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Sermon 03-30f-2019 

“The Things that Need to Happen Before We Forgive Others…” - Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Luke 23:32-43 

 
32 Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. 33 When they came to 

the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus[a] there with the criminals, one on his right and one 

on his left. [[34 Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are 

doing.”]][b] And they cast lots to divide his clothing. 35 And the people stood by, watching; but the leaders 

scoffed at him, saying, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah[c] of God, his chosen 

one!” 36 The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine, 37 and saying, “If you are 

the King of the Jews, save yourself!” 38 There was also an inscription over him,[d] “This is the King of the 

Jews.” 
39 One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding[e] him and saying, “Are you not the 

Messiah?[f] Save yourself and us!” 40 But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you 

are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41 And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are 

getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.” 42 Then he said, “Jesus, 

remember me when you come into[g] your kingdom.” 43 He replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be 

with me in Paradise.” 

 

It is such a somber and holy thing for me to reflect with you about the gospel 

account we just heard. I am so honored that I as a sinful man get to speak to you 

about the most holy and sacred events of faith history: Christ’s passion. How can I 

do this? How does one even begin? … Maybe with a story.1 

 

I can't 100% vouch its authenticity, but the story makes a powerful point… 

 

In the 4th century A.D. in Korea, a man had two sons. The elder rose to become Chief Justice in 

the land and the younger became an infamous bandit. 

 

The elder brother loved his younger brother but was unable to persuade him to change his ways. 

 

Eventually the younger son was caught and brought before his brother, the Chief Justice. 

Everyone in the courtroom thought the younger brother would get off because it was well-

known that the Chief Justice loved his brother 

 

But at the end of the trial, the Chief Justice sentenced his brother to death. 

 

On the day of the execution, the elder brother came to the prison and said to his brother "Let's 

swap places." The younger brother agreed, thinking that once they realized that it was the elder 

brother, the execution would not go forward. 

 

He went up on the hill to watch the proceedings. His brother was brought out at dawn and to his 

horror executed. 

 

Filled with remorse, he ran down the hill and told the guard his name and that he was the 

criminal who should be executed. The guards said to him: 

 

"There is no sentence outstanding on anyone with that name." 

 
[The death of Christ was a tragic victory. But because of it there is no longer a punishment or sentence outstanding in our name.] 

                                                           
1 Homileticsonline.com, “Tragic Victory”, March 29, 2002. 
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What a sad and tragic story. Quite terrible actually! And yet, it is a story full of 

sacrificial love - someone was saved. 

 

It reminds us of the passion story of Christ. What a sad and tragic story that was. 

Quite terrible actually! And yet, it is a story full of sacrificial love - someone was 

saved… in fact, many were saved through the voluntary yet gruesome death of the 

one… 

 

The gospel of Luke is the only of the four gospels that gives us a particular insight 

on the gruesome story of our savior’s death: It tells us about the conversation of 

two criminals that were hanged (i.e. crucified) with Jesus. 

 

But before we hear those two criminals talk, we hear someone else talk: Jesus, 

nailed to the cross and in agony, says:  
 

“Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” 

 

Nobody was there that asked for forgiveness. Jesus was surrounded by Roman 

soldiers who were busy torturing him, by religious leaders enjoying to see his 

agony, and by passersby who mocked him. Nobody repented, and yet we hear 

Jesus how he puts his teachings on forgiveness into radial practice: he forgives all 

those mockers, torturers, and approvers of his death. 

 

Wow! What does that tell you about the holiness and the love of God that shines 

through here? 

 

Can you follow Jesus’ example when you are mocked, tortured or confronted with 

people that approve of the hardship you go through? Can you grant forgiveness 

even when people don’t ask for it but rather do the opposite? 

 

I leave this piercing question on your hearts and I ask you to keep it there. Let this 

question sink into your heart and see what it will accomplish… (evtl. repeat) 

 

… 

 

Maybe my next question will also accomplish something in your heart: 

 

How do you connect with the reactions of the two criminals that were crucified 

next to Jesus? 

 

They both have in common that they are not innocent. They both committed 

crimes that according to Roman law deserved punishment by death on the cross. 

They are distinguished from each other in their response to Jesus’ cross. 

One turns to cynicism the other to remorse and affirmation. 
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“Are you not the Messiah?[f] Save yourself and us!” 

Vs. 

“Do you not fear God…? 41 …we’re condemned justly, we’re getting what we deserve for our 

deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong.” 

 

Why are people turning out so different? Why is one cynical and the other not? 

 

You realize that we cannot answer that – we don’t know anything about them. All 

that we can do is turn to ourselves and wonder: Who am I? What is my response to 

the cross? What is my response to Jesus being crucified especially when I myself 

am feeling crucified or in a bad spot? 

 

I can’t give this answer either – but what I can say is this? Doing what that second 

criminal did takes a huge amount of guts – wouldn’t you say so? It takes guts and 

humility. 

 

As humans I think we are always tempted to be cynical especially in situations 

when we don’t feel comfortable. Those two criminals were not comfortable and 

that’s where you may be able to connect with them. They were on the cross 

because of something wrong that they did. 

 

Have you ever done something that’s wrong?  ! 

 

When you’ve done something wrong your conscience will battle with you and 

push you for a response. You may turn to cynicism or you may turn to repentance. 

 

That’s what the second criminal did! 

He’s not defending himself, he acknowledges that he is condemned justly. And 

then he says something else: 
 

“Jesus, remember me when you come into[g] your kingdom.” 

 

Not only does he admit that he did something wrong, he turns to faith, believes that 

this Jesus who is crucified with him can accomplish something that goes beyond 

the hopelessness of his situation. 

 

He doesn’t argue with Jesus, trying to explain to him that he doesn’t deserve to die, 

he doesn’t blame the Romans, he doesn’t blame his parents or the hard life he had 

lived. He asks that Jesus will remember him and maybe even hopes that something 

good may come out of it. 

 

You know much more about this hope.  

 

You know how the story continues and that God indeed invites you to trust him 

beyond death.  

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+23%3A32-43&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25965f
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+23%3A32-43&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25968g


Page 4 of 4 
 

You know that you are not asked to wait until you die to ask Jesus to remember you.  

 

You know that Jesus is that older brother of yours that took your place in the 

execution so that you may live and live to the fullest until it is time for you to be 

remembered even beyond death. 

 

Will you come before Jesus today and join in this hope? 

 

Will you come before Jesus with both a confession and a plea to show your 

acknowledgment of sin, failure and regret?  

 

Will you join the criminal without cynical attempts to justify yourself or placing 

the blame for the things you’ve done wrong on anyone but yourself. 

 

Will you join the criminal’s song? 

 

Sing: Jesus, remember me, when you come into your kingdom…(several times) 

 

Many of us who are engaging with our Lenten study on forgiveness are living with 

a burning question: “How can I forgive others?” 

 

Many of you have situations in your life where you need to let go and forgive.  

 

Many of you are wondering: How can I forgive if my debtor is not even willing to 

ask for my forgiveness? 

 

Let us learn today: We can’t even begin to try to forgive others unless we first 

experience forgiveness ourselves. (You can’t give what you don’t have.) 

 

And we can’t experience forgiveness ourselves if we are not willing to show 

remorse and regret. Aka repent. 

 

Your plea for forgiveness may not be limited to pleading with your God. You may 

also have to walk the talk and go to the neighbor you hurt and ask for her forgiveness.  

 

It is challenging and even humiliating. You will be terribly nervous about doing 

this because you know you will have to give up any control. If you sincerely ask 

for forgiveness you can’t defend yourself, you can’t be cynical, you can’t place the 

fault on anyone other than yourself, and you can’t even expect that the person you 

ask will forgive you! 

 

That takes guts, but like the criminal on the cross, you can do it. You can do it with 

the help of your God who welcomes you like his child. I want to encourage you:   

Become an expert in asking for forgiveness. It’s the thing that needs to happen 

before you forgive others. Amen. 


