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Luke 23:32–43 (ESV) — 32 Two others, who were criminals, were led away 

to be put to death with him. 33 And when they came to the place that is called The 
Skull, there they crucified him, and the criminals, one on his right and one on his 
left. 34 And Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” 
And they cast lots to divide his garments. 35 And the people stood by, watching, 
but the rulers scoffed at him, saying, “He saved others; let him save himself, if he 
is the Christ of God, his Chosen One!” 36 The soldiers also mocked him, coming 
up and offering him sour wine 37 and saying, “If you are the King of the Jews, save 
yourself!” 38 There was also an inscription over him, “This is the King of the Jews.” 
39 One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him, saying, “Are you not the 
Christ? Save yourself and us!” 40 But the other rebuked him, saying, “Do you not 
fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41 And we 
indeed justly, for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has 
done nothing wrong.” 42 And he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into 
your kingdom.” 43 And he said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with 
me in Paradise.”  

 
I want to focus today on the amazing statement Christ made as he was being 

crucified, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they do." In this 
wonderful saying we see the amazing tenderness and love that only one who is 
God very God and man very man can have. Jesus did not say to those who 
crucified him, “Go away, leave me alone!” If he had said something like that they 
would have all left in great haste. Indeed, the Savior created the whole universe 
by the word of his power and these Roman soldiers were surely no problem to him. 
John records:  

John 18:3–6 (ESV) — 3 So Judas, having procured a band of soldiers and 
some officers from the chief priests and the Pharisees, went there with lanterns 
and torches and weapons. 4 Then Jesus, knowing all that would happen to him, 
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came forward and said to them, “Whom do you seek?” 5 They answered him, 
“Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus said to them, “I am he.” Judas, who betrayed him, was 
standing with them. 6 When Jesus said to them, “I am he,” they drew back and fell 
to the ground.  

 
The soldiers drew back and fell to the ground when he said three words “I 

am He” and now that he is on the cross, a single syllable would have made the 
whole company fall to the ground or run away in fright but Jesus did not say a word 
in his own defense. When he prayed to his Father, he might have said, “Father, 
see what they are doing to your beloved Son. Judge them for the wrong they do to 
him who loves them and who has done all he can for them.” But this prayer to the 
Father that Jesus utters is not against them but in their great favor. 

 
Isaiah 53:12 (ESV) — 12 Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many, 

and he shall divide the spoil with the strong, because he poured out his soul to 
death and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and 
makes intercession for the transgressors.  

 
As Jesus hangs on the cross he fulfills Isaiah’s prophecy. He pleads for his 

murderers, “Father, forgive them.” He does not utter a single word of rebuke. He 
does not say, “Why are you doing this? Why do you pierce the hands that fed you? 
Why nail the feet that followed after you in mercy? Why mock the Man who loved 
to bless you?” No, not a word even of gentle rebuke, much less anything like a 
curse. “Father, forgive them.”  

 
You will notice that Jesus does not say, “I -- forgive them,” But he laid aside 

his great power and majesty and is nailed to the cross, and therefore he takes the 
humble position of one pleading for mercy rather than the more lofty place of one 
who had power to forgive. How often, when people say, “I forgive you,” is there a 
kind of selfishness about it! At any rate, self is asserted in the very act of forgiving. 
Jesus takes the place of a pleader, a pleader for those who were committing 
murder upon himself.  

 
As we consider this statement of Christ while he hung on the cross we must 

see that it applies to us as well as those who were torturing him. Though we were 
not there and we did not actually put Jesus to death, yet we really caused his 
death, and we, too, crucified the Lord of glory; and his prayer for us was, “Father, 
forgive them; for they know not what they do.” 
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Our approach to the text will be to consider its implications in the light of our 
own experience. First, all of us have a measure of igorance about our sin; 
secondly, we confess that this ignorance is no excuse; thirdly, we bless our Lord 
for pleading for us; and fourthly, we now rejoice in the pardon we have obtained. 
May the Holy Spirit graciously help us as we consider these things. 

 
1. Looking back upon our past experience, we see that all of us have a 

measure of ignorance about our sin. 
 
We who belong to the Lord by his grace, we once greatly sinned through 

ignorance. Jesus says, “They know not what they do.” If we think back to the time 
when we did not confess the Lord Jesus as our God and Savior, were we not 
ignorant, even a little bit, of the sin we were doing?  

 
It is true that we were ignorant of the awful meaning of sin. 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 people; and then after a while we began to do a great deal 
of wickedness. We knew it was wrong; but It did not appear to us as rebellion 
against God. We did not think that we were defying God, having little regard for his 
being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.; yet we were doing 
that. There is a very great depth in sin. We could not see how bad it really is nor  
what a tremendous crime sin really is. We could not understand that sin is really 
rebellion against the true and living God. 

 
We did not know, at that time before we belonged to Jesus, God’s great love 

to us. We did not know that he had chosen us from before the foundation of the 
world; We never dreamed of that. We did not know that Christ stood for us as our 
Substitute to redeem us out of all others. We did not know the love of Christ, did 
not understand it then. We did not know that we were sinning against eternal love, 
against infinite compassion, against a great love such as God had fixed on us from 
eternity. So far, we did not know what we did. 

 
Then, too,  we probably did not know all that we were doing in our rejection 

of Christ and putting him to grief. He came to us in our youth, and impressed by a 
sermon we began to tremble and to seek his face; but we were enticed back to the 
world, and we refused Christ. Our mother’s tears, our father’s prayers, our 
teacher’s admonitions, often moved us; but we were very stubborn, and we 
rejected Christ. We did not know that, in that rejection, we were virtually putting 
him away and crucifying him. We were denying his Godhead, or else we would 
have worshipped him. We were denying his love, or else we would have yielded 
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to him. We were practically, in every act of sin, taking the hammer and the nails 
and fastening Christ to the cross, but we didn’t know it. Perhaps, if we had known 
it, we would not have crucified the Lord of glory. We did know we were doing 
wrong, but we did not know all the wrong that we were doing. 

 
Nor did we know fully the meaning of our delays. We hesitated; we were on 

the verge of conversion; we went back and turned again to our old sins. We were 
hardened, Christless, prayerless still; and we probably said, “Oh, I am only waiting 
a little until I have lived a little, until I am a little older, until I have seen a little more 
of the world!” The fact is that we were refusing Christ and choosing the pleasures 
of sin instead of him; and every hour of delay was an hour of crucifying Christ, 
grieving his Spirit, and choosing this world with its wickedness in the place of the 
lovely and ever blessed Christ. We did not know that. 

 
We might add one more thing. We did not know the meaning to our self–

righteousness. We used to think, some of us, that we had a righteousness of our 
own. We had been to church regularly, or we had been to the meeting house 
whenever it was open. We were christened; we were confirmed; or, in time, we 
rejoiced that we never had either of those things done to us. We were conservative 
politically and we were ardently pro-life. We said our prayers; we read a chapter in 
the Bible night and morning; we did all sorts of things like that. But there we rested; 
we were righteous in our own esteem. We did not have any particular sin to 
confess. We were about as good as we could be, and we did not know that we 
were even then greatly insulting Christ. For If we were good and not sinners why 
did Christ die; and, if we had a righteousness of our own which was good enough, 
why did Christ come earth  to work out a righteousness for us?  

 
We made out Christ to be frivolous by considering that we were good enough 

without resting in his atoning sacrifice. Of course, we did not think we were doing 
that! We thought we were pleasing God by being very religious, by the life we lived 
outwardly, by our ecclesiastical correctness; but all the while we were setting up 
anti–Christ in the place of Christ. We were making out that Christ was not wanted; 
we were robbing him of his office and glory! But Christ would say of us, with regard 
to all these things, “They know not what they do.” We need to look carefully at our 
past lives,  past when we served sin, to see whether there was not a darkness 
upon our minds, a blindness in our spirits, so that we did not know what we did. 

 
2. Secondly, we confess that this ignorance is no excuse. 
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We need to remember that the law never allows ignorance as a plea. In our 
own American law, a man is supposed to know what the law is. If he breaks it, it is 
no excuse to plead that he did not know it. It may be regarded by a judge as some 
reason for lieniency; but the law allows nothing of the kind. God gives us the law, 
and we are bound to keep it. If we did wrong because we did not know the law, it 
was still a sin. Under the Mosaic law there were sins of ignorance, and for these 
there were special offerings. The ignorance did not blot out the sin. That is clear in 
the text before us; for, if ignorance rendered an action no longer sinful, then why 
should Christ say, “Father, forgive them?” But he does; he asks for mercy for what 
is sin, even though the ignorance in some measure be supposed to lessen the 
criminality of it. 

 
But we might have known. If we did not know, it was because we would not 

know. There was the preaching of the Word, but we did not care to hear it. There 
was God’s Word, the Bible, but we did not care to read it. If we had sat down and 
looked at our conduct by the light of the Holy Scripture, we might have known much 
more of the evil of sin and much more of the love of Christ and much more of the 
ingratitude which is possible in refusing Christ and not coming to him. 

 
In addition to that, we simply did not think. “But,” you say, “young people 

never think!” But young people should think. If there is anybody who does not need 
to think, it is the old man whose day is nearly over. If he does think, he has only a 
very short time in which to improve; but the young have all their lives before them. 
If I were a carpenter and had to make a box, I would not think about it after I had 
made the box; I would think, before I began to cut my timber, what sort of box it 
was to be. In every action a man thinks before he begins, or else he is a fool. A 
young person ought to think more than anybody else; for now he is, as it were, 
making his box. He is beginning his life plan; he should be the most thoughtful of 
all people. Many of us, who are now Christ’s people, would have known much 
more about our Lord if we had given him more careful consideration in our earlier 
days. A man will think carefully about taking a wife, he will deliberate about making 
a business, he will consider about buying a horse or a cow; but he is rather casual 
about the claims of Christ and the claims of the Most High God; and this renders 
his ignorance willful, and inexcusable. 

 
Beside that although we have confessed to ignorance, in many sins we did 

not know a great deal. Come on, think about it a bit. There were times when we 
knew that such an action was wrong, when we stood back and took a look at it. 
We looked at the gain it would bring us, and we sold our souls for that price and 
deliberately did what we were well aware was wrong. Are there not some here, 
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saved by Christ, who must confess that, at times, they did violence to their 
conscience? They did spiteful things to the Spirit of God, quenched the light of 
heaven, drove the Spirit away from them, distinctly knowing what they were doing. 
Let us bow before God in the silence of our hearts and admit all of this. We hear 
the Master say, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” Let us 
add our own tears as we say, “And forgive us, also, because in some things we 
did know; in all things we might have known; but we were ignorant and did not 
think, which thought was a solemn duty which we ought to have rendered to God.” 

 
My friends, we must confess the evil of our hearts as well as the evil of our 

lives, in that, when we did not know, yet we chose the evil, and refused the good; 
and, When we did not know enough of Christ and did not think enough of him to 
know whether we ought to worship him or not, we would not have come to him that 
we might have life. We needed light, but we shut our eyes to the sun. We were 
thirsty, but we would not drink of the living spring; and so our ignorance, though it 
was there, was a criminal ignorance, which we must confess before the Lord. We 
must come to the cross, we who have been there before, where we have lost the 
burden of sin. Let us come and confess our guilt over again and lay hold of that 
cross afresh and look to him who bled upon it and praise his blessed name that he 
once prayed for you, “Father forgive them; for they know not what they do.” 

 
Now, let us go a step further having confessed that ignorance is no excuse.   
 

Thirdly, we bless our lord for pleading for us. 
 
Psalm 22:12–18 (ESV) — 12 Many bulls encompass me; strong bulls of 

Bashan surround me; 13 they open wide their mouths at me, like a ravening and 
roaring lion. 14 I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint; 
my heart is like wax; it is melted within my breast; 15 my strength is dried up like a 
potsherd, and my tongue sticks to my jaws; you lay me in the dust of death. 16 For 
dogs encompass me; a company of evildoers encircles me; they have pierced my 
hands and feet— 17 I can count all my bones— they stare and gloat over me; 18 
they divide my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots.  

 
Have you noticed when it was that Jesus pleaded? It was while they were 

crucifying him. They had not just driven in the nails, they had lifted up the cross 
and dropped it down into its hole and dislocated all his bones, so that he could say, 
“I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint.” It was then that 
instead of a cry or groan, the beloved Son of God said, “Father, forgive them; 
for they know not what they do.” They did not ask for forgiveness for 
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themselves; Jesus asked for forgiveness for them. Their hands were covered with 
his blood; and it was then that he prayed for them.  

 
Romans 5:6–8 (ESV) — 6 For while we were still weak, at the right time 

Christ died for the ungodly. 7 For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—
though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die— 8 but God shows 
his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

  
Let us think of the great love wherewith he loved us, even while we were yet 

sinners, Even then he prayed for us. “While we were yet without strength, in due 
time Christ died for the ungodly.” Bless his most holy name. He prayed for us when 
we did not pray for ourselves. He prayed for us when we were crucifying him. Then 
think of his plea; he pleads his Sonship. He says, “Father, forgive them.” He whose 
name was YAHWEH TSIDKENU, YAHWEH our righteousness. He was the Son of God, 
and he put his divine Sonship on the line in our behalf. He seems to say, “Father, 
as I am thy Son, grant me this request and pardon these rebels. Father, forgive 
them.” The rights of Christ as the Son of God, were very great. He was the Son of 
the Highest. “Light of light, very God of very God,” the second Person in the Divine 
Trinity; and he puts that Sonship here before God and says, “Father, forgive them.” 
Consider the power of that word from the Son’s lips when he is wounded, when he 
is in agony, when he is dying! He says, “Father, forgive them; for they know not 
what they do”; 

  
We should love this prayer because it is indefinite. It is “Father, forgive 

them.” He does not say, “Father, forgive the soldiers who have nailed me here.” 
Of course He includes them. Neither does he say, “Father, forgive sinners in ages 
to come who will sin against me.” But of course he means them. Jesus does not 
mention them by any accusing term: “Father, forgive my enemies. Father, forgive 
my murderers.” No, there is no word of accusation on those blessed lips. “Father, 
forgive them.” Can you be included in the pronoun them? Certainly,  

 
Romans 10:9–11 (ESV) — 9 because, if you confess with your mouth that 

Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will 
be saved. 10 For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth 
one confesses and is saved. 11 For the Scripture says, “Everyone who believes in 
him will not be put to shame.”  
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Notice also what it was that Jesus asked for; to omit that would be to leave 
out the very essence of his prayer. He asked for full absolution for his enemies: 
“Father, forgive them. Do not punish them; forgive them. It is this that Christ asked 
for you and me long before we had any repentance or any faith; and in answer to 
that prayer, we were brought to feel our sin, we were brought to confess it, and to 
believe in him; and now, glory be to his name, we can bless him for having pleaded 
for us and obtained the forgiveness of all our sins. 

 
4. Finally: We now rejoice in the pardon we have obtained. 
 
If Christ has borne our punishment, we will never bear it. Oh, what joy there 

is in this blessed assurance! Our hope that we are pardoned lies in this, that Jesus 
died. Those most blessed wounds of his were bled for you. 

 
Ephesians 1:7–10 (ESV) — 7 In him we have redemption through his blood, 

the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, 8 which he 
lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight 9 making known to us the mystery of 
his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ 10 as a plan for the 
fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.  

 
We praise him for our pardon because we know now what we did. How can 

we know how much we ought to love Christ because we sinned against him so 
grievously? We know that sin is “exceeding sinful.” We know that sin crucified 
Christ. But, it is all forgiven, all gone. Let us exalt the blessed Son of God, who has 
put away even such sins as ours! We see our sin, and yet we do not see it; for God 
has pardoned it, blotted it out forever. 

 
Let us not be ignorant of Christ and of eternal things. Let us be students of 

his Word. We must study that treasury of the knowledge of Christ crucified. We 
must ask the Holy Spirit to deliver us from the ignorance that fosters sin. God grant 
that we may not fall into sins of ignorance anymore; but may we be able to say 
with the apostle Paul— 

  
2 Timothy 1:12 (ESV) — 12 --- I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have 

believed, and I am convinced that he is able to guard until that Day what has been 
entrusted to me-- 

  
and from now on I will seek more knowledge, until I comprehend, with all the 

saints, what are the heights, and depths, and lengths, and breadths of the love of 
Christ, and know the love of God, which surpasses knowledge!” 
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If we rejoice that we are pardoned, let us show our gratitude by our imitation 

of Christ. There was never before such a plea as this, “Father, forgive them; for 
they know not what they do.” Plead like that for others. Has anybody been 
injuring us? Are there persons who slander us? Pray now, “Father, forgive them; 
for they know not what they do.” Let us always render good for evil, blessing for 
cursing; and when we are called to suffer through the wrongdoing of others, let us 
believe that they would not act as they do if it were not because of their ignorance. 
Let us pray for them; and make their very ignorance the plea for their forgiveness: 
“Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.” 

 


