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Today is the last sermon in our Lent sermon series called “Faces 
at the Cross.” Lent is a church season of reflection, repentance, 
and renewal, so in this series we’ve been plumbing the lives of 
people with Christ at the cross to learn lessons that their lives 
teach us. This morning, the face at the cross is that of the penitent 
criminal. 

Let us pray. 

As we did today, on that first Palm Sunday, the crowds celebrated 
Jesus. They waved palm branches, symbols of victory that recalled 
triumphant leaders of Israel’s past. They laid articles of clothing 
on the ground before him, which is how you welcomed a king. 
And they shouted “Hosannah,” which means “Save us now!” or 
“Save us please!” (Jesus was like a rock star entering Jerusalem 
that first Palm Sunday!) 

But only days later, before the end of that same week (as we read), 
the crowds and others cursed Jesus. They mocked him. They spat 
on him. They scourged him. And they shouted, “Crucify him! 
Crucify him! Crucify him!” Even one of the criminals, hanging 
next to Jesus, scorned him: “Aren’t you the Messiah? Save 
yourself and us!” 

But not the other criminal. He rebukes the first one: “Don’t you 
fear God, since you are under the same sentence of 
condemnation? And we’re justly condemned; we’re getting what 
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we deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” This 
repentant criminal is the last person to speak to Jesus before he 
dies. 

And he’s the only person in any of the Gospels to address him 
simply as “Jesus.” Not “Jesus Son of God” or “Jesus Son of 
David”; just “Jesus.” It’s such a personal address. Why is that? 
What did the penitent criminal hear about Jesus, know about 
him? Had he been touched somehow by Jesus’ ministry? 

Questions like those have spawned legends about this criminal. In 
one of them, robbers besiege Mary, Joseph, and baby Jesus as 
they’re fleeing to Egypt from Herod. But the son of the leader of 
this band of brigands stops them. The infant Jesus is so beautiful 
that this young bandit can’t bear to let them lay their hands on 
him. So he persuades that posse to set the holy family free. Before 
they leave, he says: “O most blessed of children, if ever there 
comes a day to have mercy on me, then forget not this hour, 
remember me.” And, on Golgotha, Jesus does just that. 

Whatever this bandit knew about Jesus, he believed Jesus could 
free him of his burden of sin and guilt: “we are justly condemned; 
we are getting what we deserve.” So he unloads that burden on 
Jesus: “Remember me when you come into your Kingdom.” 

In a previous church I served, I met with a thirty-something 
woman and active member of the church. We’ll call her Jane. Jane 
confessed to me that there was a particular sin that plagued her. 
(She didn’t say what it was, and I didn’t ask.) Whatever it was, 
though, she just couldn’t shake it—or her guilt about it. They 
weighed on her. 
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She’s not alone. One recent study found that most of us bear a 
burden like that.  The study found that if we were to add up all the 1

moments that we spend feeling mildly or moderately guilty, it 
would add up to a pretty significant chunk of time each week.  A 2

little guilt can be a good thing, but that much guilt—guilt that 
persists, that’s unresolved, that weighs on us—is a burden. 

Do you have a burden like that to unload on the Lord? Your own 
burden of sin or guilt or whatever it may be? 

Right before the penitent criminal unloads his burden of sin and 
guilt, the Lord forgives all of those there in need of forgiveness: 
“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Hanging 
next to Jesus, maybe he heard Jesus utter that. Maybe Jesus’ 
words are what prompted him to unload his burden finally. And 
then, once he does, Jesus promises him: “Today, you will be with 
me in Paradise.” Jesus frees him of his burden. 

After Jane unloaded her burden that day, we read together Paul’s 
words: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” The 
apostle’s words reminded her that sin will get the best of us at 
times, all of us. That’s life on this side of eternity. We also read 
Scripture that assures us of Christ’s forgiveness. That “nothing in 
all of creation can separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ 
our Lord,” a love expressed supremely in forgiveness on the cross. 
Jesus freed Jane of her burden. 

And he will free you of yours, too. 

Let us pray: Lord, you know the burdens we bear, burdens of sin 
or guilt or whatever they are. We unload them on you now. We 
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surrender them to you. By your Spirit, assure us of your 
forgiveness and your promise of Paradise one day, so that we 
would experience freedom, true freedom from our burdens now. 
Amen.


