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Ash Wednesday – Vicar Anderson sermon 
Luke 23:32–34 “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  
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In Nomine Iesu 
+  +  + 

 
Heavenly Father, as your Son was nailed to the cross bearing the sins of all people He cried out 
to you to grant us forgiveness. You have granted this forgiveness on behalf of Jesus’ atoning 
sacrifice on the cross. Then you raised your Son from the grave to show that His atonement is 
sufficient for all our sins. Thank you for giving Your Son Jesus as our brother who took upon 
Himself the iniquity of us all. Amen. 
  
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. (Rom. 1:7, etc.) 
 

The sermon text for today is taken from the twenty-third chapter of the Gospel according to St. Luke. We 
read the following verses in Jesus’ name: 
 
Two others, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. 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. And Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 
do.” And they cast lots to divide his garments.  
 
These are Your words, heavenly Father. Sanctify us by Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. (Joh. 17:17) 

 
In Christ Jesus, who laid all your sin on His shoulders, bearing there crushing weight and 
forgiving them on the cross, dear fellow redeemed:  
 
In the Old Testament God instructed the people of Israel how they were cleansed from their sin. 
The priest Aaron would take two goats, one as a burnt offering and the other as a sin offering. 
This occurred once a year on the Day of Atonement. The first goat would be slaughtered and 
placed on an altar as a burnt offering to show the payment for sin was flesh and blood, which 
needed to be sacrificed to God.  
 
Then Aaron would lay his hands upon the second goat, referred to as the scapegoat, and 
confess over it all the iniquities of the people of Israel, and all their transgressions and all their 
sins. (Leviticus 16:21) Then the goat would be driven out from the city and into the wilderness 
and as far away as possible. These sacrificial practices pointed forward to the entire work of 
Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, who would take all their sins and pay for them with His own 
precious blood. (John 1:29) 
 
Our text takes place not long after the accused Jesus was brought before the Roman governor 
Pontius Pilate. Pilate had determined that Jesus was innocent and washed his hands of the 
matter, but he didn’t step in and stop this injustice. Instead he delivered Jesus over to the people 
and they seized Him and drove Him out of Jerusalem with the weight of the cross on His back.  
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Some of the people were ignorant to what was happening. Some soldiers ignorantly believed 
that Jesus was just another guilty criminal, and thought this was just another day’s work of 
nailing criminals to a cross and guarding them until they died. Knowingly or unknowingly, 
these soldiers were guilty of putting Jesus, the Son of God on the cross. They personally saw to 
it that He was nailed, lifted up and killed. 
 
It wasn’t just the sins of government and religious leaders, soldier’s and the people witnessing 
His crucifixion that nailed Jesus to the cross; it was all our sins. We may think we are off the 
hook for killing Jesus but none of us are free from the guilt of crucifying the Lord. All of our 
sins caused Jesus suffering, pain and death. A sin is a sin whether it was done intentionally or 
without our knowledge. Humans are so frail and weak we sin without intending to and many 
sins we don’t even remember committing. Whether it was something we said or did we have all 
sinned and fallen short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).  
 
All of our vicious actions and evil thoughts were laid upon the innocent Christ, the scapegoat, 
who took our sins and carried them to Calvary.  Jesus suffered the punishment for everything 
we have said and done that is against what God commands. We sentenced Him to death and 
we are the executioners.  
 
God the Holy Spirit has revealed to us our sinful condition and the truth about who Christ is. (1 
Corinthians 2:9) This truth that is now in us is what brings us to repentance acknowledging our 
mortality and sins. If we live a life without repentance we reject Christ’s forgiveness, but as the 
apostle John writes, “if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to 
cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:9)  
 
His Word of truth has shown us what our sins deserve and how we should despise our sin, but 
it has also revealed where we should look for our help. We look to our Savior hanging on the 
cross. There He bore the weight of your sins and the countless sins of every person that has and 
will walk this earth. Jesus Christ was your substitute who suffered the penalty of sin and death 
instead of you.  
 
Those around the cross jeered at Him saying, “He saved others; let Him save himself, if He 
is the Christ of God, his Chosen One!”(Luke 23:35–36). In their blind unbelief they didn’t 
recognize the Messiah; they didn’t know Jesus. They didn’t see how He was freely laying down 
His life for sinners, His enemies, people deserving God’s eternal wrath.  
 
Jesus certainly had the power to save Himself but in obedience did what He came to do. He 
willingly, with perfect love gave up His life for you. This is why Jesus can ask His Father for 
your forgiveness and also why this is a tremendous comfort to all sinners. (Eph. 1:7) As the nails 
tore into the flesh of Jesus’ hands and feet in the midst of suffering the agony of hell, He only 
thought of you. When you feel the burden of your sin, hear Christ’s petition from the cross. 
“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:34).  
 
Many who heard Him say these words didn’t understand what He was doing, but you do. By 
faith brought to you by the Holy Spirit in holy Baptism you know that Christ was forgiving 
you.  
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Jesus forgives the sins you don’t remember committing and the weakness of your humanity. He 
forgives your sins of ignorance and stupidity; the things that happen in life and you scratch 
your head and wonder why you are such a failure. Jesus’ forgiveness is for you even when you 
forget to ask for it.  
 
His forgiveness is not dependent on your repentance; it is dependent on something far more 
perfect and pure. You have the assurance of forgiveness because of His true body given and His 
true blood shed. (Matthew 26:26–29) You are forgiven because Jesus died for sinners and not 
perfect human beings. St. Paul writes, “God shows his love for us in that while we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). 
 
Jesus’ tender and caring words are applied to you each and every time you slip up. His 
comforting words of absolution on the cross keep washing over you and are never exhausted. 
You are forgiven for all the times you hurt someone even for the times you seek revenge 
because the One who saved you never hurt anyone nor sought revenge. 
 
 St. Peter writes, “when he was reviled, He did not revile in return; when He suffered, He did 
not threaten.” Jesus thought well of everyone, even those who beat and killed Him. His pure 
and holy love replaces all the times your love has failed.  
 
Jesus doesn’t struggle to forgive or forget sins like you and I do. Instead He points His Father to 
His once for all atoning sacrifice on the altar of the cross and says, “Father, Forgive them” (Luke 
23:34) I have paid for all of these; their debt is wiped clean. Jesus Christ bore your grief and 
carried your sorrows; He was stricken, smitten and afflicted for you. (Isaiah 53)  
 
God the Father has forgiven you; Christ was raised from the dead for your justification and now 
the life He won is yours through faith in Him. (Romans 4:25) All of the burdens of your sin 
were laid upon Jesus and He has removed them as far away as the east is from the west. (Psalm 
103:12) Even though your sin put Him on the cross, He willingly suffered to win your 
forgiveness.  
 
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever 
shall be, forevermore. Amen. 
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