
Sermon 02-21-2021 

“Father, Forgive them…” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Luke 23:32-34 

 
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 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.” And they cast lots to 

divide his clothing. 
 

1) 

So what would you say if you had 6 hours left to live? That’s the question I asked you in the beginning of this service and 

I’m curious.  

I understand that not every person is given the opportunity to say meaningful words at the end of their lives. Some people 

die unprepared or in an accident. Some people don’t have the physical or cognitive ability to speak anymore.  

But those who do have the chance to speak before they die often choose their words carefully or say things that hold deep 

meaning. 

 

Many of you remember church member Ralph Chamberlain. He died last year in March and I had the privilege to be with 

him and his family during his last hours. He wasn’t able to say a lot anymore, he limited his words to one sentence that he 

kept repeating, over and over: “I’m so grateful…I’m so thankful.” It was powerful to witness this… 

 

Jesus was nailed to the cross for about 6 hours. Within these 6 hours he made seven deeply meaningful utterances – often 

they are referred to as the seven last words. Each gospel shares different sets of them so we have no way of knowing in 

which order they were given. Here is the order in which they are often listed: 

 

1) “Father, Forgive them, for they know not  

  what they are doing” 

2) “Today you will be with me in paradise” 

3) “My God, My God, why have you  

  forsaken me?”          

4) “Woman, here is your son” 

5) “I am thirsty” 

6) “It is finished” 

7) “Into your hands I commit my spirit” 

These words will follow us throughout this season of Lent – today we start with the first. 

 

2) 

Put yourself into the situation: the son of God, raised by Mary and Joseph, walking the Palestine countryside for the last 3 

years, speaking about God’s love and justice, performing astonishing miracles, is shamefully nailed to a cross. He’s 

hanging there, half naked, maybe even completely naked. He is placed between two criminals but there were probably 

many more. He is mocked by the leaders and the soldiers and soon by one of the criminals. 

 

That’s the scene, and in the midst of this terrible scene, Jesus speaks these words: 

 

“Father, forgive them – they don’t know what they are doing.” 

How could he do that? How can anyone have the stamina to utter words of forgiveness and mercy in the midst of 

being mistreated? I myself have a hard time to stay calm when one of my boys accidentally bumps his head on my 

nose – how could Jesus speak words of compassion when people purposely hurt him? 

 

Because he was the son of God? Sure, but I think we have to consider something else too: Jesus is really walking the talk 

here. I feel bad using this English idiom, since Jesus couldn’t really walk here but you know what I mean: He lived what 

he taught.  

Jesus taught forgiveness so much throughout his three-year ministry. He told Peter that he has to forgive not 7 times but 

70 times 7 times. He told a parable about unforgiving servants, he preached about loving ones enemies, and he instructed 

to pray for those who persecute you… 

 

Now it is Jesus’ time to put it once more into practice. He asks his Father in heaven to forgive, in a way that’s even more 

powerful than just for him to say “I forgive you.” He shows his connection with his father and sets in it an example for us.  

Yes, Jesu was walking the talk…And don’t you want to know one thing? 

“How can I be as forgiving as Jesus was? How can I have that kind of mercy?” without being the son of God. 



3) 

I think a good way to approach this question something that our Lenten study guide brings up in the first chapter (evtl 

spiel, how many left > order) 

 

The question is, quite poignantly: “Who are the ‘them?!’” Jesus said: “Father forgive THEM – for THEY do not know 

what THEY are doing?” Who is Jesus talking about? 

 

Is it the soldiers, the criminals, the Jewish authorities that accused him, the Roman authorities that didn’t have the guts to 

defend him? Was it maybe directed toward his disciples who deserted him? 

Speaking of disciples. Isn’t that what we are? Could Jesus mean us when he says “them?” Because haven’t we all 

deserted Jesus at times and haven’t all of our sins nailed him to the cross? Is Jesus speaking about us on the cross? 

 

Father, forgive Markus, Mary Ann, Lynn, George, Melanie, Josh,… – they don’t know what they are doing… How does 

that strike you? 

 

Last Wednesday was Ash Wednesday, you may have had a chance to go through our drive-by event, or pick up some 

ashes and watch the AW service at home. AW and Lent are a time for Christians to consider their sin and mortality. What 

is that like for you? Does it come easy for you? Is it hard?  

What are the sins that make your heart heavy? Is it sins of omission, for not speaking up and doing something when you 

should? Is it sins of speaking when you shouldn’t and for hurting others with your words and actions?... 

  

Recognizing one’s sin leads to new beginnings. Now, I’m not talking about our failures when we feel we weren’t 

successful enough, I’m talking about our sins that cause rifts between God and us, between our neighbors and us. When 

we recognize and admit those, it leads to new beginnings. 

 

Earlier we sang Amazing Grace. It never gets old to hear the story of the writer John Newton. He deeply embedded in the 

sin of English slave trade in the 17 hundreds. When he became a Christian he recognized his sin and turned around from 

his wicked ways. He met the amazing grace of God and he couldn’t help it, he had to testify about it by writing one of the 

most powerful hymns in history. 

 

Yes, our modern ears may clinch when we hear the line “and saved a wretch like me.” It scratches our modern human 

dignity! But our dignity comes from God who made us in his image. The only way for us to have true dignity is by 

returning to the arms of our God and for that we have to see and confess our own sin. 

 

4) 

I would say that the best way to living up to our image bearer-ship of God is by imitating his son and by being as 

forgiving as he was. 

 

Impossible? Maybe, but God is good with helping to do the impossible! Christ did something pretty impossible when he 

asked his Father for forgiveness of those who mocked and killed him. They were not repentant, yet Jesus pleaded for their 

forgiveness anyway. He didn’t wait until he was gloriously resurrected, he rushed toward forgiving others while he was 

still being mistreated. 

 

You are not asked to let yourself get abused if someone is relentless in abusing you and shows no remorse. You may not 

even be able to forgive an unrepentant abuser in your life. There was another great practical suggestion on what to do in 

such a situation in our Lenten study guide:  

When you aren’t ready to forgive someone, at least pray for the person – it sets you on the right path. It’s a good path, it’s 

the path of Christ, of God’s love and mercy.  

 

Don’t make yourself a prisoner of your own hurt by withholding the love and mercy God showed to you in Christ. We all 

have nailed Christ to the cross with our sins. When we realize that he extended his forgiveness to us, we must respond.  

If you can’t forgive someone, pray for them – it may be hard, it may be the hardest things you’ve done, but it will bring 

you closer to the loving arms of our God who forgives all of our sins as we repent. Amen. 


