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“FATHER, FORGIVE THEM”
Luke 23:26-49

Key Verse: 23:34a

“Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.’”

Hello, everybody! Welcome again to our Easter retreat! For those who are at their first conference, I’m very happy to see you here and cannot wait to share with you the Great News that has transcended so many boundaries of lands, territories, languages, and cultures. For those who have been to an Easter conference or Easter celebrations before, as many times as we have shared this Good News together, I still cannot wait to share with you the powerful grace that continues to strengthen and encourage me in my life of faith through the death and resurrection of our Lord and God, Jesus Christ.

“The crucifixion of Jesus” is one of the most widely known stories in the world. The Bible, the main source for the story, has been translated into more than 2,400 languages. And to acknowledge the significance of this story and the controversies it has stirred, many scholars over the centuries have devoted their lives to study it. In the Bible there are so many references to the crucifixion, throughout both the Old and the New Testaments, and among them all there are four specific accounts that delve deeply into the details; they are known as the Gospels. Matthew, Mark, Luke and John all share their accounts of the story, from four different perspectives. Matthew, a tax collector who then turned to become one of the Twelve Apostles, shared this story through the eyes of a Jew. Mark, who was not one of the Twelve but had shared life together with Jesus and experienced his service and suffering, shared in his Gospel that Jesus is the true Messiah. John, Jesus’ most beloved disciple, revealed that Jesus is not just a teacher, or a prophet, or a Messiah – he is God. Then we come to the Gospel of Luke, from which our passage is taken. Luke was a Gentile; he was not a Jew, and as the general theme of his Gospel he focused on Jesus as the Savior of the world – the whole world, not just Jewish people. Luke’s story of the crucifixion is also unique. Among all the Gospels, Luke alone tells us how Jesus quoted from the prophet Hosea to the crying women. Only Luke recorded Jesus’ words, “Father, forgive them.” And only Luke recorded Jesus’ dialogue with one of the criminals next to him on the cross. 

Through these three observations, especially the last two, we can see the overarching theme of Luke’s Gospel: Forgiveness and Mercy. In this Gospel the word “forgive” in some form is repeated 21 times, and the word “mercy,” 11 times. It is way more than any of the other Gospels. Why did Luke emphasize mercy and forgiveness so much? Doesn’t it make Jesus look weak for not taking revenge on his oppressors? Or is there something special in this “Forgiving Others” ministry that Luke wanted everyone to know? Luke was actually a doctor. He had been the personal physician of Apostle Paul, who suffered physically after being beaten and stoned often. Today some doctors tell people to vent out their anger to avoid high blood pressure or even heart problems. Now, how do you vent out your anger? Hitting the person who ticks you off definitely seems to be the perfect way. But Dr. Luke prescribes something different. Instead of venting out our anger, we should just throw it away. In his book, Luke used the Greek word aphiemi (ah-FEE-ay-mee), meaning “send away,” almost every time he described forgiveness. It is like a medical term describing how to be released from some power. Luke believed this is the best way to handle our anger. Interestingly, the TV show 60 Minutes once featured the topic of forgiveness. Apparently, even today there are doctors who believe that to forgive, to truly forgive, is the best way to handle our anger. In fact, their research showed that people who forgive tend to be healthier than those who want revenge. Today let’s think about what Jesus’ prayer, “Father, forgive them,” means to us personally. May God help us to newly experience Jesus’ forgiveness of all our sins. And may God help us to learn how to forgive like Jesus those who hurt us.

Our passage begins after Jesus had gone through much sorrow. It all began in the Garden of Gethsemane, where he shared with his Father his great struggle against the temptation to get out of the sufferings he had to bear. Then, when he was captured by the Romans, he had to watch his disciples scatter, leaving him all alone. When he was brought to trial in front of Pilate and Herod, he had to endure all the mocking, the false accusations and the people that cheered for him to be crucified. He also had to go through a flogging, and after no sleep or rest he had to begin his walk toward Golgotha, the place where he would be crucified. Many people question how Jesus could handle all these things. He was just an ordinary man, not like a great soldier who can fight in a war for months. I believe he could endure all this because of his love for us. As much as the great pain and suffering were appearing in his mind when he thought about his crucifixion, so also at same time he could see that he was, step by step, getting closer and closer to saving his most beloved creations from the powerful grip of Satan. 

Still, though his will was strong, Jesus’ body could not handle the amount of blood loss, and thus, it began to break down under the heavy cross. Seeing this, the Roman soldiers just grabbed a random person from the crowd to help him, and it happened to be Simon of Cyrene, a believer who was on his way in to Jerusalem to observe the Passover. So they put the cross on Simon and made him carry it behind Jesus. What a day that must have been in Simon’s life!

Seeing Jesus with blood and wounds all over his face and body, the women in the crowd mourned and wailed for him. Then, unexpectedly, Jesus turned and said to them, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; weep for yourselves and for your children. For the time will come when you will say, ‘Blessed are the barren women, the wombs that never bore and the breasts that never nursed!’ Then ‘they will say to the mountains, “Fall on us!” and to the hills, “Cover us!” For if men do these things when the tree is green, what will happen when it is dry?” One would expect Jesus to accept the women’s grieving and probably give them some words of comfort. But instead, he recited to them the words of the prophet Hosea about the Fall of Jerusalem – the price it had to pay for rejecting the Son of God, and moreover, for killing the Son of God. Jesus wanted the women – and us– to know that, though God is full of love, he is also just; he cannot let the wicked just go away after rejecting his mercy and killing his one and only Son. The Fall of Jerusalem in the year A.D. 70 would be a time of great suffering just as Jesus had described: at that time the women would even say, “Blessed are the barren women, those who never had to raise a child!” Being barren was not something to brag about; it was embarrassing, because people thought barren women were cursed by God. But the women of Jerusalem would beg not to have children, for they would rather not have to watch their children dying in front of their eyes during the fall of Jerusalem. And they all would even cry to the mountains, “Fall on us!” and to the hills, “Cover us!” The suffering would be so unbearable that they would just rather have an instant death. 

Let’s read verse 33 together. “When they came to the place called the Skull, there they crucified him, along with two criminals – one on his right, the other on his left.” Here we can see how until the last moments of his life, the chief priests kept trying to discredit Jesus. By putting him in between two criminals, they were implying that this was where Jesus belonged. To be crucified itself already placed a great shame on Jesus, as it was seen as being cursed by God. When I was in middle school, our punishment for breaking any rule, like eating in class, not doing homework, or fighting, was to stand on one foot, with both hands holding our ears. And we would stand not in front of the class but just outside the classroom, by the door. Now I went to a school that was from K through 12. There were a lot of students, and so it bound to happen that somebody would pass by. If it were another teacher, he or she would just stop and give a little bit more lecturing. If it were an upperclassman, probably he or she’d just make fun of us. But the worst was if it were an underclassman, especially if they were in kindergarten. Yes, they knew what it meant when somebody was posing strangely outside the class, and they’d scream something and laugh very loudly. It was embarrassing, even though it was just because of something trivial. But Jesus had to hang on a cross in between two criminals. Everybody knew at that time what it meant when somebody was crucified; he must have committed some serious crime. And instead of lecturing or giggling, the crowd was sneering at Jesus, mocking him, hurling insults at him. If anybody deserved to be on that spot, it was Barabbas, the real criminal, or the Pharisees, whom Jesus once referred to as a brood of vipers, or all those who put innocent Jesus on that spot, and it could just be us.  John 1:29 says, “The next day John the Baptist saw Jesus coming toward him and said, ‘Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!’” Jesus came to this world and suffered all this to take away our sin, to pay our ransom to Satan. 

And so, when, in verse 34a, he said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing,” Jesus was asking for forgiveness for the Pharisees, who had stirred the crowd to ask for him to be crucified. Jesus was asking for forgiveness for Pilate, who, though he could not find anything against him, fell into fear of the crowd and gave him to be crucified. Jesus was asking for forgiveness for his disciples, who, though they had followed him and received all his love and care, ran away when he needed them the most. Jesus was asking for forgiveness for Peter, who said, “Even if all fall away, I will not,” and yet denied him three times when confronted by a servant girl. When you look at the world today, do you see forgiveness? Or do you see revenge? Anger? Resentment? When terrorists attacked America, what was our first response? Was it to forgive and pray for them, or was it to ask, “How can we make them pay?” This world still lives by the principal of an eye for an eye, a life for a life. To forgive and forget is still a sign of weakness. But what did Jesus do? Did he send lightning to strike the Pharisees? Did he curse Pilate to get hit by a chariot? Did he wish God to punish his disciples, and most of all, Peter? No, he prayed for their forgiveness. He prayed to God, “Father, forgive them, for they do not what they are doing.” How many of those who had wronged him do you think heard him pray this? I believe many of them, and I believe that their lives were changed by it, as the Bible later testifies. 
But it is so hard for us to forgive like Jesus. So once Jesus told a parable entitled, “The Unmerciful Servant” (Mt18:21-35). So there was a servant who owed a lot of money to his master, ten thousand talents it was said, which is probably equal to millions of dollars today. Working as a servant, this man could not pay his debt, and so the master ordered that the servant and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold. But the servant fell on his knees, “Be patient with me,” he begged, “and I will pay back everything.” Seeing this, the master took pity on him, canceled the whole debt and let the servant go. But when the servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, which is probably equal to a few dollars today. He grabbed him and began to choke him. “Pay back what you owe me!” he demanded. His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, “Be patient with me, and I will pay you back.” But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could pay the debt. When the other servants saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed and went and told their master. Then the master called the servant in. “You wicked servant,” he said, “I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn't you have had mercy on your fellow servant just as I had on you?” In anger his master turned him over to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. Then Jesus said, “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother from your heart." This is what Jesus taught his disciples, and as a good Teacher he lived by his teaching by forgiving us, even while dying on a cross.

In the midst of these things, one of the criminals who hung next to Jesus said to him, “Aren’t you the Christ? Save yourself and us!” But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” As he tagged along during their trek to Golgotha, this criminal had seen everything cruel and evil people had done to innocent Jesus. Then, in a brief moment while on the cross, he heard Jesus praying, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” There, at that brief moment, this criminal experienced Jesus personally. He experienced what this Son of Man truly is, and through it he could accept Jesus as the true Messiah. But then again, he realized that he himself was a great sinner. Could it be that a wretched man such as he, who had done so much wrong he needed to be crucified, could possibly deserve to go to heaven? And yet, Jesus’ prayer to forgive gave him hope. With a simple plea for mercy he asked, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” To the criminal’s great surprise, and to our joy, Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” How could this be? Don’t all of you, at one point in your life, ask this same question when you read this? Is it really that simple to get into the kingdom of heaven? This man had lived his whole life with probably no regard as to what sin is and its consequences in the afterlife, but here he is, listening to Jesus saying, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” Don’t you think this is so not fair? This person is like somebody at a cafeteria cutting in line. People would not let him get away with it. He would probably get caught by security and thrown out of the cafeteria. But Jesus is like the grand Chef, who called the man and gave him the food. Wouldn’t you get mad? This criminal had done all that evil, and now Jesus just let him go to heaven. But to the author Luke, it was a vivid demonstration of the amazing grace of Jesus. This is the gospel. This is the good news of the grace of forgiveness of sins for us in Jesus. In God’s kingdom, grace rules.

To explain this grace, Jesus once told the parable of the workers in the vineyard (Mt20:1-16). In the parable there is landowner who went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. He agreed to pay a denarius for the day and sent them to the vineyard. About the third hour, which is about 9 in the morning, he went out again and found more workers to work at his vineyard. And he did the same at around 12 and 3 and 5 in the afternoon. Now when evening came, the landowner called his foreman and told him to pay the workers their wages, beginning with the last one hired and going on to the first. Let’s read verses 11–16: “11When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 12'These men who were hired last worked only one hour,' they said, 'and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.' 13"But he answered one of them, 'Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn't you agree to work for a denarius? 14Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. 15Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?' 16"So the last will be first, and the first will be last." 
This parable explains why God allowed that criminal to enter his kingdom, only by faith in the grace of Jesus. But we have to be careful. Many people upon knowing it decide to live with that criminal as their role model. This is totally wrong. Jesus accepting this man does not mean we all should just live a sinful life and wait to the last minute to repent. Instead, Jesus wanted to show that we all should come to him, no matter what sin we have committed, and like the criminal, we should ask for his mercy by faith, and he will gladly welcome us into his kingdom. So let’s not wait to the last minute, but do it now. And like those workers all getting the same pay, we all are allowed into God’s kingdom only by the grace of Jesus, not by what we have done. Only by faith in Jesus can we accept this. So the Apostle Paul wrote: “17For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last,[c] just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith.” (Ro1:17) May God help us to live only by faith in Jesus’ grace of forgiveness, from the beginning of our Christian lives to the end.
Let’s read verses 44-49. “It was now about the sixth hour, and darkness came over the whole land until the ninth hour, for the sun stopped shining. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Jesus then called in a loud voice, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.’ After he had said this, Jesus breathed his last. A centurion, seeing what had happened, praised God and said, ‘Surely, this was a righteous man.’ When all the people who had gathered to witness this sight saw what took place, they beat their breasts and went away. But all those who knew him, including the women who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching these things. Jesus’ death was something else; it was not just some great philanthropist who died and people around the world just stopped and grieved. For Jesus, even the sun stopped shining when it was supposed to be at its brightest. And as Jesus’ death symbolized the restored relationship between God and his most beloved creation, so the seven layers of curtain five inches thick that separated ordinary men and God’s altar were torn in two. Many people had many different responses to all this, and they were all great responses. But of all of them, Luke chose to record the response of a centurion, a leader of the Roman army. Probably he was even among those who had flogged Jesus and nailed him to the cross. After all that, he then witnessed Jesus’ death. And what he did? He praised God! Who’s this guy? What does he know about God Yahweh? He is just a Roman, a Gentile who probably didn’t even know who Abraham was. What does he know about praising God? Yet, there he was at the cross of Jesus praising God. This man is the perfect example of how all the possible barriers between men and God had been broken by Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. Everyone, whether he or she is a Jew, a Roman, a Greek, an American, a Korean, a Malaysian, a Ugandan, or an Indonesian – we have all been forgiven from our iniquities, our shortcomings, our mistakes, our sins when Jesus died for us on that cross.

I was born in a relatively well-off family. When Casio came out with G-shock, I was among the first ones at my school to have it. When the Air Max technology first came out, I was also among the first at my school to wear it. And when all my friends went crazy about a Japanese-style book bag because of some anime, I was the first one to have that, too. I also was a good-looking kid, and always among the top in my class, both academically and in sports. I thought, “What is there not to like about me? But why do my friends always pick on me?” I thought they would be happy to be my friend. It was not until a couple of years ago that I realized it: of course they were jealous of me, and that’s why they always picked on me. From this same KV – “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” – I resolved to forgive them. And through the magic of the Internet, though they are thousands of miles away, now I’m their friend. However, it was not until during this message preparation that I realized one more thing. Despite the good that came of it, my resolution was based on a wrong motive. I only made that resolution because it would make me feel good – like the merciful one who forgives others though they do not deserve it. It was all about me, nothing about God. But God rebuked me. Though those bullies needed to be forgiven, I also need to be forgiven. Yes, I did not cheat at school, nor smoke, nor get drunk, and always followed my parents words, but – and I cannot emphasize the word but more than this – but I was only a Pharisee who condemns others for their sins. Most of all, I did not make any effort to help those classmates. I was in my own great world. I thought that none of them was worthy to be my friend, as they were just cheaters, smokers, drunkards, and selfish people who deserved the burning fires of hell. If you would ask any of them now what they remembered of me, they would probably say, “O yeah, he was an awesome badminton player, a smart kid too; he got into one of the best high schools in the country. He also was very religious; he didn’t drink or smoke and never missed Sunday school.” But I think that would be all they could tell about me because I had no personal relationship with them. They couldn’t tell you what is my favorite food, or drink, or favorite athlete, or even my favorite color. I should, first of all, accept that I’m a proud man, that, similar to the Pharisees, I had turned people away from God’s mercy, and therefore, I should first of all pray – “Father, forgive me, for I do not know what I am doing” – before I forgive my friends. It is not too late, as this passage shows how a person who had lived his whole life as a criminal still could receive his grace, and how a Roman centurion, a hard-hearted man who barely had any compassion, was turned around upon seeing the death of Christ on the cross. Please pray for me to build a real relationship with my friends and the people around me, and help them to see the love of God that I have received through his forgiveness and how it has changed my selfish life.

Let’s read our key verse again, verse 34a. “Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” Today let’s pray that we may hear Jesus’ prayer from the cross. Let’s pray that we can personally receive his forgiveness. And let’s pray that through receiving his amazing grace of forgiveness, we too can learn to pray like this for others.
