                    2/28/07  mid-week Lenten Sermon:   “Father, Forgive Them!”
                             (Texts:   Acts 7:51-60;  Ephesians  4:25-5:2;  Luke 23:26-34)

******************************************************************************
    One night a father and his son were walking down the street of a major city.  When they came near an alley they saw a young man in his 20’s sitting by the curb, weeping.  They asked him what was wrong, and he said:  “My mother and I are homeless and starving.  She’s so weak she can’t even walk.  She’s sitting on the ground back in the alley.  I came out here to cry because I can’t stand to watch her suffer.”

     The father and his son looked at each other, and without speaking a word they both knew what they would do.  The father said, “My son and I will help you!  Take us to your mother, and we will help her walk to the nearest restaurant where we will buy you both a hot meal.  After you eat we will get you a room at the nearest hotel and give you some money to buy groceries for the next few days.”

     The homeless youth smiled, and then led the father and his son back into the dark alley.  After they walked about 50 yards they saw a bunch of boxes stacked on top of each other.  The homeless youth then said, “My mom’s just around the corner on the other side of those boxes.”  But when the father and his son walked around the boxes they were shocked when five other young men jumped out of the darkness.  Four of them had knives in their hands, and the other held a gun.

     The first youth who had led them into this trap then said to the father, “Give us your wallet now!”  The father gave him his wallet, and the youth took out all his money and then through the wallet on the ground.  The father then said, “Please let us go.  You have what you want!”  However, the youth then said, “No!  We’re not done yet!”
     At that moment two of them held the father while the other four grabbed his son.  They spit on his son, and called him a sissy do-gooder.  After that, two of them started cutting the son with their knives while the others beat him over the head with their fists.

     Before he died, the son looked up at his father with blood dripping down his face and pain in his eyes, and the son said, “Father, please give them all of the life insurance money you’ll get after my death, so they will know that you love them and forgive them.”  The father answered, “Yes, my son, I will do as you ask.”  After the father spoke those words, his son died.

     Does that story sound true to you?  Could you show such love to wicked people like that?  Could I forgive men after watching them beat and kill my son who only wanted to help them?  I don’t think I have that much love in my heart.  I don’t think you have that much love in your hearts, either.

     Tonight we continue our Lenten sermon series entitled:  “Jesus’ Cross Words.”  The four Gospels record 7 statements that Jesus spoke while he was nailed to the cross.  Tonight we hear this statement from Jesus:  “Father, forgive them.  They don’t know what they’re doing.”

     Last Wednesday evening we learned that Jesus’ Cross Words are actually sermons.  Jesus speaks these words to us so that we might repent of our sin and trust in Him.  So, what is Jesus trying to teach us tonight?  Jesus is teaching us 2 things.  First, Jesus is teaching us about God’s amazing love for us.  Second, Jesus is teaching us how God’s love will change us.
     Many people in our nation know little or nothing about the Bible.  However, if people know any Bible passage at all, they usually know this one:  “God is love.”  Most everyone is o.k. with the words “God is love.”  Who would have a problem with that, right?  But do we really understand those 3 words?  Do we know what “God is love” actually means?

     We live in a world full of people who know nothing about true love.  For many, love is a feeling or an emotion.  But when the feeling of love ends, so does the friendship or the marriage.  In addition, love in this world is usually CONDITIONAL.  “I’ll love you if…”  “I’ll love you when…”  “I’ll love you as long as…”  But when the conditions are not met, the love ends!

     We like to think that we’re loving people.  But so often we end up hurting the very people we should love the most.  Children disobey and disrespect their parents.  Parents ignore or abuse their children.  Wives and husbands become self-centered and eventually break their marriage vows.  Fellow Christians in a congregation gossip about each other and hold grudges.  We wish we could help the poor children in Africa whose names we don’t even know, but we find ways to ignore the poor we do know right here in our own community.

     We like to think we’re loving people.  But we need to hear these words of Jesus from Matthew chapter 5:  “…I tell you:  Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.  He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.  If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? … Do not even pagans do that?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”
     Wow!  Did you hear what Jesus said?  “Be perfect as God is perfect!”  How can we possibly do that?  WE can’t!  God’s love is beyond what we sinners can comprehend or accomplish.  For example, most of you know the words of John 3:16, which read, “For God so loved the world that He gave his One and Only Son that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  The question is:  “What kind of world did God choose to love?”  God chose to love a world of people who are His enemies!

     Think of it!  Even though we sin against God every day by desire, thought, word and deed, He still gives us food, clothing, shelter and many other luxuries.  But even more than all this, the Father sent His Son to love us.  But what did we do to Jesus?  We put Him on a cross!

     Now I know what you might say, because I’m tempted to say the same thing:  “Wait a minute!  I didn’t put Jesus on the cross!  Those evil people back then are the ones who killed Jesus.  Those Jews and Romans are the guilty ones.  I’m innocent of Christ’s death!”  NO!  No, my friends.  We’re NOT innocent!

     You see, no one forced Jesus to go to the cross.  Jesus was God in the flesh.  Jesus could have wiped out His enemies at any time.  Jesus could have come down from the cross, just as some mockingly challenged Him to do.  But He didn’t!  So, then, what kept Jesus on that cross?  Not the nails!  What held Jesus on that cross?  YOUR sins!  MY sins!  Every time we hurt the ones we ought to love; every time we think we have a right to hate others and hold a grudge, we thereby mock Jesus, spit on Him, and nail Him to the cross.
     Here’s the really amazing thing:  JESUS LETS US DO IT TO HIM!  Why?  The reason is that He loves us!  That’s why Jesus gave you this sermon from the cross:  “Father, forgive them.  They don’t know what they’re doing!”  What’s Jesus trying to teach us?

     Let’s look at the second statement first:  “They don’t know what they’re doing!”  Some wrongly interpret those words as though the ones who crucified Jesus were actually innocent because they didn’t know any better.  But this is ridiculous!  If they were innocent, then they didn’t need to be forgiven! No!  They were NOT innocent, and neither are WE!  

     So, then, what did Jesus mean when He said:  “They don’t know what they’re doing!” ?   Jesus means this:  “Father, they’re absolutely crazy!  They don’t have a clue about true love!  They’re totally messed up!  We need to help them!  We need to save them!”
     You see, the reason we can’t love as God loves is that we don’t know what we’re doing.  In other words, our minds are messed up because our hearts are full of rebellion against God.

We are self-centered people.  We can’t love our enemies because we can’t even love the people who are closest to us.

     So, when Jesus says “They don’t know what they’re doing!” He means that I need help, YOU need help, we ALL need help!  The Good News is that God gives us help.  Jesus says:  “Father, forgive them!”
     But how’s that possible?  How can the Father forgive people who are mocking and killing His own Son?  The answer seems crazy to us sinners!  You see, God forgives us because He hated His own Son in our place!  What does this mean?

     First of all, we need to understand that God is holy.  There is no evil in God.  Therefore, God hates our sin and He must give us what our sin deserves:  His wrath and eternal separation from His love!
     But God is not MERELY holy.  As we heard earlier, God is also love.  Therefore, God longs to save the very sinners He ought to hate.  So, what did God do?  He can’t simply ignore our sin.  He can’t allow us to remain His enemies.  So, what did God do?  

     God chose to use our hatred of Him as the way to save us from His wrath against us!  The Father sent His own Son to the cross to suffer His wrath against our sin so that we might be forgiven and have new life as God’s children.

     So, when Jesus says “Father, forgive them!” He is NOT telling His Father to ignore our sin NOR is Jesus trying to convince His Father to love us.  You see, The Father already loved us and the Father could not ignore our sin, and so He gave us His One and Only Son.  Jesus prays the words “Father, forgive them!” FOR US because Jesus is using those words to transform our hearts and minds with the amazing, UNconditional love of God.

     But some will say:  “Wait a minute!  God’s love is NOT UNconditional.  The Father says He will send some to Hell just because they won’t trust in His Son!”  But this evil attitude is confused!  The Bible is clear that God wants ALL to be saved.  That’s why He sent His Son to the cross.  God loves the people who will end up in Hell.  However, people will end up in Hell because they cling to their sinful hatred and choose to reject the UNconditional love of God.  If people don’t want to be in heaven with God, there’s only one other option!  God remains faithful, even if we remain unfaithful.
     The Good News I have for you tonight is Jesus’ Cross Words:  “Father, forgive them!  They don’t know what they’re doing!”  These words transform our hearts and minds.  These words force us to admit that we’re out of our minds and that God’s amazing love is the only thing that can give us true sanity.

     Tonight Jesus is telling you that the Father forgives you because He chose to hate His Son in your place.  The Father put your sin on His Son and gave Jesus the damnation you deserve, and through that miraculous sacrifice God wants to prove once and for all that His love for you is real and true.  Think of it!  You should have received the Father’s eternal wrath.  Instead, the Father gave you His Son, Jesus!

     However, if you think you have a right to your hatred; if you see no reason why you should forgive others, then you thereby reject the mercy of God for yourself! 

     But God doesn’t want this to happen to you!  God does not want you to be eternally destroyed by the hatred in your heart.  That’s why Jesus speaks these Cross Words to you:  “Father, forgive them!  They don’t know what they’re doing!”  
     When God shows you how sinful you are and that you deserve only His wrath; when God shows you His love for you by giving you His One and Only Son, you can then begin to love and forgive others just as God loves and forgives you.  Now, this doesn’t mean we can love and forgive others perfectly.  We Christians must struggle with the sins of evil anger and hatred every day.  But that’s exactly why we need Jesus!  

     You can come to Jesus every day and pray:  “Jesus, I don’t know what I’m doing!  I’m crazy!  Please teach me how to love!  I don’t have the strength or the wisdom to love others the way You want me to do.  Forgive the hatred and anger in my heart.  Help me to forgive and love others as you already love and forgive me.  I ask this because you loved me enough to die for me, even though I was your enemy.  Forgive me and love me so that I can begin to love and forgive others.”

     My fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, keep on hearing and believing Jesus’ Cross Words:  “Father, forgive them!  They don’t know what they’re doing!”  The more you hear and believe those words, the more you will have peace and joy.  The more you hear and believe those words, the more you will begin to imitate the amazing love and mercy of God.  Amen!
