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Father, Forgive Them 

The first words that Jesus spoke from the cross when he was crucified were these:  “Father, forgive them, 

for they know not what they do”  (Luke 23:34).  “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  As we 

hear Jesus’ words, we think of our own need for forgiveness.  We are deeply aware of the sins that weigh us 

down:  the times we have hurt other people, the times we have turned away from God.  Jesus’ words from the 

cross show us the way to forgiveness, peace, and a new path in life. 

This morning, I’d like to focus on the promise of these words.  It seems to me that they speak to us on three 

levels, inviting us: to look to the cross, to open our hearts, and to extend our prayers.  Look to the cross, open 

our hearts, and extend our prayers. 

First of all, Jesus’ words direct us to look at the cross.   On the day we call Good Friday, Jesus was 

condemned to death by Pilate, the Roman governor.  Roman soldiers took him and two criminals to a place 

outside the city walls of Jerusalem which was called “The Skull,”  and there they nailed him to the cross.  From 

9 in the morning, for the next 6 hours, Jesus suffered excruciating physical pain and agony.  And all that time, 

mocking voices surrounded him.  The religious leaders called out:  “He saved others, let him save himself, if he 

is the Messiah of God, God’s Chosen One!”  The crowds, attracted by the spectacle of a public execution, 

hurled insults.  The soldiers, so hardened to torture that they spent their time rolling dice, in a game to 

determine who would win Jesus’ garments—they, too, derided him, “If you are the King of the Jews, save 

yourself!”  And they mocked Jesus by offering him wine soured to vinegar, in a parody of the fine wine offered 

a king.  Even one of the criminals who hung on the cross next to Jesus cried out insults, “If you were truly the 

Messiah, you would save yourself and us!” 

How did Jesus respond?  His first words were a prayer:  “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 

do.”  Jesus turned to God, even in overwhelming distress, trusting God as his heavenly Father.  And, he asked 

God to forgive those who were tormenting him.  Surrounded by the brutal power of evil which would crucify an 

innocent man, Jesus responded not with hatred, nor vengeance, but with love and forgiveness. 
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Here we see the full meaning of the cross.  As God’s Son, Jesus had a choice, he could save himself from 

death, or he could save humanity (us) through his death on the cross.  The mocking voices got it wrong.  It 

wasn’t because he was powerless that he refused to save his life; it was because his power was in love & 

forgiveness—and in that power he would save the world.   

The prophet Isaiah, in chapter 53, verses 4-6, puts it clearly: 

“Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; 

Yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. 

But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; 

Upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed. 

All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; 

And the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” 

Eugene Peterson expresses it this way in his paraphrase of Isaiah 53 in The Message: 

The fact is, it was our pains he carried— 

    our disfigurements, all the things wrong with us. 

We thought he brought it on himself, 

    that God was punishing him for his own failures. 

But it was our sins that did that to him, 

    that ripped and tore and crushed him—our sins! 

He took the punishment, and that made us whole. 

    Through his bruises we get healed. 

We’re all like sheep who’ve wandered off and gotten lost. 

    We’ve all done our own thing, gone our own way. 

And God has piled all our sins, everything we’ve done wrong, on him, on him. 

When Jesus prayed from the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do,” God honored that 

prayer and the sins of the world were forgiven. 

This is what we see when we look to the cross.  However, there’s a second level of meaning here, and for 

that, we need to open our heart.  Jesus’ prayer from the cross is for all the world, but it is also for each one of us, 

deeply, personally for you… and you… and you… and me.   Deeply, personally:  “Father, forgive them, for 

they know not what they do.” 

Think about it…  what is it that you need forgiveness for? …  Maybe it’s something that happened long 

ago, or just last week, or this morning.  Maybe it was something you said or something you did which hurt 

someone close to you:  your spouse, your child, your parent, a family member, a friend, someone at school or 
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work or church…  It could be that it was something that damaged your relationship with God, a way in which 

you hid from God or built a wall between you & God.  Sometimes, it’s not a matter of what we did, but instead 

what we failed to do… how we failed love the Lord our God with all our heart, and soul, and strength and 

mind… how we failed to love our neighbor as ourself…  how we failed even to love ourself. 

Whatever it is that has caused the need for forgiveness, as you come to receive Communion this morning, 

listen for Jesus’ voice, speaking to your heart, calling you by name…  “Father, forgive them, forgive Dan, for 

he does not know what he does.”   

And not just this morning, but day by day, remembering the Bible’s promise in 1 John 1:9:  “If we confess 

our sins, God is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  Weighed 

down by our sins, let us open our hearts to Jesus’ prayer for us, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what 

they do.” 

Now, there’s a third level of meaning here, as we extend this prayer.  Extend this prayer… what do I mean?  

Jesus invites us to join him in this prayer from the cross, to use this prayer as our own.  Where in your life is 

this prayer needed?  Who has hurt you deeply?  What causes you to struggle to offer forgiveness? 

It’s a difficult thing to follow Jesus’ example in saying, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 

do.”  For me, the thing that helps is to put the emphasis on the first word…  Father…  Father, forgive them.  As 

we pause on the word Father we can soak in God’s love & grace & peace—and that can to give us strength to 

begin to pray for God’s forgiveness for others.  Usually, it doesn’t happen all at once.  However… slowly, 

gradually, as we pray this prayer over and over, we grow more & more able to extend forgiveness to those who 

have hurt us. 

Forgiveness—forgiveness for others, forgiveness for us, forgiveness for all the world—this is central to our 

celebration of Holy Communion.  So come, come to the Lord’s Supper, listening for Jesus’ voice:  “Father, 

forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  Come, come to the Lord’s Supper, receive his gift of love and 

peace.  Amen. 
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