Lenton Series - Echoes from the Cross: Jesus’ Final Words
Week 1 — “Father, Forgive Them”  Theme: Grace given before repentance is offered
Text: Luke 23:33–34 (NIV)
When they came to the place called the Skull, there they crucified him, along with the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left. 34 Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”

Introduction:
Before resurrection morning.  Before the sky clears.  Before anyone says “I’m sorry.”  Jesus speaks forgiveness.  Not outrage.  Not a curse.  Not a final warning.  Forgiveness.  The Sound That Shouldn’t Be There.
Auto-Draft Grace
In today’s world, many of us have automatic withdrawals — insurance, utilities, mortgage.  The payment happens before we think about it.
At the cross, grace was “auto-drafted” for humanity before anyone requested it.  We hadn’t applied.  We hadn’t filled out paperwork.  We hadn’t proven creditworthiness.  But the payment was made.
“It is finished” later confirms it — but forgiveness begins here.
Picture the scene.
The metallic strike of hammer on nail.  Soldiers laughing.  Religious leaders sneering.  A small cluster of grieving women.  Most of the disciples gone.
And from the center cross, a prayer.  “Father…”  Even now, He speaks as Son.  “Forgive them…”  Even now, He speaks as Savior.

I. Forgiveness in the Middle of Pain
Notice something:
Jesus does not wait for the pain to subside.  He forgives while it is happening.  Some of us say, “I’ll forgive when I’m ready.”  But Jesus forgives when He is bleeding.  Forgiveness is not denial.  It is not pretending it didn’t hurt.  It is not saying it didn’t matter.  It is surrendering vengeance.
That is what unforgiveness does.  It doesn’t explode.  It calcifies.  And Jesus, hanging on the cross, refuses to let bitterness calcify.  He chooses forgiveness in spite of everything happening to Him and around Him.
Hear the good news from the cross.  “When they came to the place called the Skull… Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them.’”  Christ prayed for forgiveness before it was requested.  That prayer includes us.  In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven.  Thanks be to God!

II. Grace Before Repentance
Jesus hangs between heaven and earth, nails driven through his hands and feet.  Below him, soldiers gamble for his clothing.  Around him, crowds mock and jeer.  Religious leaders sneer with satisfaction.  Roman executioners carry out their brutal routine with cold efficiency.
And in this moment—amid the agony, the injustice, the cruelty—Jesus prays.  Not a curse. Not a cry for vengeance.  But a prayer of forgiveness.  "Father, forgive them."
No one has asked for forgiveness.  No one has expressed regret.  No one has acknowledged their wrong.  The soldiers continue dividing his garments.  The mockers continue their taunts.  The religious leaders remain hardened in their self-righteousness.  Yet Jesus extends grace before anyone seeks it.
He extends forgiveness while they're still sinning against him.  This overturns our natural sense of justice.  We want people to earn forgiveness.  We want contrition first, apology first, changed behavior first.  We want to see someone worthy of mercy before we extend it.  But Jesus demonstrates that divine grace doesn't wait for human worthiness.  It moves first.  It reaches out while we're still enemies.  It offers forgiveness to those who haven't yet realized they need it.
This is what we understand as prevenient grace — grace that goes before.  We talked about that last week.  Before you ever sought God, God was seeking you.  Before you ever felt conviction, Christ had already prayed for you.  There is no moment in a human life untouched by the initiating grace of God.
Grace is not a locked gate waiting for the correct password.  It is an open door.  You may refuse to walk through it.  But it was opened before you knocked.  Prevenient grace means God is always the first mover.  “Father, forgive them” proves it.
That means:
When you were running, grace was pursuing.  When you were indifferent, grace was whispering.  When you were rebellious, grace was restraining.  “Father, forgive them” is not a reaction to repentance.  It is mercy initiating salvation.

III. “They Do Not Know What They Are Doing”
At one level, this is literally true.  The soldiers don't understand they're executing the Son of God.  The crowd doesn't grasp they're rejecting their Messiah.  The religious leaders don't realize they're crucifying the very one they claim to serve.
But there's a deeper truth here.  All sin is committed in some form of ignorance.  Not necessarily ignorance of right and wrong, but ignorance of the full weight of our actions.  We don't fully comprehend what we're doing when we turn from God.  We don't see the cosmic implications of our rebellion.  We don't understand the price our sin demands.
This is why grace must come first. If forgiveness waited for full understanding, none of us could ever be forgiven. We're all in need of mercy for sins we don't fully comprehend.

Jesus names their blindness.  Sin blinds.  We justify ourselves.  We minimize harm.  We tell our version of the story.  Think about how modern this sounds.
We wound someone with a careless post on social media.  We fire off a text in anger.  We share gossip as “concern.”  We walk away from a covenant because we “deserve better.”  And often, we truly do not grasp the damage.  Ignorance does not remove guilt.  But it explains why grace is necessary.

This is why sin is both willful and deeply ingrained.  We are not just people who occasionally make mistakes — we are people bent inward.  And yet grace meets us there.

IV. The Cross Reveals the Heart of God
If you ever wonder what God is like — look at this prayer.  The cross is not God reluctantly forgiving.  It is God eagerly forgiving.
As H. Orton Wiley wrote, the atonement is the expression of divine love seeking to restore humanity.  The cross is not merely a legal transaction.  It is love absorbing violence.  Not excusing it.  Not endorsing it.  Absorbing it.
When Jesus says, “Father, forgive them,” He is revealing the very heartbeat of God.

V. Forgiveness Is Costly
Forgiveness is not free.  It is free to the offender.  It is costly to the forgiver.
If you forgive:
You absorb the emotional loss.  You surrender the right to payback.  You trust God with justice.  That’s what Jesus is doing.  Forgiveness is refusing to let the offender control your spirit.

VI. Forgiven People Forgive People
Here’s where it becomes personal.  We are not only saved by this prayer.  We are shaped by it.  Holiness is not cold moral perfection.  It is Christlike love perfected in us.  Sanctification is not about becoming impressive.  It is about being so filled with the love of God that bitterness no longer rules.
Living in Light of Preemptive Grace
If we've received this kind of grace—forgiveness extended to us while we were still sinners, enemies of God—then we're called to extend it to others.
This doesn't mean there are no consequences for sin.  It doesn't mean we ignore justice or enable harmful behavior.  It doesn't mean we pretend wrongs haven't occurred.
But it does mean we release others from the debt they owe us, just as Christ released us from our debt to God.  We extend grace before it's deserved.  We offer forgiveness before it's requested.  We pray for those who hurt us, even while they're still hurting us.
This is costly. It requires us to absorb the pain rather than pass it on.  It means choosing mercy when everything in us cries out for justice.  It means trusting God with vindication rather than taking matters into our own hands.
But this is the way of the cross. This is the pattern Jesus modeled from Calvary.

Forgiveness does not mean:
Trust is instantly restored.  Boundaries disappear.  Consequences vanish.  It means revenge no longer belongs to you.

The Power of Unilateral Grace
Jesus's prayer reveals something profound about the nature of forgiveness.  He doesn't say, "Father, forgive them if they repent."  He doesn't say, "Father, forgive them when they apologize."  He simply says, "Father, forgive them."
This is unilateral forgiveness—extended regardless of the response of the offender.  It doesn't depend on whether people accept it.  It doesn't wait for reciprocation.  It's offered freely, fully, immediately.
This kind of forgiveness does two things:
First, it breaks the power of bitterness in the forgiver's heart.  Jesus doesn't allow hatred, resentment, or revenge to take root, even as he suffers unimaginable injustice.  His grace protects his own soul from the poison of unforgiveness.
Second, it creates space for transformation in the offender.  By offering forgiveness before it's sought, Jesus opens a door.  Some will walk through it immediately.  Some will take years.  Some may never enter.  But the door stands open, inviting response.

The Gospel in Seven Words
"Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing."
In these words, we see the entire gospel distilled:
· The problem: We don't know what we're doing. We're lost in our sin.
· The solution: God's forgiveness, offered freely through Christ.
· The cost: Jesus, even in agony, intercedes for his enemies.
· The invitation: Grace is available before we even think to ask for it.
This is the God we serve.  A God who doesn't wait for us to get our act together.  A God who extends mercy while we're still in rebellion. A  God whose love pursues us before we even know we need pursuing.
The cross demonstrates that God's grace is not a response to our repentance; our repentance is a response to God's grace.

Conclusion
We worship a Savior who forgave his executioners while they were still driving in the nails.  Who prayed for his persecutors while they were still mocking him.  Who extended grace while hanging in agony on a Roman cross.
This is the grace that saves us.  Not because we sought it first, but because he offered it first.  Not because we deserved it, but precisely because we didn't.
And having received such undeserved, preemptive, costly grace, we're called to be people who extend the same to others—forgiving before we're asked, showing mercy before it's earned, praying for our enemies even while they're still against us.
"Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing."
May we never forget the grace we've received.  And may we never withhold from others what has been so freely given to us.

VII. The Invitation
Hear the first word from the cross.  “Father, forgive them.”
We all were included in that prayer.  Before we repented.  Before we promised to do better.  Before we cleaned up our life.
Grace moved first.  That is the Gospel.  The first word from the cross is not condemnation.  It is mercy.  The first echo from Calvary is not wrath.  It is grace.
And that echo still travels.
It reaches:
The resentful heart.  The ashamed believer.  The wandering child.  The fractured family.
“Father, forgive them.”
May we receive it.  And by the sanctifying grace of God, may we become people who echo it.

Communion Liturgy  - Invitation to the Table
This is not our table, but the Lord’s Table.
All who repent of their sin, who trust in Christ’s mercy, and who desire to live in peace with one another are invited to come.
If you are holding something against another, bring it to Christ now.  If you are burdened by shame, bring it to Christ now.  The One who prayed, “Father, forgive them,” welcomes you.

On the night He was betrayed, our Lord Jesus took bread…and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is My body, given for you.”
In the same way, after supper, He took the cup…“This cup is the new covenant in My blood, poured out for the forgiveness of sins.”  As often as we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.

Prayer Over the Elements
Heavenly Father, pour out Your Spirit upon these gifts and upon us.
Make this bread and cup means of Your grace.  As we receive them, forgive us.  Cleanse us.  Sanctify us.  And make us one body —a forgiving people reflecting the mercy of Christ.
Amen.

Benediction:
As you leave this place, go with the echo of the cross in your heart.
You are forgiven.  Go and forgive.  May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you now and always.  Amen.
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