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This morning we begin preparing for Good Friday and Easter with a 

series on the Seven Last Words of Christ—His last statements from 

the cross before His death. I was hoping to address the first two this 

morning but we will only have time for the first.   

 

As we come to Luke 23, Jesus has already been arrested, not for any 

crime that He has done, for the jealousy of the religious leaders. He 

was pushed through an illegal trial by night with false witnesses, 

examined by Pilate, condemned to death, scoured and beaten just short 

of death, mocked, ridiculed, spat upon, and forced to carry the cross 

beam of His cross toward Golgotha until his body gave way to utter 

exhaustion. Verse 33 simply says that Jesus was crucified between two 

criminals which meant that His wrists and feet were nailed to the 

cross. As they waited for Jesus to endure the excruciating process of 

dying, verses 34-38 record how the Roman soldiers gambled for Jesus 

garments (as though it were all a game) while the religious leaders 

joined them in mocking Jesus. It is in this context of utter brutality 

scorn that Jesus utters His first words from the cross—pleading with 

God to forgive the very individuals who were delighting in His 

suffering: “Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are 

doing” (vs. 34).   

 

Here we see… 

1. Prophecy fulfilled (cf. Isaiah 53:12) 

Jesus’ prayer for the Father to forgive His enemies as He hangs in a 

line of criminals is a direct fulfillment of Isaiah 53:12: “He poured out 

Himself to death, And was numbered with the transgressors; Yet He 

Himself bore the sin of many, And interceded for the transgressors.” 

 

In fulfilling this prophetic word, we see Jesus accomplishing the 

sovereign plan of God down to the details of Isaiah 53.  

 
A.W. Pink: “There are no accidents in a world that is governed by 

God. Much less could there have been any accident on that day of all 

days, or in connection with that event of all events—a day and an 

event that lie at the very center of the world’s history. No, God was 

presiding over that scene. From all eternity He had decreed when and 

where and how and with whom His Son should die. Nothing was left to 

chance or the [whim] of man. All that God had decreed came to pass 

exactly as He had ordained, and nothing happened save as He had 

eternally purposed. Whatsoever man did was simply that which God’s 

hand and counsel ‘determined before to be done’ (Acts 4:28).”
1
  

 
As you look at the cross you will see the evil actions of sinful men 

against the Son of God—actions for which they are fully responsible 

(they did what they did because they wanted to)—yet you must not 

stop there, short-sighted. You must also see the sovereign hand of God 

working out the counsel of His will to save sinners.  

 

2. Jesus modeling His own teaching (cf. Luke 6:27-28; Matt 5:44) 

In Luke 6:27-28, Jesus taught us, “love your enemies, do good to those 

who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat 

you.” From the cross Jesus models how we should look beyond the 

mistreatment of others and pray that if and when our enemies repent 

that God should extend forgiveness to them. We’re talking about the 

very mercy that God has extended to us! Are you praying for those 

who are against you?  

 

3. How great man’s need is for forgiveness. 
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I want you to notice that Jesus does not pronounce forgiveness upon 

His abusers. He prays for forgiveness, that sometime in the future God 

should have mercy on them. Why is this? Jesus Himself had the 

authority to forgive sins and in fact that was His pattern during His 

earthly ministry.  To the paralytic in Matt 9, Jesus said, “your sins are 

forgiven.” To the woman who washed Jesus feet with her tears in Luke 

7, Jesus said, “your sins have been forgiven.” Why does Jesus now 

pray for the Father to forgive them when earlier in His ministry He 

pronounced forgiveness with divine authority? Here’s the difference: 

The paralytic and the woman in Luke 7 are repentant sinners 

(expressing faith and love from a changed heart) while those who 

mock Jesus on the cross still have hardened hearts toward their sin.  

Don’t be lulled to sleep by popular Christian attitudes that presume 

upon God’s forgiveness as though its automatic and as though sin is 

really not that big of a deal.  J.I. Packer: “There can be no small sins 

against a great God.”
2
 Sin does not require a mere apology. It requires 

repentance.  

Spurgeon: “Too many think lightly of sin, and therefore think lightly of 

the Savior. He who as stood before his God, convicted and 

condemned, with the rope about his neck, is the man to weep for joy 

when he is pardoned…”
3
  

Thomas Watson: “Till sin be bitter, Christ will not be sweet.”
4
  

You may think of yourself as a “Christian” but if you have not 

repented of your sin (which means turning away from it and therefore 

against it), then unrepentant guilt stands between you and God. This is 

how great our need is for forgiveness. It cannot be received apart from 
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sincere repentance. Is God free to pronounce you forgiven, or does 

your lack of repentance keep the door to His mercy locked?  

4. Ignorance does not excuse our need for mercy and 

forgiveness. 

When Jesus prays, “Father, forgive them for they do not know what 

they are doing,” He’s not asking God to merely excuse their sin 

because of their ignorance. He’s asking God to have mercy on them 

because even sins done in ignorance are no less sinful before a holy 

God. In fact, Ephesians 4:18 reminds us that our ignorance is the 

evidence of our hardness of heart. In the OT, God required specific 

sacrifices for sins committed in ignorance or unintentional sin (Lev 

5:15-16; Num 15). This is why David prayed for God to cleanse him 

of hidden faults (Ps 19:12) and its precisely why we need the gospel so 

desperately. We sin more than we know!  

 

A.W. Pink: “Sin is always sin in the sight of God, whether we are 

conscious of it or not. Sins of ignorance need atonement just as truly 

as do conscious sins. God is Holy, and He will not lower His standard 

of righteousness to the level of our ignorance. Ignorance is not 

innocence. As a matter of fact, ignorance is more culpable now than it 

was in the days of Moses. We have no excuse for our ignorance. God 

has clearly and fully revealed His will. The Bible is in our hands, and 

we cannot plead ignorance of its contents except to condemn our 

laziness. God has spoken, and by His Word we shall be judged.”
5
  

 

We need the gospel more than we realize because our hardness of 

heart has desensitized us to the holiness of God.  

5. The spiritual blindness of the human heart. 
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Here we need to take a step beyond mere ignorance. The greatest 

problem is not so much that we don’t see all of our sin, but rather that 

we don’t see the sinfulness of our sin. When Jesus prays, “Father, 

forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing,” let’s be clear 

about what they did and didn’t know. The Pharisees knew Jesus was 

innocent—they had to hire false witnesses. They knew the trial they 

conducted was illegal on multiple accounts. Pilate Himself 

acknowledged, “I find no guilt in this man” (Luke 23:4). Certainly 

anyone could see the injustice of crucifying an innocent man and 

laughing about it as thought it was a mere sport.  

Their sinful actions were evident but what they did not know was the 

enormity of those actions. They did not understand the significance of 

their sinful actions—they were crucifying the Son of God! They were 

blind to the wickedness and evil of their actions before God. The 

apostle Paul said that if the rulers of this age “had understood it, they 

would not have crucified the Lord of Glory” (1 Cor 2:8). 

Yet their spiritual blindness is not unique to their situation. Every 

human is born with this disability. We play with sin like a three-year-

old playing with a gun. The child knows its wrong to play with the gun 

because his daddy told him. What he doesn’t comprehend is the 

deadliness of playing with that gun. In a similar way, we only fear 

getting caught rather not realizing that sin wages war against our soul 

(1 Pet 2:11). We flirt with sin thinking, ‘no one will get hurt,’ yet we 

fail to understand that we are committing high treason before the God 

of heaven. We tend to think that sin is only as bad as its earthly 

consequences. You may think that rebelling against your parents is 

only as bad as the consequences they inflict on you. But you wouldn’t 

think that way if you weren’t spiritually blind. I Samuel 15:23 says, 

rebellion is as serious as the sin of witchcraft.  

Jerry Bridges: “Sin is not wrong [simply] because of what it does to 

me, or my spouse, or child, or neighbor, but because it is an act of 

rebellion against the infinitely holy and majestic God.”
6
  

It is spiritual blindness that allows us to go on casually about our lives 

with indifference toward sin. It is spiritual blindness that allows us to 

yawn at the glory of God’s holiness. It is spiritual blindness that allows 

us to presume upon grace—to know the facts and truths of the gospel, 

yet not be compelled to pursue Jesus with all of our heart.  

We need God to give us eyes to see the sinfulness of sin and the 

holiness of holy. Even those of us who have been given spiritual sight 

to see God as God, and to see our sin as sin, and been gloriously 

rescued by grace, still have remaining cataracts on our eyes (like the 

man blind man in Mark 8). We need God to strip away our spiritual 

blindness and give us increasing spiritual sight—this is why we have 

consecrated these weeks to pray for ourselves and for our children.  

6. The redeeming love of God poured out to rescue sinners.  

As Jesus hangs there on the cross, and prays, “Father, forgive them for 

they do not know what they are doing,” don’t overlook the fact that He 

Himself is suffering and dying to make the answer to that very prayer 

possible. And this is what the NT calls the love of God.  

In Romans 5 Paul points out that most of us would not be willing to 

die even for a good man but God demonstrates [the enormity of] His 

love toward us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” 

(Rom 5:7-8).  

In 1 John 4, the apostle says it this way: “God is love. By this the love 

of God was manifested in us, that God sent His only begotten Son into 

the world so that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that 

we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the 
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propitiation for our sins” (I John 4:8-10). What does that word 

propitiation mean? It means to satisfy or remove God’s wrath. How? 

By satisfying His justice and removing our guilt. While Jesus was 

praying from the cross for the Father to forgive us, He Himself was 

bearing the wrath of God for our sin so that the Father could forgive 

us.  Jesus’ prayer echoes the very purpose for why He was dying.  

1John 4 tells us that this wrath-absorbing sacrifice of Jesus, this 

propitiation, is the pinnacle of God’s redeeming love for us.   

If ever there was a moment in history that we should have expected the 

thunderbolts of God’s wrath to annihilate the human race, it would 

have been at the cross where sinful men brutally crucified His Son. 

And yet it was there that God allowed His wrath to fall not on us but 

on His Son who prayed, “Father, forgive them for they do not know 

what they are doing.”  

Was Jesus’ prayer answered? Did God grant spiritual sight to such 

hardened sinners that they should repent and believe? He did for the 

thief crucified next to Jesus who,  in the midst of cursing Jesus, 

suddenly saw the catastrophic condition of his soul and cried out to 

Jesus for mercy. He did it for the Roman centurion a few hours later 

who confessed, “Truly, this was the Son of God” (Matt 27:54). He did 

it for the thousands at Pentecost who heard the gospel and were 

pierced to the heart. And He has done it for millions since who have 

heard and believed on the only One who can rescue their soul.  

The question I pose to you this morning is this: Has Jesus’ prayer been 

answered for you? Do you stand assured of God’s forgiveness? Have 

you come to see the sinfulness of your sin, or is it little more than a 

mere nuisance to you? Have you come to see God in a way that 

quickens your conscience? Have you come to see the grace in the cross 

as sweet to your soul?  

Many of you know the gospel, but do you remain unchanged by the 

gospel? If so, then you have yet to truly repent and believe. You 

remain in spiritual blindness. But today God may be opening your 

eyes. Suddenly you realize that you can no longer remain indifferent to 

your sin. There is a new awareness of God’s holiness and you feel the 

damnation of your sin, and yet you look to Jesus bearing God’s wrath 

on the cross and you are strangely overcome by the love of God.  

You must repent. You must turn from and against your sin by giving 

all allegiance of love and trust to Jesus. And as a result, you may 

discover a strange awakening within, being drawn to the things of God 

and a conviction to resist the very sin your flesh craves. This is what 

happens in those who are born again.  

As we come to the Lord’s table this morning, we are going to take 

some extended time while the bread is passed out for you to pray. This 

is your time to confess any sin that stands between you and the Lord; 

time to put on a heart of forgiveness toward another person in your 

life; time to forsake your allegiance and love for any conscious sin; 

time to pray for spiritual sight; time to receive or affirm Jesus as Lord, 

and His grace as sufficient to cover any and all your sin.  

Communion: 

Bread: “Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are 

doing.”  

Cup:  

2 Cor 4:6—“For God, who said, “Light shall shine out of darkness,” 

is the One who has shone in our heart to give the Light of the 

knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.”  

Rom 4:7—“Blessed are those whose lawless deeds have been forgiven, 

And whose sins have been covered.” 
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  A Promise of Salvation 

“Truly I say to you, today you will be with Me in paradise”  

(Luke 23:43). 

Here we see… 

1. A display of man’s helplessness in the clutches of sin. 

2. The miracle of spiritual illumination (inwardly).  

3. The evidence of repentance and faith (outwardly).  

4. Christ’s readiness to save repentant sinners.  

5. The immediacy of heaven for the redeemed.  


