
AMONG THIEVES
How Can God Forgive Me?

Forgiven Series (Part 8)

Text: Luke 23:32-43

I

In his famous book, The Sunflower, Simon Wiesenthal brings us inside the 
heart-breaking array of agonies and atrocities he experienced while a Jewish 
prisoner in a Nazi concentration camp. One of the most difficult experiences 
came while doing forced labor at a German field hospital.  Wiesenthal was 
called into a room where a 21 year-old SS officer by the name of Karl Seidl lay 
alone -- mortally wounded and nearing death. The soldier’s last request to his 
nurse had been: “Bring me a Jew.” His interest in this case was not to harm but 
to ask for help.  Karl Seidl, you see, wanted to make his dying confession to a 
representative of those he’d so heinously wronged.

Over the next several hours, Simon Wiesenthal sat silently as Karl poured out 
the story of his brief life.  Karl had been raised in a Christian home by parents 
who didn’t support the Nazi movement.  By age 16, however, Karl had joined 
the Hitler Youth and by 18 was enlisted in the infamous SS branch of the 
German military.  Over the next three years, Karl participated in many acts of 
terror.  

On one particularly evil night, Karl helped round up three hundred Jewish 
children, women, and men and drove them with whips into a small house.  The 
house was then set ablaze:

“We heard screams and saw the flames eat their way from floor to floor… 
We had our rifles ready to shoot down anyone who tried to escape from 
that blazing hell… The screams from that house were horrible… Behind 
the windows of the second floor, I saw a man with a small child in his 
arms.  His clothes were [on fire]… With his free hand the man covered 
the child’s eyes… then he jumped into the street… Then from the other 
windows fell burning bodies… We shot… Oh God!”

Karl says he is constantly haunted by the memory of a dark-eyed boy of about 
six years of age.  He was a small, scared, defenseless kid, and Karl murdered 
him.

Throughout this entire recounting, Simon Wiesenthal just sat there.  He swatted 
flies away from the soldier’s face, gave the officer a drink of water once, but 
never uttered a word.  Wiesenthal says that he was absolutely certain that Karl 
was profoundly sorry for his crimes and utterly repentant.  At the close, Karl 



said: 
“I am left here with my guilt… I know that what I have told you is 
terrible… Time and again I have longed to talk about it to a Jew and beg 
forgiveness from him.  Only I didn’t know if there were any Jews left… I 
know that what I am asking is almost too much for you, but without 
your answer I cannot die in peace.”

With that plea ringing in the air, Simon Wiesenthal made a decision.  He got up 
from his seat.  And he left the room in silence.  Simon left Karl Seidl to die 
alone with his guilt (as he did that night).  He left him never to hear that one 
word that meant more than life to him in the end: “FORGIVEN.”  

II

It is hard to blame Wiesenthal for his silence, isn’t it?  Would you have done 
differently yourself?  Would you let someone who had stolen almost everything 
from you off the hook in the end?  Would you spare a thieving criminal the 
payment and punishment his sins fully deserve – just because NOW, at the last 
moment, he feels truly sorry?  What kind of a person forgives someone like 
that? 

The Bible says that on this day, long ago, the Roman equivalent of the SS, 
force-marched a band of prisoners out to the place where they had executed 
many Jews. “When they came to the place called the Skull, there they 
crucified [Jesus], along with [two] criminals--one on his right, the 
other on his left… And they divided up his clothes by casting lots. The 
people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, 
‘He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Christ of God, the 
Chosen One’  The soldiers also came up and mocked him. They offered 
him wine vinegar and said, ‘If you are the king of the Jews, save 
yourself.’" In other words, just try to jump from that second story, you Jew.  
You will not escape this blaze. 

But the religious leaders and soldiers were not the only Nazis at that scene. 
“One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at [Jesus]: ‘Aren't 
you the Christ? Save yourself and us!’ But the OTHER criminal rebuked 
him. ‘Don't you fear God,’ he said, ‘since you are under the same 
sentence?  We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds 
deserve.  But this man has done nothing wrong.’"

It was a Karl Seidl moment, really. This man had to have been very wicked and 
hated to have wound up on this cross.  He clearly understood his position.  He 
was profoundly sorry for his crimes.  He knew he could not take them back, nor 
undo the pain and loss he’d caused others.  He understood that he was only 
getting what his deeds deserved.  



In this moment, he could have pulled back from that knowledge and lashed out 
selfishly at the nearest person -- in this case Jesus – as his fellow criminal did.  
He could have summoned up his inner-Nazi and blamed others for being the 
source of his problems and for not bailing him out of his mess.  This second 
thief could follow the pattern of the first and go to his grave, arrogant and 
unredeemed. 

Or that Karl-on-the-Cross could die humble instead.  He could confess his sins.  
He could acknowledge that he was suffering no more than he deserved to.  He 
could turn toward Jesus, throw himself on the mercy of God, and plead to be 
FORGIVEN and not forgotten – which (as you know) was a ridiculously 
unrealistic request considering who he was, but it is exactly what he did: 
“Then he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your 
kingdom.’" 

III

As we come to this Cross and Table tonight, it strikes me that many of us are 
more like these men than it is comfortable to consider.  We may not be a literal 
Nazi or a legal Criminal; but we have done some thieving too.  We’ve stolen 
credit or glory that belonged to God and people around us because we were 
proud and selfish.  We’ve taken liberties for ourselves that we’ve denied to 
others or even condemned others for.  We’ve lied and cheated and stolen in 
ways that we don’t even think about, but which would humiliate us if revealed 
to our loved ones or came out in the papers.  

We have hoarded much more material resource than we have truly needed – 
and turned a blind eye to those who have struggled, starved, watch their 
children die, or perished themselves for lack of things we throw away.  We may 
never have pushed people into a burning house or behind razor wire, but many 
of us have concentrated whole groups of our fellow human beings into other 
kinds of camps for which we have utter contempt.  We may not have literally 
raped and killed, but – be honest with yourself -- in our minds we’ve taken 
what we lusted for and abused those we’ve hated, failing to see that to God 
there is no difference between intent and action. 

When someone points out these things about me, there is this voice within me 
much like that first thief.  I want to lash out at the person close enough to me 
to know the truth.  I make excuses for my behavior and demand that others do 
more to make life good for me.  I can be so colossally arrogant and avoiding of 
responsibility for my sin. 

But I go there, in part (and maybe you do too), because it is just so hard to 
believe that if we actually saw and admitted who we truly are, that no one 
could possibly meet us with anything but the kind of silent condemnation that 
Simon Wiesenthal understandably showed to Karl.  



But this is why we need Jesus.  If ever there was someone who could have 
greeted that repentant thief’s words with stony silence, it was Jesus.  If there 
ever was a being entitled to say: “Too much sin, too little good, too late 
remorse,” it is God.  But the Bible teaches that the HEARTBREAK of God over 
the thieving, conniving, arrogance and cruelty of human beings is only 
exceeded by his HEARTTHROB over the possibility of recovering us. 

Much has been made through the years over the words of Jesus in verse 34: 
Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are 
doing." People talk as if that was the height of grace – forgiving people who 
are clueless and moving on.  But that is not even close to the magnitude of 
God’s love.  God’s aim isn’t just to forgive the fact that I’m a pseudo-Nazi and 
barely know it.  God’s aim is to bring me back into intimate fellowship with 
Him.  

That is why when the limited confession and late repentance of that Karl-on-
the-Cross we meet in Luke’s Gospel could have so rightly been met with a 
Simon-like silence and the shadow of God’s back as he walks out the door, we 
encounter something else altogether.  We see Jesus raise himself up on the 
nails to draw in breath.  We see him turn his blood-streaked head to gaze 
deeply into the soul of this desperate, dying criminal. We hear the condemning 
silence of Simon shattered by the redeeming cry of GOD himself, welcoming a 
lost child home. “Jesus answered him, ‘I tell you the truth, today you 
will be WITH ME in paradise.’"

So, here is a question to think about as I close this meditation tonight.  Most of 
us are pretty clear about where JESUS placed himself for our redemption.  Are 
you and I equally clear on OUR location?  Where are we among these thieves?  
Am I like that guy on the left of Jesus?  Will I go to my grave arrogantly self-
deceived about my condition, justifying my actions and blaming others?  Or am 
I more like the sinner on the right side of Jesus – the one near that Table over 
there?  Do I know my real position before God?  Am I willing to humbly confess 
my sin and pray for a mercy I don’t deserve?  Will I risk being met with silence?  

If our answer is “No,” then we’re lost, like that first thief.  BUT, if you will truly 
and humbly turn toward Jesus tonight -- if you will put your whole trust in the 
sufficiency of HIS goodness and grace -- you will not be met with silence.  For 
the message of this Cross and Table is for you, Karl.  It’s meant for you, Karla.  
I tell you the truth: Today you ARE with Him.  Your life starts anew WITH Him 
at this place.  For by the POWER of his body and blood, and in the name of 
Jesus, I proclaim to you this good news: Your sins are FORGIVEN.
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