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They also led two other criminals to be executed with Jesus. When they arrived at the place 
called The Skull, they crucified him, along with the criminals, one on his right and the 
other on his left. Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they’re 
doing.” They drew lots as a way of dividing up his clothing. 
The people were standing around watching, but the leaders sneered at him, saying, “He 
saved others. Let him save himself if he really is the Christ sent from God, the chosen one.” 
The soldiers also mocked him. They came up to him, offering him sour wine and saying, “If 
you really are the king of the Jews, save yourself.” Above his head was a notice of the 
formal charge against him. It read “This is the king of the Jews.” 
One of the criminals hanging next to Jesus insulted him: “Aren’t you the Christ? Save 
yourself and us!” 
Responding, the other criminal spoke harshly to him, “Don’t you fear God, seeing that 
you’ve also been sentenced to die? We are rightly condemned, for we are receiving the 
appropriate sentence for what we did. But this man has done nothing wrong.” Then he 
said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 
Jesus replied, “I assure you that today you will be with me in paradise.” 
Two criminals: one repeating the ridicule of the crowd about saving the body. The other 
believes there is something more and speaks from the soul…. 
 
During this season of Lent we are giving our attention to justice, a prominent theme in 
Biblical literature. It is usually associated with concern for the poor, and how powerful 
people and systems of society often treat them unfairly.  Not usually discussed in this 
context is the role forgiveness plays in a just relationship and that is our focus today. 
 
I talked with someone this week who was hurt by a text they received. The sender felt 
betrayed by things this person had done or not done. It hurt because it was from someone 
for whom they had extensively cared for over the years and recently during a time of 
grieving. “How should I respond?” they asked. 
 
The emotional response might be to strike back. “I’ve done so much for you, how dare you 
write to me like this.” It would feel good, but it would likely result in a continuing game of 
blaming, allowing neither party to let go and move on. Another option is to let it go, move 
on and walk away without responding. This might aid personal healing but the relationship 
might be broken. A third response, one that opens the door for spiritual maturing of both 
parties is the most difficult. How can you show love for the offender, not to win or lose, but 
for both of you to move on together in a restored relationship. 
 
I told the story of Jesus and those who had faith in him. When he didn’t fulfil their 
expectation of overthrowing the colonizing empire they betrayed and denied him, and may 
have even supported his execution. He had loved them, more than they deserved, yet he 
was killed. Even then he prayed for their forgiveness. Always seeking a restored divine 
human and human human relationship, even on the cross, Jesus blessed the criminal on 
his right, bound his mother and disciple, and gave himself up to God. 
 
And it didn’t end there. He welcomed the resurrection opportunities and returned to the 
fearful disciples in a locked room, on the beach, and on the road to Emmaus, still working 
to restore the relationship. What steps could this party take, not to return the hurt, nor to 
break off the relationship, but to restore the relationship? 



 
I think it is important to clarify what is meant by forgiveness. “Psychologists generally 
define forgiveness as a conscious, deliberate decision to release feelings of resentment or 
vengeance toward a person or group who has harmed you, regardless of whether they 
actually deserve your forgiveness. It does not mean forgetting, nor does it mean condoning 
or excusing offenses.” Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley.  
greatergood.berkeley.edu/topic/forgiveness/definition. 
 
In this definition there is no requirement that the person who harmed you apologize for 
what they did and go on to change their behavior. This forgiveness is done internally, 
letting go of the feelings that can often limit your life choices. This is often tough and 
requires spiritual maturity. It is particularly hard when the action was intentionally meant 
to hurt you or something you value. Some people hold grudges a long time. Some things 
remembered have been harmful, have deprived you of happiness or even your freedom for 
years. Some things remembered took the life of a loved one, a promising career, a 
livelihood, a family, or a valued friendship. How do you forgive something like that? Other 
things may be easier to forgive, a joke taken seriously, an unreturned phone call, a date 
stood up; though even those can threaten to change a relationship for a long time. 
 
Consider what happens when I am hurt by an offense of another. That person may walk 
away with his 12 cases of toilet paper, happy or even prideful, that he was quicker than I 
was, coming in to empty shelves. He might even be chuckling to himself, “Ha Ha. I hope he 
has some at home. Maybe I should sell him some, at a mark-up, of course.” Does 
forgiveness require me to confront him? Does it require that he repent? Does it require us 
to repair the relationship? 
 
In the psychological definition, it wouldn’t. It is an internal dialog to help me get past this 
offense and move on with my life, finding another way to get toilet paper. There may 
actually be a blessing. My neighbor may help me learn how to order toilet paper online and 
have it delivered to my door; or it may lead me to conceive of a church ministry that helps 
many people in this situation. We know that God can use unfortunate circumstances like 
this to create something new. The persecution of the disciples in Jerusalem, for example, 
led to the expansion of the field of witness far beyond Israel. The church’s unselfish 
response of care and healing during the pandemics of the second and third centuries led to 
the world’s acceptance of the church.  
 
Whether or not there is repentance on the part of the offender, there is benefit in letting go 
of the hurt and in looking for the options newly presented, without necessarily condoning 
the actions of the offender. The psychological view, and one I’ve held, is all about letting go 
of the offense and offender in your own mind in order to move on with your own life. 
Psychology calls this forgiveness. Let’s call it “letting go and moving on.” There are methods 
for doing this. Meditation, mindfulness training and counseling can help. My wife and I are 
watching a Heaven’s Garden, Korean drama on Netflix. One man held on to a hurt for 60 
years that sorely limited his options for happiness until his granddaughter asked him to 
tell her a story. Recognizing the pain but not letting it define you, however hurtful it is, 
learning from and letting go of that experience, however difficult, is possible and beneficial, 
and doing so enables you to “heal and move on with your life.” (Berkeley) This can be 
terribly difficult and may take years, but healing is possible.  
 
Some expressions in Scripture differ from the psychological definition. I believe the 
scriptures look for something even more. They presume repentance of the offender for 



forgiveness to happen and the God relationship and the neighbor relationship to be 
restored. That doesn’t happen if we walk or slink away and cut ourselves off. Clearly, this is 
an ideal, and it doesn’t come without the sacrifice of effort and pride. 
 
For restored relationship, it is necessary for the offender to acknowledge the offense and 
desire to change his life and behavior. It is also necessary for the one offended to be able to 
confront the offender with the offense and to accept the apology if offered so they can move 
on in the restored relationship and open their relationship to the options newly presented.  
 
Consider Luke 17:3-4 

If your brother or sister sins, warn them to stop. If they change their hearts and lives, 
forgive them. Even if someone sins against you seven times in one day and returns to you 
seven times and says, “I am changing my ways,” you must forgive that person. (CEB) 

And consider 2 Chronicles 7:14 
If my people who belong to me will humbly pray, seek my face, and turn from their wicked 
ways, then I will hear from heaven, forgive their sin, and heal their land. (CEB) 

 
This passage follows a long prayer by Solomon in dedication of the temple in which he lists 
possible calamities that may befall Israel as a result of their sin, seeking forgiveness if they 
change their ways and beg for mercy. The point of this is to restore the relationship 
between God and God’s people. It is only by this restoration that a people can learn 
acceptable behavior, mature in faith and grow in the grace of forgiveness themselves. 
 
Consider I John 1:9 

If we confess our sins, God is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from 
everything we’ve done wrong. (CEB) 

 
If this is our model of a relationship with God that leads to restoration, let it also be a 
model for a restored neighbor relationship. Anything less than that may be all that is 
possible for the moment or the lifetime, but it isn’t the final outcome we seek. 
 
Restoring a relationship does not mean giving in nor does it mean winning. Notice in the 
Luke passage, ‘If your brother or sister sins, warn them to stop.” This is an interaction that 
involves risk and requires strength. It gives the other an opportunity to respect you and 
change and opens the door to a restored relationship. But often there is no change of heart 
and behavior, and therefore no option to restore the relationship. In that case the only 
option is to take care of oneself, to let go of the relationship, shake off the dust and move 
on, looking for new options.  
 
When we talk about justice we often think of crime and punishment. You do the time for 
the crime. This lesson asks more of us and of a system of criminal justice. Forgiveness 
doesn’t mean there is no accountability. Every act has consequences. Spilled milk needs to 
be cleaned up. If I throw a ball at a window, it is likely to break. I know. I’ve broken 42. The 
forgiven criminal hanging next to Jesus will still die on the cross. And sinful actions are 
likely to be remembered, even after the relationship is restored. I know. My wife and my 
brothers remember all mine. 
 
But if our justice system aimed to restore the relationship rather than simply punish the 
crime, we would work to prepare the criminal to leave the prison and reenter society as a 
productive citizen. We would work to restore the relationship between the criminal and the 
persons they hurt. This takes work, trust and love. It works if we are open to a restored 



relationship. It works if the criminal repents and desires to change. It works if, together, we 
are open to the options newly presented. It works if we seek not only our own healing from 
the hurt caused, but the healing of the relationship between us, and between all of us and 
God. 
 
 
 
 
 

 


