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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 The religious trial Jesus underwent was a farce.  It was full of 

illegalities and irregularities from beginning to end.  On the other hand, the 

secular trial Jesus underwent was carried out strictly according to the book.  

The process was fair, complete and unbiased.  As a consequence of this, 

Jesus was acquitted.  Pilate issued the verdict: "I find no basis for a charge 

against this man."  In fact, Pilate issued that same verdict no less than three 

times--after the trial, after Jesus had returned from Herod and just before he 

ordered Jesus to be crucified.  Pilate had acted fairly in the trial of Jesus, but 

when the pressure was on, his courage failed him.  Under pressure from the 

religious authorities and the crowds, he decided to act outside of the law and 

have an innocent man put to death.  Why did he do this when he knew full 

well it was wrong?  He did it for expediency's sake.  His thinking went this 

way: Better for Jesus to die, though innocent, than for me to be faced with 

unrest and civil disturbances that could end up with me being fired by the 

emperor. 

 What a dreadful thing.  Our Lord was betrayed, tried illegally and 

condemned, and then tried legally and acquitted but sentenced to death 

anyway.  And in the course of this he was mocked, beaten and scourged.  He 



who had done no wrong heard the voices of the crowd crying out for his 

blood: "Crucify him!  Crucify him!" 

 And what a wonderful thing that in all of this Jesus remained the 

embodiment of love, grace and mercy.  Jesus spoke what are called the 

“seven words from the cross.”  Now there were, of course, more than seven 

individual words on his lips on the day of his execution; what is meant is 

that Jesus said seven different things.   He said three things at the time he 

was first lifted up, at about noontime.  He said four things some three hours 

later, at about three o’clock in the afternoon.  His first cry from the cross 

was, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  

Second, he spoke to the repentant thief, saying, “I tell you the truth, today 

you will be with me in paradise.”  Third he looked upon his mother and the 

disciple “whom he loved”, the disciple John, and said, “Dear woman, here is 

your son... Here is your mother.”  Then came the word that tears at the heart 

of the Christian with special poignancy, “My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me?”  Later he said, “I thirst.”  The triumph over sin and death and 

hell in announced in Jesus’ proclamation, “It is finished.”  And last, as he 

breathed his last, he said in prayer, “Father, into your hands I commit my 

spirit.”  This morning we are going to be taking a look at the first cry from 

the cross.  These words are precious words indeed.  In them we see more and 



more both our Saviour and his salvation--who Jesus is and what he saved us 

from. 

 Our word today is “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what 

they are doing.”  Let me put this in context again, for it adds to the glory of 

Jesus.  Our Lord has just been brutalized in every way you can imagine.  He 

has been betrayed by a disciple into the hands of the religious authorities.  

He has been betrayed by the rest the disciples through their desertion.  False 

accusations have been brought against him.  He has been forced through a 

mockery of a legal process in which, even though innocent he was 

condemned to death.  A mob of his own people, of those he was sent to save, 

has screamed for his blood.  He has been beaten.  He has been mocked.  A 

crown of thorns has been forced down upon his brow.  He has been forced to 

carry a cross to the point of utter exhaustion.  Finally, stripped to further the 

humiliation, nails have been driven through his hands and feet to fasten him 

to a cross and the cross has been lifted into place.   

 In that horrible circumstance the first word from our Lord was a 

prayer.  J. C. Ryle put it this way: 

 These words were probably spoken while our Lord was being 
nailed to the cross, or as soon as the cross was reared up on end.  It is 
worthy of remark that as soon as the blood of the great Sacrifice 
began to flow, the Great High Priest began to intercede. 



Let me make three points in general before going on to more specifics.  The 

first thing to note is this: The cross didn’t stop his prayers; it brought him to 

prayer.  Now there are times, I know, when something happens that is so 

traumatic for the Christian that it takes his breath away and it seems that 

words can’t be found to bring before the throne of God.  But there are 

prayers that are but sighs and groanings and God is able to understand.  

Don’t let the cross you carry drive you away from prayer; let it drive you to 

prayer.   

 The second thing to note is this: Jesus begins his prayer with the word, 

“Father.”  I like what Spurgeon has to say here: 

 Under great losses and crosses, one is apt to think that God is 
not dealing with us as a father with a child, but rather as a severe 
judge with a condemned criminal; but the cry of Christ when he is 
brought to an extremity which we shall never reach, betrays no 
faltering in the spirit of sonship.  In Gethsemane, when the bloody 
sweat fell fast upon the ground, his bitterest cry commenced with “My 
Father,” asking that if it were possible the cup of gall might pass from 
him... Here again, in this... it is “Father.”   

Beloved, don’t ever think the weight of the burdens you carry determines 

whether or not God is your Father.  Having God as your Father is determined 

by his promises.  He has said, “Come to me and I will give you rest.”  He 

has said, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus 

Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the 



Holy Spirit.”  He has said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be 

saved--you and your household.”  If you have received these promises in 

your heart then no matter what God is your Father.    

 The third thing to say is this.  The Lord’s prayer to his Father is a 

prayer for others.  He doesn’t ask strength for himself.  He doesn’t ask for 

his deliverance.  He doesn’t call for legions of angels to rescue him.  Instead, 

he pleads for others.  At this time of anguish others are upon his heart.  What 

a heart of love.  What compassion we see displayed here.  Surely as we look 

at the cross and hear this word, our Lord teaches us how we, in our own little 

way, can look not only to our good but also to the good of others.  Can we 

set our eyes upon the cross and not begin in some small way to love our 

neighbour as ourselves?  If we cannot, then we must admit that we have not 

really looked upon the cross at all.  Let’s now turn to some specifics: 

 “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  

This prayer of intercession is gracious, wise, broad and victorious.  Let’s 

take those qualities one at a time.  First, it is gracious.  Jesus offers no word 

of condemnation.  He does not say, “Father, take careful note of all they are 

doing.  Make sure to judge them for the wrong they do to the one who loved 

them.”  He does not look at his tormentors and say, “Why are you doing 



this?  Why pierce the hands that fed you and the feet that followed after you 

in mercy?  Why mock the One who love to speak words of healing, comfort 

and blessing?”  Our Lord does none of that here; instead he simply prays for 

his enemies.  He prays for those who hate him and want to kill him--who are 

in fact at the very moment slowing torturing him to death.  He prays for 

those who never asked for his prayers, nor for a moment ever wanted his 

intercession.   

 Beloved, Jesus is the High Priest who graciously prays on behalf of 

the guilty.  On behalf of those who have nothing to offer.  On behalf of those 

who, with their beliefs and their actions have mocked God to his face.  

Nevertheless, the Bible does not say, “If any man is righteous we have an 

advocate with God the Father,” but “If any man sin we have an advocate.”  It 

is for sinners that Jesus pleads.  For sinners that Jesus dies.  For sinners that 

Jesus rises.  Do you know yourself to be such a sinner?  Do you know that 

you had a part to play in the death of Jesus and that your sins drove the nails 

into his hands and feet as surely as did the hammers of the Roman soldiers?  

The more you come to see that as the Holy Spirit opens your eyes, for the 

natural man cannot see this at all, the more you will see the grace of Jesus 

Christ and love him for it. 



 The second quality of the prayer our Lord offers here is its wisdom.  It 

is a wise prayer.  How so?  In this prayer Jesus asks for that which sinners 

most need.  He asks for the best, the most important thing.  “Father, forgive 

them.”  Beloved, above all else guilty sinners need forgiveness.  They don’t 

need enlightenment, for that will not help.  Having more information without 

forgiveness would simply make matters worse.  They don’t need peace.  To 

be at ease in Zion when still under God’s condemnation is the worst of all 

possible places to be.  They don’t want for companionship, for the broad 

road on which they are walking is already crowded with fellow travelers.  

There is nothing that enemies of Christ need more than to be forgiven, 

washed in his blood through faith.  Nothing else matters if this isn’t taken 

care of first and our Lord knows it.   

 Third, this prayer is broad.  I am glad when Jesus offered up this 

prayer he didn’t say, “Father, forgive the soldiers that have fastened me to 

this tree,” although he certainly included them.  Or, “Father, forgive the 

Sanhedrin and those who were involved in my trials,” though they too were 

meant.  Or, “Father, forgive the apostles who denied me and ran away.”  He 

means them as well.  But prayers like those, you see, are too specific.  I read 

these words last week: 



 “Father, forgive them.”  Now into that pronoun “them” I feel 
that I can crawl.  Can you get in there?  Oh, by a humble faith, 
appropriate the cross of Christ by trusting in it; and get into that big 
little word “them”!  It seems like a chariot of mercy that has come 
down to earth into which a man may step, and it shall bear him up to 
heaven.  “Father, forgive them.” 

 The prayer is broad in another way.  Not only is it broad in its 

application, it is broad in effect.  This is what I mean.  When Jesus prays for 

forgiveness, he prays for forgiveness.  He is saying to his Father, “Dear God, 

forgive them.  Do not punish them.  Do not remember their sins.  Blot them 

out.  Remove them from your book.  Father, take their sins and throw them 

into the sea of forgetfulness and never bring them up again.  When you see 

my people, see no transgression, no blemish, no spot nor stain but instead 

see me.  See my perfect obedience cover them.  See my perfect 

righteousness clothe them.  See my utter holiness envelop them.  See them 

clothed in my life and so take joy in them even as you take joy in me.”  

Beloved that is what forgiveness is.  You must not settle for less.  If you do 

not have this forgiveness, go to Christ and plead for it until you know you 

have received it.   

 The prayer our Lord offers is gracious, wise, broad and victorious.  

Victorious.  His prayer was answered first in the conversion of the thief who 

was crucified beside him.  Next came the conversion of the centurion, one of 



the soldiers who had crucified him.  Other answers to the prayer came in the 

weeks and months ahead.  Think of the story of Pentecost found in Acts 2.  It 

was the day of Pentecost.  Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, preached to 

those gathered in Jerusalem.  Many of those who heard were cut to the heart 

and on that day alone some 3,000 people were converted.  If we move to 

Acts 6 we find the forgiveness of sin touching even those among the 

religious establishment, the Scribes and the Pharisees and the members of 

the Sanhedrin.  It says, “So the word of God spread.  The number of 

disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests 

became obedient to the faith Acts 6:7).  The prayer is still being answered 

today.  It has been answered in this congregation and in places across the 

world.   

 “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  In 

the time that is left to me I want to talk about the last part of Jesus prayer.  

“For they do not know what they are doing.”  Jesus pleads our ignorance.  

We didn’t know what we were doing.  What didn’t we know?  Let me 

suggest a number of things.  First, we did not understand the real meaning of 

our sin.  Listen to Spurgeon on this matter: 

 We began to sin as children; we knew that it was wrong, but we 
did not know all that sin meant.  We went on to sin as young men; 
peradventure we plunged into much wickedness.  We knew it was 



wrong; but we did not see the end from the beginning.  It did not 
appear to us as rebellion against God.  We did not think that we were 
presumptuously defying God, setting at naught his wisdom, defying 
his power, deriding his love, spurning his holiness; yet we were doing 
that.  There is an abysmal depth in sin.  You cannot see to the bottom 
of it.  When we rolled sin under our tongue as a sweet morsel, we did 
not know all the terrible ingredients compounded in that deadly 
bittersweet.   

  

First, we didn’t understand the exceedingly sinful nature of sin.  

Second, we didn’t understand the greatness of God’s love for us.  We did not 

know that Christ had chosen us in love from before the foundation of the 

world; that he had set his heart upon us before we were born.  We did not 

know that Christ had taken our place, as our substitute, to take upon himself 

our sin and guilt and punishment, even though that punishment meant 

enduring the full wrath of God against sin, enduring the pains of hell.  We 

didn’t know that he lived and died a perfect, sinless, holy life so that his 

righteousness could be imputed to our account, even as fully as if we 

ourselves had accomplished this righteousness.  We did not know that his 

love was such that clothed in him through faith a sinner can stand before 

God the Father and know him as God his Father.  We had no idea of the 

depth of love the Lord had for us.   

 We did not understand sin.  We did not understand God's love.  

Neither did we properly understand the meaning of self-righteousness.  We 



used to think that we had a righteousness of our own.  We were church 

members.  We read our Bibles.  We lived respectable lives.  We did not think 

we had any sins in particular to confess; we were about as good as we could 

be.  But even as we thought that, we did not understand.  Look: If we had a 

righteousness of our own that was good enough, then why did Christ have to 

come?  And if we were not sinners condemned and unclean, then why did 

Christ have to die?   

 We did not know so very much.  But beloved, we did know enough.  

Enough to be left with no excuse.  We did not know but we might have 

known.  We did not think, but we might have thought.  And when we did 

know and did think, we chose the wrong anyway.  And in any event, if you 

did not know before, you know now.  I tell you in the name of Jesus and 

with all the authority of God’s own holy Word, there is a world and there is 

Christ and you cannot have both.  There is sin and there is God and you 

cannot serve both.  There are pleasures of sin and pleasures of heaven and 

you cannot have both.  There is a decision for you to make right now.  It is 

inescapable.  It will be made.  Choose ye this day whom ye shall serve.  

Choose God, Christ, heaven.  In Jesus’ name.  AMEN. 

  


