
Images of the Cross:
Forgiveness

(Lent 5)

Tabor Church Family, 

Grace and Peace to you from our Lord Jesus Christ! Welcome to this week’s gathered 
worship service while remaining physically distant! I hope that this transcript/video is 
one helpful way for us to stay connected during this time. Please remember that if you 
have any concerns, prayer requests, or praises to share, you can always contact a 
Pastor or Deacon.

This week, for those of you who have access to the video, we have created a playlist of 
our worship service that includes a prelude, hymns, children’s story, scripture reading, 
sermon, and prayers. This is an experiment to have more people involved so that we 
can see more faces through our time of gathered worship. Whether you have access to 
the video or not, please feel free to follow the order of worship and also consider the 
additional scriptures and hymns listed in the bulletin. 

Scripture Reading: Luke 23:32-43 (NIV)

Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with him to be executed. When 
they came to the place called the Skull, they crucified him there, along with the 
criminals—one on his right, the other on his left. Jesus said, “Father, forgive 
them, for they do not know what they are doing.” 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 God’s Messiah, 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.” There was a written notice above 
him, which read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS.

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the 
Messiah? 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.” Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 
Jesus answered him, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.”

The Word of God for the People of God 
Thanks Be to God! 



Sermon: “Forgiven and Forgiving”

This is the way some people might expect the story to be told:

Jesus was sent by God to live a perfect, sinless life. While living on earth, he 
didn’t break one rule, didn’t put one toe across the line. Then it came time for him 
to die in order to save people from their sins. When he was arrested, he didn’t 
fight back or call down a legion of angels because his job was to be the perfect 
sacrifice. 

His disciples betrayed and abandoned him. The crowds of people turned on him. 
The religious leaders handed him over to the Romans to be killed, and while he 
was being crucified, people kept mocking him and taunting him. And so, hanging 
on the cross, Jesus said, “Almighty God, give these people what they deserve. 
Unleash your wrath upon them.”

This is, of course, not the way the story goes, but who would have blamed Jesus 
if he had responded in this way? After all, he had lived a perfect life, yet faced 
terrible abuse and mockery before his death. Why not call upon an angry God to 
send some lightning and wrath down upon these evil and sinful people? 

After all, that’s the story our world tells and has told for generations. If someone 
hurts you, hurt them more. If you are mocked and shamed, get them back. Seek 
revenge at all cost. This is the story of escalating and redemptive violence. It is 
the plot of countless movies and books, but it isn’t just make-believe. It is also the 
plot of countless real-life stories that continue take place all around the world. 

But again, this is not the story that Jesus told. This is not the kind of God that 
Jesus revealed. So what’s the real story? 

Jesus came as God’s ambassador on earth, to reveal God’s ways by proclaiming 
and embodying God’s kingdom. Yes, he lived a perfect life without sin, but he 
went about living in surprising ways. He hung out with the “wrong” people, 
including sinners and tax collectors. He didn’t follow all the religious rules, like not 
working on the sabbath or ceremonially washing his hands before meals. As a 
brief aside, please do regularly wash your hands in this time of global pandemic. 
More on that later. 



Back to Jesus. He hung out with sinners, he didn’t follow all the religious rules. 
And as he went about this way of life, one of his key teachings was on the topic 
of forgiveness. For example, in Luke chapter seven, Jesus responded to a 
Pharisee by telling a short story: “‘Two people owed money to a certain 
moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. Neither of 
them had the money to pay him back, so he forgave the debts of both. Now 
which of them will love him more?’ Simon replied, ‘I suppose the one who had the 
bigger debt forgiven.’ ‘You have judged correctly,’ Jesus said” (Luke 7:41-42, 
NIV). Jesus then turned to the woman, who had lived a sinful life (Luke 7:37), 
who had anointed his feet with her tears and an alabaster jar of perfume (Luke 
7:38). Jesus turned to this woman and reflected on her act of great love, 
declaring that her sins have been forgiven. He looked directly at this woman and 
said, “Your sins are forgiven” (Luke 7:48). And while other guests questioned who 
Jesus thought he was, forgiving sins, he said to her, “Your faith has saved you; 
go in peace” (Luke 7:50). In this story, Jesus taught that receiving forgiveness 
results in acts of great love. And acting with great love is connected with faith and 
salvation. 

Later in Luke’s Gospel, in chapter 11, Jesus was praying. Prayer is something that 
Jesus practiced regularly. Jesus stayed connected, in-tune, with God through 
prayer. And his disciples were curious about Jesus’ prayer life, so one of them said, 
“Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples” (Luke 11:1b). Jesus 
replied by saying “When you pray, say: ‘Father, hallowed be your name, your 
kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread. Forgive us our sins, for we also 
forgive everyone who sins against us. And lead us not into temptation’” (Luke 
11:2-4). We know this as the Lord’s Prayer. And at the heart of this prayer that 
Jesus taught to his disciples is forgiveness: “Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive 
everyone who sins against us.” This is a prayer to God, our heavenly Father, the 
one who can forgive sins. But it is not just an acknowledgment of sin and a request 
for forgiveness, it is also a declaration that I will be a person that practices 
forgiveness, that we will be people who practice forgiveness. 

So what is forgiveness? Our culture has a phrase, “Forgive and forget.” But true 
forgiveness does not mean forgetting what has happened. As Rowan Williams 
says in a sermon on forgiveness, “If forgiveness is forgetting, then it isn’t only 
incredible: it is a mockery of the depth and seriousness of the suffering that 
human beings inflict on each other.”1

 Rowan Williams, “The Forgiveness of Sins” (cited in Mark Baker, Proclaiming the Scandal of 1

the Cross, 80). 



Another way some people think about forgiveness is acknowledging the wrong 
that has happened but excusing it, overlooking it. But again, true forgiveness is 
more than simply excusing wrong that has been done because true forgiveness 
has a transformational impact. As Rowan Williams says, “A forgiveness that says 
only, ‘I know exactly what you are and what you have done, but I’ll say no more 
about it,’ can be, in fact, a terrible, negative judgment. I don’t take you seriously 
enough to do anything: do what you like, I won’t make any difficulties.”  2

So if forgiveness isn’t simply forgetting or excusing wrong that has been done, 
what is it? Williams says “real forgiveness is something that changes things and 
so gives hope…If someone says to me, ‘Yes, you have hurt me, but that doesn’t 
mean it’s all over. I forgive you. I still love you,’ then that is a moment of 
enormous liberation. It recognizes the reality of the past, the irreversibility of 
things, the seriousness of damage done, but then it is all the more joyful and 
hopeful because of that. Because this kind of love doesn’t have illusions, it is also 
all the more mature and serious. It can look at and fully feel my weaknesses, and 
still say, ‘I love you.’”  3

That is true forgiveness: acknowledging the wrong and hurt and pain and still 
choosing to say, “I love you. I want to be in relationship with you.” 

Forgiveness is something that can be offered by the victim in any given situation. 
Forgiveness does not mean reconciliation will take place, but it is a step in that 
direction. But this kind of real forgiveness doesn’t seem to happen very much in 
our world. After all, our world is guided by the myth of redemptive violence. The 
story of revenge. So where is the hope? 

Again, as Rowan Williams says, “Forgiveness is not only a matter to be settled 
among ourselves—or left unsettled because of our inadequacies. It is God’s affair 
too. And the good news of Christianity is that, since God suffers human pain, 
since God is the victim of human injury, then there is beyond all our sin a love 
that is inexhaustible.”  4

 Ibid., 79.2

 Ibid., 79.3

 Ibid., 80.4



This is the good news revealed by Jesus on the cross. Throughout his life, Jesus  
hung out with people on the margins of society, he broke religious rules, and he 
taught and embodied the way of real forgiveness. Forgiveness wasn’t just an 
abstract concept for Jesus. It wasn’t just something he taught. It was a key part 
of his constant prayer. “Father…Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone 
who sins against us” (Luke 11:2b, 4a).  

As Jesus neared his death, he faced the full wickedness of human brokenness 
and sin. One of his closest followers had betrayed him. Another of his close 
disciples denied him. Many of his other followers abandoned him. The crowds of 
people turned on him, yelling “Crucify him! Crucify him!” (Luke 23:21). When 
Jesus was crucified, the religious leaders sneered at him (Luke 23:35), the 
Roman soldiers mocked him (Luke 23:36), and one of the criminals hanging next 
to him hurled insults at him (Luke 23:39). And Jesus’ response? “Father, forgive 
them, for they do not know what they are doing.” 

Jesus didn’t call upon God’s anger or wrath. Rather, Jesus revealed God’s great 
unending love by calling upon God’s forgiveness. Forgive Judas and Peter and 
the disciples and the crowds and Pilate and the religious leaders and the soldiers 
and these criminals. Father, forgive all people in your great love. 

Forgiveness had been central to Jesus’ teaching, it had been his constant prayer, 
and in the most difficult moment in all of history, Jesus continued to model God’s 
inexhaustible love. At the cross, Jesus revealed a God who is the victim all 
human sin and pain, a God who doesn’t forget or excuse that sin, but chooses to 
forgive, to say “I still want to be in relationship with you. I still love you.” 

That’s the freeing and transformative power of forgiveness. And it is available to 
all of us, because we are all children of God. We can all pray “Father…forgive us 
our sins.” 

And let us remember that the prayer goes on. Yes, Jesus teaches us to pray to 
God for forgiveness, and he also teaches us to embody that same kind of 
forgiveness in our everyday lives. “Father…forgive us our sins, for we also 
forgive everyone who sins against us.” Remember Luke chapter seven, where 
Jesus taught that receiving forgiveness results in living a life of love. Receiving 
forgiveness leads naturally to practicing forgiveness, which results in God’s love 
spreading like a virus all around the world.  



How can we go about being people who constantly practice forgiveness? For one 
thing, let’s pray the Lord’s prayer regularly. The more we pray this prayer, the 
more these words and actions will become rooted in our lives. In light of the 
coronavirus pandemic, there is a lot of encouragement for people to wash their 
hands regularly for at least 20 seconds each time. One creative idea I’ve heard 
from various sources is to sing a song or pray while washing our hands. So this 
past week I’ve begun experimenting with praying the Lord’s prayer while I wash 
my hands. I haven’t timed it. I don’t rush through it. And when I’m finished, I have 
a sense of both outward and inward cleanliness. I don’t know if I’ll keep this 
practice up, but encourage you to give it a try as well. 

Another thought related to the coronavirus pandemic is that this time of physical 
distancing actually gives us lots of opportunities to practice forgiveness with the 
people we are closest to. Staying home a lot more than normal might lead to 
more conflict, and yet each conflict with our housemates is an opportunity to 
practice real forgiveness, in which we come to the point where we can say, “I 
forgive you. I still love you. I still want to be in relationship with you. Let’s work 
this out together.” 

On the cross, Jesus revealed God’s great love through speaking powerful words 
of forgiveness. Sisters and Brothers in Christ, may we take this Good News to 
heart. May we know the inexhaustible love of God, a love so powerful that God 
offers forgiveness to each and every one of us. No matter what we have done, 
God still longs to be in right relationship with us. As we receive God’s forgiveness 
and love, may we share that same love with others as we constantly practice the 
way of forgiveness. Amen. 

Reflection Questions:
- What stories or experiences come to mind for you when you consider the topic 

of forgiveness? 
- How have you received forgiveness in your life? 
- How have you practiced forgiveness? 
- How do you hope to practice forgiveness now and in the future? 
- What other ways can we as a church family practice forgiveness through our 

lives of faith?
- What other resources stand out to you as you consider this scripture and 

sermon (songs, hymns, poems, artwork, etc…)?
- What prayer requests do you have at this time?  



Congregational Prayer: Pastor Katherine

Prayer for Healing 
Individuals may choose to join the leader in speaking any or all of the lines in bold. 

Leader: Great Physician, 
  you touched the lives of the sick and the troubled; 
  your hands rested on bodies in crisis; 
  your words soothed broken hearts. 
 We call on you today, O God, 
  because we need your healing. 

People: When we have pain, bring relief. 
  When we are disoriented, bring clarity. 
  When we confront disease or brokenness, bring healing. 
  When we wait for tests or news, bring patience. 
  When we live with barriers, bring courage. 
  When we are bound by addiction, bring freedom. 
  When illness separates us from others, bring friendship. 
  When we cannot make ends meet, help us. 

Leader: You are with us in loneliness, bringing comfort. 
  You are with us in despair, bringing hope. 
  You are the God who cares and heals.5

Benediction: Colossians 1:11-14 (NRSV)

May you be made strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, 
and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience, while joyfully giving 
thanks to the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of the 
saints in the light. He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred 
us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.

 Mennonite Worship and Song Committee, 2020 
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