Sermon for Mid-Week Lenten Service Week 1 

The Text: Luke 23:34

‘Father Forgive Them for They Do Not Know What They are Doing’

It’s not easy to consistently ‘practice what we preach’, is it? Situations arise where the most firmly held beliefs and convictions are difficult to put into practice. Probably the hardest people to love are our own personal enemies and critics. Jesus wants us to love them and to pray for them. Our Lord practised what He preached. At His crucifixion, He prayed for those who were spitefully executing Him. Freud regarded Christ’s command to love our enemies as unacceptable, because they do not usually deserve it. But you needn’t be Freud to baulk at this love commandment.

Various surveys on young people’s attitudes to what Jesus said and did, indicate that they feel sympathy for Jesus who forgives the woman caught in adultery, but they strongly disagree with His command to forgive our enemies. It takes a non-Christian philosopher, Herbert Marcuse, to remind our world of the necessity to love our enemies: “In a world in which hate has been everywhere institutionalised, nothing is more frightful than the preaching of love, ‘Do not hate your enemy’”. 
It is good to survey the cross of Christ. His seven words from the cross are unforgettable in their simplicity and power. They sum up so much of what our Lord stood for, taught and practised. They show Him still focussing on others and their needs. They show that on the cross, Jesus was thinking about something other than His own pain.

Our Lord’s first words from the cross are a prayer for others. Isn’t this so typical of Jesus? He prefers to focus on what others need rather than His own pain. In the time of Jesus, those crucified cursed their executioners and cried out for revenge. Jesus, however, prays that His executioners will be shown mercy, because they’re unaware of what a terrible thing they’re doing. Jesus asks for forgiveness for those who should be sorry, but who don’t even know they should be sorry, because they don’t know what they’re doing. Our Saviour turns to God as Father, not as Judge. He doesn’t complain that His suffering is undeserved. Jesus doesn’t pray to be freed from the cross or to have His suffering shortened. God isn’t asked to punish those who reject His Word. The most generous explanation for people not hearing and accepting the Word of God is the one Jesus used to defend His executioners: “for they don’t know what they’re doing.”

A woman once said that she thought the key word in these words of Jesus was the word “for”. She said, “Once I know the “for” or the “because”, I understand. This “because” becomes the condition for the compassion that gets expressed in forgiveness. The “because” is the only way to understand what they did.” It is because Jesus loved us all so much, and has really understood us, that He could ask for pardon and forgiveness for those who tried to get rid of Him.

To “forgive” means to “release, let go, liberate”. Forgiveness opens up a new future, as well as erasing a sinful past. Jesus Christ didn’t want His murderers to be without comfort if, in the future, they learn whom they executed, and long to repent. When the load of our sin weighed heaviest on Jesus, He did what He’d always done in moments of distress. He prayed. He prayed for us, for the terrible things we’ve done in ignorance, and He prayed for Himself. Many people ask of life, “How much can I get?” But Jesus asks you today, “How much can you give; how much can you afford to lose?” Blessed indeed are those who have learned to let go of the desire for compensation and revenge. Blessed are those who leave such things in God’s hands.

Forgiveness is God’s bridge over troubled waters. His pardon means God won’t let past injury stand in the way of a new beginning between Him and those who have hurt Him by their sins. Our past is no longer held against us. Martin Luther said, “Where there is forgiveness of sins, there is life and salvation.” And we read in Romans 5:8, “While we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son.” Forgiveness doesn’t excuse evil; it overcomes it with good. 

St. Stephen followed his Lord’s example and prayed to our Lord Jesus that he could forgive the Jews who were stoning him to death. One can only imagine the impact Stephen’s prayer had on Paul who watched Stephen die. St. Paul invites us to show love to our opponents and critics: “If your enemies are hungry, give them something to eat. And if they are thirsty, give them something to drink, and you will be ‘heaping coals of fire on his head’. In other words, he will be ashamed of himself for what he has done to you (Romans 12:20).” 

To not forgive is to be imprisoned by the past, by old grievances that do not permit life to proceed with new issues. Not to forgive is to yield yourself to the control of another person. If we fail to forgive, we’re locked into a chain of outrage and revenge, a never-ending self-destructive cycle. The past then overwhelms and devours the present. Forgiveness frees the forgiver and extracts him or her from someone else’s nightmare.

Forgiveness is a creative and healing act, and brings about a new situation. Forgiveness ushers us into a world of hope and undreamed-of possibilities. It is the most regenerating gift in our world, as it unseals the springs of love. On the cross our Lord shows us that the most terrible sin can be forgiven. By being crucified with two criminals, Jesus was able to save one of them. He wants to be as near as possible to those who most need His help. There’s something deeply moving about forgiving those who don’t deserve it, because it is so Christlike. “Nothing in this lost world bears the impress of the Son of God so surely as forgiveness (Alice Cary).” Christlike forgiveness is offered and extended even before the offender has apologised and sought it. 

“Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you (Ephesians 4:32).”

Amen.
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