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Father, forgive them …

Luke 23:34

Jesus Christ and him crucified’ (1 Cor. 2:2) lies at the very 

epicentre of the Christian faith. Crucifixion was a very 

cruel form of capital punishment practised by the Romans. It 

entailed its victim being nailed to a plank of wood and hoisted 

up to die. The physical agony Christ experienced when the 

Roman soldiers crucified Him cannot be imagined. Yet Christ 

responded, not by calling out for vengeance on His enemies, 

but by praying to God for their forgiveness. Christ actually 

had ‘more than twelve legions of angels’ (Matt. 26:53) at His 

disposal. These could have, at His command, meted out the 

most merciless punishment on both the Roman soldiers who 

supervised His crucifixion and the Jewish authorities who 

handed Him over to be crucified. Instead, though, Christ 

prayed. His first words from the cross were words of mercy: 

‘Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do’ (Luke 

23:34).

In His famous Sermon on the Mount, Christ enjoined 

His disciples to ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you’ (Matt. 5:44). Christ’s first words from Calvary 

reveal that He practised what He preached. Christ was 

characterized by non-retaliation. Years later, Peter recalled 

how ‘When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he 

suffered, he did not threaten; but he trusted to him who judges 

justly’ (1 Peter 2:23).
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The gospel of forgiveness
Christ’s first words from the cross were, therefore, words of 

forgiveness: ‘Father, forgive …’ His words have an infinitely 

wider application than their immediate context, because the 

forgiveness of sins is at the very heart of the Christian gospel. 

Divine forgiveness is central to Christian salvation. The 

forgiveness of sins is ‘music in the sinner’s ears’1 indeed; it is 

a blessing known to Christians alone and makes the Christian 

gospel the good news that it is. The Christian gospel proclaims 

that, in the eternal plan of God, the Lord Jesus Christ died to 

procure the believing sinner’s forgiveness:

He died that we might be forgiven,

He died to make us good;

That we might go at last to heaven,

Saved by His precious blood.2

The verb ‘to forgive’ means to pardon, remit, cancel 

the debt, refrain from inflicting the punishment deserved. 

‘Forgiveness’ is the resultant state of blessedness from being 

forgiven. Forgiveness is a synonym for salvation. ‘Forgiven’ 

may be written on every believer’s grave.

The brightness of the gospel of forgiveness, however, makes 

no sense at all unless it is preached against the dark background 

of human sin. We need to be forgiven. According to the Bible 

we are all sinners, both by nature and by practice. ‘Surely there 

is not a righteous man on earth who does good and never sins’ 

(Eccles. 7:20). The Westminster Shorter Catechism defines sin 

as ‘any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, the law of 

Seven words.indd   12 28/04/2016   12:20



12 13

A word of forgiveness

God’.3 It is when we are enabled to realize that sin is ultimately 

committed against Almighty God Himself that we grasp both 

its seriousness and its eternal consequences. Sin puts us in God’s 

debt. Sin renders us deserving of God’s punishment. Sin, being 

rebellion against God, robs Him of His honour and robs us of 

the fellowship with Him which is our chief end and true joy.

The good news of the gospel, however, proclaims that 

there is forgiveness for all who put their faith in the crucified 

Saviour. His first words at Calvary were ‘Father, forgive …’ It 

is precisely because Jesus died in the sinner’s place at Calvary 

that Almighty God is able to forgive our sins. He is able to 

forgive us our sins because Jesus bore them there on the cross. 

In 1 Peter 2:24 we read, ‘He himself bore our sins in his body on 

the tree.’ He was punished by God for our sins so that we, by 

believing in Him, may know the pardon of God for our sins. At 

Calvary, He was condemned so that we might be acquitted. He 

suffered the wrath of God for our sins so that we might be saved 

from it. Jesus, the sinless Son of God, died, not for His own 

sins, but for the sins of others. His death was substitutionary. 

His death was propitiatory. ‘Christ died for our sins …’ (1 Cor. 

15:3);4 He ‘was put to death for our trespasses’ (Rom. 4:25).

Around 700 bc, Isaiah the prophet gave a detailed prophecy 

concerning the death of Christ at Calvary. He concluded 

by saying that Christ both ‘bore the sin of many, and made 

intercession for the transgressors’ (Isa. 53:12). The prophecy 

was most wonderfully fulfilled. Christ did indeed die for 

the sins of others at Calvary. And Christ did indeed make 
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intercession for sinners at Calvary, when He prayed, ‘Father, 

forgive them …’

The Apostles’ Creed is an early summary of the non-

negotiables of the Christian faith. Notably it includes the line 

‘I believe in … the forgiveness of sins’. The forgiveness of our 

sins through the shedding of Christ’s blood at Calvary is not 

a facet of the gospel; it is actually the very Christian gospel 

itself. Paul could write, ‘In him we have redemption through 

his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the 

riches of his grace’ (Eph. 1:7). John the Apostle wrote, ‘I am 

writing to you, little children, because your sins are forgiven 

for his sake’ (1 John 2:12).

Thank God, then, that Christ died for sinners at Calvary. 

Thank God that He sent His only Son, ‘not to condemn the 

world, but that the world might be saved through him’ (John 

3:17). Thank God that Christ’s first words on the cross were a 

prayer, not for retribution or judgement, but for forgiveness. 

John Calvin wrote, ‘It is on the foundation of the remission of 

sins that our salvation is built and stands … Christ has Himself 

purchased the remission of sins and paid for it with the price of 

His own blood.’5
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Reflect on these points

1. The physical agony Christ experienced when the Roman 
soldiers crucified Him cannot be imagined. Yet Christ 
responded, not by calling out for vengeance on His 
enemies, but by praying to God for their forgiveness.

2. We are all sinners, both by nature and by practice, and 
our sin is ultimately committed against Almighty God 
Himself. The good news of the gospel, however, 
proclaims that there is forgiveness for all who put their 
faith in the crucified Saviour.

3. Divine forgiveness is central to Christian salvation. It is a 
blessing known to Christians alone and makes the 
Christian gospel the good news that it is.

ENDNOTES Ø ENDNOTES à
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Endnotes
1 Charles Wesley, ‘O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing’, 1739.

2 C. F. Alexander, ‘There Is a Green Hill Far Away’, 1848.

3 Westminster Shorter Catechism, answer to Question 14: ‘What is sin?’

4 All emphasis in Scripture quotes has been added.

5 John Calvin, Truth for All Time: A Brief Outline of the Christian Faith, trans. Stuart Olyott 

(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1998), p. 46.
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