil War was still in progress.]  

  In dealing with the issues and problems we face, it might be helpful 

to look back in time to the end of the American Civil War.   When General 

Robert E. Lee surrendered to Gen. Grant at Appomattox Courthouse, VA; 

Lee offered his sword, a treasured heirloom from his father, as sign of 

surrender.  Grant refused the sword.  Grant allowed the officers to keep 
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their horses after the war; when Lee mentioned that the cavalry men owned 

their own horses and asked if they could keep them, Grant agreed.  Gen. 

Grant was very conscious of protecting the dignity of Gen. Lee, and not 

subjecting the south to imprisonment or punishment.  They were allowed to 

return home peacefully and put their lives back in order.   

 When President Lincoln spoke to a crowd gathered outside the White 

House, he spoke briefly of the horrors of war and then used his sense of 

humor to try to lighten things up a bit.  The crowd was waiting for a huge 

celebration following the defeat of the South in a bitter, hard fought war.  

Lincoln talked about how important it was to get back together and heal the 

nation’s wounds and let families reunite once again.  “In a few moments,” 

he said, “I want the band to play, and I am going to tell them what I want 

them to play.”  The crowd was all ready for the “Battle Hymn of the 

Republic” that had become the North’s theme song.  But President Lincoln 

said, “I wonder if we, in winning the war, have the right now to play the 

music again…if maybe that’s not appropriate.”  Then he turned to the band 

and said, “Now this is what I want you to play—I want you to play ‘Dixie.’” 

Then, after a long pause, the band played ‘Dixie.’  There wasn’t a dry eye 

in the crowd.   
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  Lincoln and Grant were opposed to punishing the South, and instead 

mentored forgiveness.  Who knows what may have happened if Lincoln 

had not entered Ford’s Theater the night of April 14, 1865.  Lincoln was a 

leader of such strength of character and strong beliefs that he might have 

led the Reconstruction of the country in a much more civil, forgiving manner 

had he lived.   

 Following the Civil War, it is difficult to imagine the concept of 

forgiveness:  620,000 men were dead, families were destroyed; homes, 

farms, cities, towns, all were decimated.  Deaths, on a percentage scale in 

the America of today, would mean some 5 million dead.  There were 

many who did not share this understanding of forgiveness that Lincoln and 

Grant shared as the war drew to a close.  Who knows what the 

Reconstruction period would have looked like had Lincoln not been 

assassinated?    

 Forgiveness becomes the question at issue as Jesus and the 

disciples continue their discussions following Peter’s confession of Jesus 

as Messiah. Last week we heard Jesus teaching about reconciliation 

among church members, and now Jesus answers Peter’s interesting 

question about forgiveness.  “How many times is enough?  When do we 

put a lid on forgiving someone, Peter wondered?”  One has to think that 
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Peter is starting to rebound from his rebuking concerning Jesus telling them 

of His impending death and resurrection.  Peter knows that among Jewish 

rabbinic circles, to forgive once is generous.  To be let down by the same 

person and forgive a second time is exemplary.  To be foolish enough to 

get hurt by the same person a third time and then to forgive is bordering on 

obsessive.  But Peter thinks he’s on to something with Jesus and suggests 

maybe forgiving someone 7 times.  This would be considered absurd by 

the rabbis—the teachers—but 7 is a holy number and carries with it the 

exaggerated quality Jesus talks about elsewhere.   

 Getting even, carrying a grudge, or revenge, aren’t options for Jesus.  

The parable Jesus told makes that very clear—He teaches us here about 

the level of forgiveness that God has shown us and how God expects us to 

treat one another.  We are to forgive others as we have been forgiven.   

The amount of the debt forgiven in the parable would have amounted to 

about 1.5 billion $ today!  This is an amount that could never have been 

repaid.  And isn’t that the point?  We can never repay God for what He has 

done in Jesus.  Our debt of sin is as impossible to repay as the monetary 

debt in the Gospel.   
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  The first servant’s failure to forgive the second servant sends 

the wealthy master into a rage.  How could he not forgive after being 

forgiven such a tremendous debt himself?!   

 Do you see the irony in this story? Jesus had told them once already 

that He was going to suffer and die at the hands of the religious leaders, 

and then after 3 day rise from the dead.  The disciples could not, at the 

time, know that the debt of sin that Jesus was forgiving on the cross were 

the sins of all humanity for all time.  How can anyone ever calculate such 

an enormous debt?   The parable is Jesus’ way of getting them to conceive 

in their minds the debt Jesus is forgiving.  It’s like us trying to wrap our 

minds around the death and destruction of the Civil War—the equivalent of 

5 million people today. 

 Thinking of the enormous scale of forgiveness presented here is 

humbling.  How can we possibly carry a grudge or deny someone else 

forgiveness when we stop to think about the death of our Lord Jesus on the 

cross?  Our issues with one another seem so trivial in light of the cross and 

the burden of sins that Jesus carried with Him as He died for us.   

 But to us they aren’t trivial. If we have been hurt in some way, or if we 

have hurt someone else, it’s a big deal.  These things change lives—and 

not for the good either.  It takes work on our part to forgive, and it takes 
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courage to ask for that forgiveness from someone.  Jesus recognizes this, 

but He also doesn’t let us off the hook, does He?  Jesus’ response to 

Peter’s question of how many times do we forgive, and Jesus resulting 

parable, remind us of what our Lord asks of us.   

 The fact that we have dealt with the topic of forgiveness for the past 

two Sundays reminds us how difficult—and how crucial—it is to forgive.  It 

is important to our emotional health as well as to our relationships with 

others that we forgive. The things we are dealing with as a nation also 

remind us of the need to forgive.  As a nation, we need to be able to forgive 

one another and to be able to move together to heal the brokenness that 

seems to pervade our society.  President Lincoln gave us a great example 

of healing and forgiveness.  It is as necessary now as it was in 1865. 

 AMEN       1327 

   


