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2022 Good Friday, April 15th. 

 

 ‘FATHER  FORGIVE’ 
 

Architect, Frank Lloyd Wright, spoke of an incident that, though it seemed insignificant at the time, had a 

profound influence on the rest of his life. The winter he was 9, he went walking across a snow-covered field 

with his no- nonsense uncle. As the two of them reached the far end of the field, his uncle stopped him. He 

pointed out his own tracks in the snow, straight and true as an arrow's flight, and then young Frank's tracks 

meandering all over the field. "Notice how your tracks wander aimlessly from the fence, to the cattle, to the 

woods and back again," his uncle said. "And see how my tracks aim directly to my goal.  There is an important 

lesson in that Frank." 
 

As you have been journeying through Lent and Holy Week, indeed through life itself.  How has your walk 

been?     Meandering?       Or straight and true?  
 

Lt Col Arnaud Beltrame’s footsteps were straight and true as he walked into a French supermarket.   

A journey that for the 45 year old, was to lead to his death in exchange for the release of a female hostage.  

French President Macron said “To accept to die so the innocent can live, that is what is in the heart of the 

soldier’s commitment’. He went on to say that ‘Arnault Beltrame’s greatness has transfixed the whole of 

France:’ 
 

Jesus in an act of courageous greatness, took our place on a cross. He died that we might live.  Because as our 

opening sentence to this service makes clear “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned everyone to 

their own way”  Jesus paid the price and took on the iniquity of us all. 
  

 No ‘Legion d’honneur’ medal for Jesus.  But for eternity Jesus’ selfless and courageous act against oppression; 

bigotry; self centred ways; and injustice has set out the footprints for us to follow.  A selfless and selfgiving 

walk of love, straight and true, that we are called to take up our cross and follow.   
 

Gordon Wilson, a draper from Enniskillen, N Ireland, was another person whose footsteps were straight and 

true. You may remember that on 8 November 1987 a bomb planted by the Provisional IRA exploded minutes 

before Enniskillen's Remembrance Day parade, injuring Wilson and fatally injuring his daughter Marie, a nurse.  

Wilson gave an emotional television interview to the BBC just hours after the bombing describing his last 

conversation with his dying daughter as they both lay buried in rubble.  And Wilson's response to the bombing, 

"I bear no ill will.  I bear no grudge", was reported worldwide.  It became one of the most-remembered 

quotations from the Troubles. and it was probably the turning point to the path to peace.   
 

Whereas IRA attacks in Northern Ireland often resulted in reprisals by Loyalists, Wilson's calls for forgiveness 

and reconciliation came to be called the Spirit of Enniskillen.  And on Remembrance Day 1997, 10 years later, 2 

years after Gordon Wilson had died Sinn Féin leader Gerry Adams formally apologised for the bombing. 
 

As we gather here this Good Friday, we hear once again those timeless words from the Cross, words for 

everyone and words as fresh today as they ever have been.  Seven phrases in all, and each of them require a 

book let alone a sermon to give them justice.  This being the case, it is the first two phrases that I will focus on 

in this sermon.  First, "Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do." As Jesus utters this prayer, it is as 

though time stands still, for this is one of the greatest moments in all of human history. It is the picture of 

unconditional love. It is the portrait of amazing grace and it is also the measuring stick by which we gauge our 

forgiveness of others. 
 

If you ever wonder, "Should I forgive the person who has wronged or hurt me?  If that question, "Should I 

forgive” ever comes into your mind, just remember the image of Jesus nailed to a cross, with spikes like these. 

Totally innocent and yet praying, "Father, forgive them." Lord how often should I forgive, seven times a day? 

asked a disciple. ‘Not seven, but seventy seven’, or in some translations, ‘seventy times seven times’.(Mt 18:21-22)  
 

In English, we read this prayerful phrase just once, but in New Testament Greek which has seven tenses, this 

phrase is written in the tense which is both now and continuing to the nth degree. 
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In other words every time Jesus was whipped, spat upon, slapped, punched, kicked, ridiculed, scorned, 

abandoned, nailed to the Cross or subject to hurtful, abusive, tortuous, slanderous words Jesus prayed, “Father 

forgive them for they know not what they do” Over and over and over again….  And because it is phrased in the 

tense of now and ongoing, his words are still ringing out, praying even for forgiveness for our sinful actions and 

denials, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do” Because for our sins too, He died.   
 

It makes sense that the first word of Jesus on the journey to and on the Cross is a word of forgiveness. That's the 

point of the Cross, after all. That is why from the Cross, standing by Mary, the young witness John, could later 

write with confidence, (1 John 1:9). "if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 

cleanse us from all unrighteousness"        
 

But note as Jesus journeyed straight and true to the Cross his refrain was  NOT ‘I forgive them’ but over and 

over again ‘Father forgive them’. An amazing outpouring of intercessory forgiveness. Father forgive the 

soldiers, father forgive the chief priests, father forgive the mockers, the torturers, the robbers; the murderers; the 

slanderers; the zealots; the swearers; the liars; the persecutors. And, ‘everytime we like sheep go astray; 

everytime we turn and go our own way’, we hear the same echo sound “Father forgive them” 
 

Like Gordon Wilson, Jesus did not wait for an apology.  He bore no ill will. He bore no grudge,  just Father 

forgive them. Incredible 
 

But why Father forgive? - and not, I forgive? Well, only God the father has the right to judge “Judge not lest ye 

be judged” Jesus said in Matthew 7:1 and, in Romans 12:19, we read, ‘Vengeance is mine sayeth the Lord - I 

shall repay’.  In saying “Father forgive them”  Jesus prays for those responsible for his crucifixion; he prays for 

us; and he prays for all who have fallen short. Praying that, on the day of judgement, we might find our slate 

wiped clean.  
 

It begs the questions, are we willing to forgive others when they hurt us, to forgive even before they apologize?  

And of those we have forgiven, are we even willing to pray ‘Father forgive them?’ 
 

Jesus’ walk to the Cross, straight and true, demonstrated to all his followers the importance of sacrificial love, 

forgiveness, and the abundance of undeserved grace.  
 

‘Father forgive them for they know not what they do’  Do you need to pray them today?  Do you need to hear 

Jesus pray ‘Father forgive you?’ The hymn writer puts it best… ‘Beneath the cross of Jesus, two wonders I 

confess. The wonder of redeeming love and my unworthiness’.  And so on this Holy Friday, God calls us, to 

look again today, to look with the repentant thief, to the cross of Christ, and to listen to the second words from 

the Cross, for here in our sorrow we, with the repentant thief, see the extent of God’s love for us.   
 

As Jesus hung on the Cross, mocked by the leaders and the soldiers, one of the criminals being crucified with 

him added his own measure of scorn. But the other cried out, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your 

kingdom" (v 42).  It is interesting, that this thief, unlike so many others, recognizes Jesus to be a King 

(“remember me when you come into your kingdom”).  To which Jesus responded, "I assure you, today you will 

be with me in paradise." (Luke 23:43).   
 

The word paradise, from the Greek word paradeisos, means "garden," It is the same word in New Testament 

Greek that is used for the Garden of Eden.  And in Judaism, of the time of Jesus, it was associated with heaven, 

with the future when God would restore all things to the perfection of the Garden. Paradise was thought to be 

the place where righteous people went after death.  Remarkably Jesus adds the words today. Timothy Radcliffe 

once said in relation to this word from the Cross that God lives in the today of eternity.  Eternity is now! And 

so, in the whispers of this afternoon, He calls us like the repentant thief, to receive, today, through the one who 

died for us, forgiveness of our sins; to receive today the grace and mercy of His transforming love, and to 

receive today the promise of eternal life with Him in the now of paradise. For, as another great hymn states; ‘Oh 

dearly, dearly has he loved!  And we must love him too, and trust in his redeeming blood and try his works to 

do!’ 
 

So, as we love, as we trust, and as we try, I pray that our walk be  as faithful, straight and true, as we too walk 

the Jesus forgiving way. 


