
The Seven Last Words of Christ 
Luke 23:34: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” 

Written by Rev. Drew Colby, Senior Pastor of Grace United Methodist Church in Manassas. 
Of all the words in Jesus’ prayer from the cross, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do,” the 

most loaded word in it is a pronoun: “them.” Who does the pronoun refer to? It’s not entirely evident. Who is he 
praying for?  

Is Jesus praying for the individual soldiers who are killing him? Or for the Gentile government that ordered 
his crucifixion? Is he praying for the Jewish leaders of his own people who charged him with blasphemy for 
forgiving sins since “only God can forgive sins” (Luke 5)? Or is he praying for his disciples who he invited to 
“take up your cross” (Luke 9), but who now desert him to bear his cross alone?  

The answer is of course “Yes” to all of them. But, hear the good news, it’s not limited just to them.  
He’s not just praying for the soldiers who are killing him, he’s also praying for anyone whose livelihood 

comes at the cost of the lives of others. He’s not just praying for the Gentile government, he’s praying for all 
nations whose “exceptionalism” comes through the oppression of others. He’s not just praying for the religious 
leaders who charge him with illegal ministry, he’s praying for all religious institutions whose allegiance to the 
letter of the law leads them to resist and reject the Spirit of God at work. He’s not just praying for his disciples 
who deserted him. He’s praying for people who “honor him with their lips but whose hearts are far from him…” 
(Matthew 15) People like us... 

The truth of our human condition is that every day we provide more and more evidence that we “know not 
what we do.” We commit sins, known and unknown, that cause pain and resist the Spirit in ways we’ll never 
comprehend. We do it as individuals and as societies.  

The beauty of the word “them” in Jesus’ prayer is that an eternity of souls is gathered together in those four 
letters. There’s room for us all in there. We are all gathered up as the object of Christ’s prayer, even in the midst 
of unimaginable agony. There in the cross, he prayed for us all.  

What’s more, the cross is not only the place from which the prayer is asked. It is also the place where it is 
answered. The cross is the result of the Sin of humanity which knows not what it does. It is also the instrument 
by which the Triune God achieves the forgiveness of that same Sin.  

As Augustine writes, “He prayed as a man, and as God, with the Father, he [also] heard the prayer. Even 
now he prays in us, for us, and is prayed to by us. He prays in us as our high priest. He prays for us as our head. 
He is prayed to by us as our God. When he was praying as he hung on the cross, he could see and foresee. He 
could see all his enemies. He could [also] foresee that many of them would become his friends.”  

In this prayer from the cross “Father forgive them,” Jesus invites us again this year to see ourselves gathered 
up this eternal “them.” He gathers us to acknowledge that even while we were enemies of Christ, he prayed for 
us, and by his prayer, in his death, and through the power of his resurrection, his prayer continues to be asked 
and answered as though the church, with Christ as its head, he prays all enemies into friends. 
  



 
Luke 23:43 “He replied, ‘Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.’” 

Written by Hung Su Lim, Associate Pastor of Trinity United Methodist Church in Richmond. 
While Jesus was crucified on the cross, there were two criminals with him, one on his right and one on 

his left. The four gospels include this in a short phrase, “Two bandits were crucified with him, one on his right 
and one on his left” (Matt. 27:38). But only Luke includes their conversations with Jesus. Why does Luke add 
this? What does Luke try to tell us through this dialogue? 

This scene begins in Luke 23:32, “Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to 
death with him.” Luke then talks about people who were standing by watching, leaders who were scoffing at 
Jesus, and soldiers who mocked Jesus and offered him sour wine. I think Luke describes this scene as a movie. 
At the crucifixion scene, the camera zoomed in to show three people on crosses, moved to the people who 
surrounded the crosses, and, then, the camera returned to three people being crucified. 

One of the two criminals began to speak, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” But, the 
other criminal rebuked the first by saying, “Do you not fear God since you are under the same sentence of 
condemnation? And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, 
but his man has done nothing wrong.” (Luke 32:23-39) Luke includes their debate about Jesus and his death: 
one with mocking sarcasm and one with penitence.  

Well, I don’t think that they knew Jesus before their crucifixions. It would probably be the first time 
they saw Jesus in the place called Golgotha while they were crucified. Then, how did they know about Jesus to 
say these words to him? If we follow Luke’s directing of this scene, we might get a better understanding of 
what is going on. Even though the crucifixion is a symbol of terror, a great number of people followed Jesus, all 
different kinds of people: Roman soldiers, Jewish leaders, priests, scribes, women, and followers of Jesus. So, 
the criminals might have learned about Jesus from those people, their reactions, and conversations. I think that 
is why Luke had the camera zoomed in from different angles, helping us to pay attention to all that was going 
on and the relevance of each part of the story. 

The one who sarcastically spoke to Jesus joined in the mocking with the crowd. He saw soldiers who 
played with Jesus’ clothes and heard leaders saying, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Messiah 
of God, his chosen one.” (Luke 23:35) They also heard other soldiers saying, “If you are the king of the Jews, 
save yourself!” (Luke 23:37) This criminal joined in with the mocking of the crowd, without even considering 
who Jesus was.  

However, the other criminal saw and heard the same things, but carefully listened to Jesus and pondered 
on his words. “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34). “My God, my 
god, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46) “I thirst” (John 19:28). “It is finished.” (John 19:30). Why on 
earth would Jesus say these words while he was dying? Asking for forgiveness? Making a petition to God? 
Saying it is finished?  
As the criminal opened his mind and heart to Jesus, he was transformed and changed by his powerful words. He 
confessed his sin, acknowledging who he was and believing that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God. Then, 
he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42). He didn’t ask Jesus for 
salvation or forgiveness, because he didn’t believe he deserved either, but wanted to be remembered in Jesus’ 
kingdom.  

One criminal chose a wide path where a lot of people went by joining in the mocking, but the other 
criminal decided to listen to Jesus and have faith in Jesus even though he knew of his own sins. Confession is 
both an acknowledgment of sins and a declaration of faith. Jesus granted the man more than he had asked for 



and said, “Amen, I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43). The repentant criminal is the 
only person in the New Testament who is promised to be with Jesus in paradise. 

Luke invites us to look at ourselves and listen to Jesus. During Lent, it is important for us to think 
whether we follow the crowds of the crucifixion or follow Jesus. Jesus will say to all who confess their sins 
before the Lord, listen to Jesus, have faith in him, and “Today, you will be with me in paradise.” Amen. 
Amen. Amen. 
  



John 19:26–27: “Woman, behold your son. Son, behold your mother” 
Written by Rev. Dr. Anna Petrin, Associate Professor of Worship and Chapel Elder, Wesley Theological 

Seminary (DC) 
The Goodness of Good Friday 

John 19:26-27: When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his                    
mother, “Woman, here is your son.” Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” And from that hour the                     
disciple took her into his own home.  

From the time I was a small kid, I learned that I could handle almost any physical or psychological pain                    
without crying. That is, until I saw my Mom. Broken ankles, failed tests, getting dumped, speeding tickets: you                  
name it. In the face of disappointment, failure, or hurt, I wouldn’t cry … until I set eyes on my Mom’s face.                      
Only then would I proceed to become the mushy puddle of sniffles and sadness that had been locked in my                    
heart all along. This remains true even today, so much so that I will actively put off talking to my Mom after a                       
hard day, until I know that I have the time to cry. It’s partly due to safety, I think, but mostly due to love: When                         
it comes to my Mom, I know that of all the people in the world, this person cares unconditionally about every                     
bump and bruise on my heart. She will undoubtedly bear my suffering with me. And within the community of                   
love that we share, my wounds, big or small, will begin to heal.  

In the Gospel of John, we see a beautiful portrait of Christ’s own mother as we receive a word of                    
commission to be people who bear the suffering of our fellow human beings deeply, and on a gut level, the way                     
that a mother bears the hurts of her child. First, the Gospel writer offers us the example of Jesus’ mother Mary,                     
who is rightly depicted as “a woman who bore much she could not understand, and who stood fast” with Jesus                    
as he suffered for the sake of love. She stands near the cross when almost all of the other disciples of Jesus flee                       
from fear. The prophecy of Simeon that a sword would pierce her tender heart (Lk. 2:35) is fulfilled. And yet                    
Mary remains at the foot of her Son’s cross. She bears his suffering with him. She continues to follow him with                     
the unflinching hope that grows only from unconditional love.  

We are also given the example of the beloved disciple: to whom Christ unites his own mother, creating a                   
new family of faith. In a tender moment that sits at odds with the pressing crowds, the jeering voices, and the                     
sneering soldiers, Jesus sees and provides for his mother and for his friends: “When Jesus saw his mother and                   
the disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he said to his mother, ‘Woman, here is your son.’ Then he said                     
to the disciple, ‘Here is your mother.’ And from that hour the disciple took her into his own home.” With these                     
simple words, the Christian family is born sharing together the love and suffering at the heart of the cross of                    
Christ in the hope of the resurrection. Mary and the beloved disciple are, in a sense, the first Christians, as they                     
together take up the cross and call of Christ and begin to “bear one another’s burdens” for the sake of the                     
Gospel (Gal. 6:2).  

In this profoundly good moment of Good Friday, we get a glimpse of the communion in which we have                   
been joined as the body of Christ. In this moment, Mary becomes not only an example for us of motherly love,                     
but more importantly she shows us how to follow her Son, Jesus. We learn about the love of a true disciple: the                      
kind of love that is rooted at the foot of the cross in hope that grows from the deep and unconditional love of                       
Christ Jesus. And we learn that we are not alone: when we suffer, we are united to our suffering Savior and to                      
our family in the body of Christ. We learn together to imitate Mary’s tender but powerful love for our Lord as                     
we receive the call to embrace others who suffer. We learn something of this fierce hope in the resurrection                   
when we allow our brothers and sisters to bear our own burdens with us, and when we gladly shoulder the                    
burdens others bear, the sorrows and wounds they cannot and should not have to bear alone. At their core, these                    



short verses of Scripture offer us a portrait of the church, and they call us to imitate these good things in our                      
own life.  
 

 

 



Matthew 27:46 & Mark 15:34: “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” 

Written by Brian Johnson, Pastor of Haymarket Church 
“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is 

everyone who hangs on a tree’” – Galatians 3:13, quoting Deuteronomy 21:23 
 
“Christianity is the only major religion to have as its central focus the suffering and degradation of its 

God. The crucifixion is so familiar to us, and so moving, that it is hard to realize how unusual it is as an image 
of God.” – Narrator of the PBS Television series The Christians (1981), as quoted by Fleming Rutledge in The 
Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ 

 
The cross is not a proper place for a God.  Two thousand years of crosses in our churches may have 

blinded us to this truth, but people at the time of Jesus knew it clearly.  Crucifixion was a death that was 
reserved for slaves, for criminals, for the lowest levels of Roman society.  Moreover, crucifixion wasn’t 
primarily about death – even though death was the inevitable end result – it was, first and foremost, about 
humiliation.  Rome wanted everyone to know that this was what happened to all who dared oppose it – they 
would be left out in the elements to die in agony, struggling for breath, exposed for all the world to see, as birds 
and wild animals picked at their flesh, as crowds mocked them, as their last shred of dignity was taken from 
them.  It was shameful.  Religious texts, including the book of Deuteronomy, seemed to indicate that victims of 
crucifixion were cursed.  To be on the cross was to be as low as one could possibly be.  It was certainly not a 
place where you’d expect something holy to happen.  

And, so, when Jesus shouts out “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46 & 
Mark 15:34) his words are understandable. He is suffering a horrendous death.  He is suffering from mockery 
and degradation.  All the work, teaching, healing, he has done over the course of his life seems to have come to 
naught – and he hangs here alone, abandoned, afraid. 

And, yet, these words from Jesus often trouble us Christians – Jesus is the one who we celebrate each 
Christmas as “God with us.” To use churchy sounding language, Jesus is the incarnate second person of the 
Trinity, eternally begotten of the Father, very God of very God, the Word made Flesh. As one of my teachers 
once put it, Jesus is God’s song played with a human melody.  Or, as I put it when I teach a confirmation class, 
he’s 100% God (and also 100% human). And, we rightly understand the crucifixion as standing at the center of 
our faith. So, if Jesus is God, what can it possibly mean that he feels forsaken by God on the cross?  If the cross 
is the center of Christianity, what does it mean that Jesus seems to feel as if God isn’t with him in this moment? 
 Among many other things, it means that God, in Jesus, has gone to the furthest extremity, the deepest 
reaches of pain and suffering, in order to save us. As Paul says in Galatians, Jesus has borne the curse for us. 
He has taken the worst of human sin, violence, and hatred onto himself. There is no depth of despair to which 
we can sink that he cannot understand, because he too has experienced it.  This includes the experience – the 
very common human experience – of feeling as if God is absent, as if God has abandoned us, as if we are on our 
own, all alone.  God has felt that way too.  God knows how it feels to feel like God is absent as we sit in our 
suffering and pain. 

And, if you ask me, that’s part of the hope we find in this story.  When people wonder about how God 
can allow the violence and suffering that exists in this world, I don’t generally have a very good answer for 
why/how God allows it.  But I can say with confidence that God has joined us in it.  God hasn’t left us alone – 
God has walked through this world, in its joy and its pain – and, so, we know that whatever we feel, we have a 
God who can sympathize.  Even when we feel like God has abandoned us, even that feeling is something that 



God, too, has felt.  It is a deep mystery.  It is something that I can’t fully understand.  But it is also Good News. 
The story that we tell this week – the story of the suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus – is a story full of 
pathos and power.  It is a story that speaks of salvation for us and for the whole world.  And it is the story of a 
God who has walked the roads that we walk – even the darkest ones – and who offers to lead us through to the 
other side.  

God has been abandoned for our sake.  Therefore, we are never alone – whatever roads we walk, God 
goes ahead of us, God walks them with us. 
  



John 19:28: “I Thirst.” 
Written by Rev. Grace Han, Pastor of Trinity United Methodist Church in Alexandria 

Recently, my dad was hostialized for heart issues. For the first couple of days, his body was so weak that 
he could barely talk. And only when the most acute needs arose, then he would, with great effort, labor to say 
the words--I’m cold, I’m thirsty, I’m hungry.  These were incredibly painful words--words that were a stark 
reminder that his body was ailing. Even just saying the words exhausted him.   

At the same time, we longed to hear him say these words, because in those days in the hospital, it was 
often the only words we heard him say, the few times we could hear his voice and hear his humanity. It was a 
reminder he was still alive and his body hadn’t given up. Every time he said these words, we would jump up to 
try to meet his need, our desperate attempt to assuage his suffering just a little bit.  He would take a sip of water 
and for a moment, find rest.  And then we would wait with great anticipation for his next words, hoping to meet 
his next need.   

In those moments, I was struck with the irony of these words. While they were painful words, they were 
also words that gave us hope that he would get better.  Words that held in tension a body that was struggling 
and at the same time, a body seeking healing.  

In our passage for today, we hear Jesus utter these words: “I thirst.”  It is one of the last things Jesus says 
before he bows his head to give up his spirit.  These are painful words, words that acknowledge the pain that 
accompanied his crucifixion and death. These are words that highlight his humanity, words that align Jesus to 
what makes us as humans so vulnerable. We grieve at hearing these words, we cry out with Jesus in these last 
moments of his earthly life.  

And yet, these words also point to something else. Because while these words are painful, they are also 
words of hope, of life not yet over.  And in the gospel of John, these words point not to death, but to everlasting 
life.  Earlier in the gospel of John, Jesus met a Samaritan woman at a well, and he offered her living water, 
telling her that those who drink of this water will never thirst again (John 4:1-15).  In John 7, Jesus invited those 
who were thirsty to come and drink from rivers of living water.  Long before Jesus uttered his own words of 
thirst, he anticipated our thirst and offered us a drink of this cool and refreshing water, water that would calm 
and soothe our very souls, water that would give us new life.  

Unfortunately, we know too well what can happen when we are thirsty and we don’t have water.  In our 
passion narrative, when Jesus was thirsty, he was given sour wine, a drink that took his life instead of giving 
life. Shortly after drinking this, Jesus bowed his head and gave up his spirit. We know that our bodies are 
fallible and weak and that we are mortal.  And yet, in the midst of this very dark reality, Jesus offers us living 
water.  Come and drink, I will give you rest. 
  



 John 19:30: “It is finished.” 
Written by Rev. Jonathan Page, Pastor of Herndon United Methodist Church. 

John 19:30 (CEB) -- When he had received the sour wine, Jesus said, “It is completed.” Bowing his head, 
he gave up his life. 

Generally, when I think of finishing or completing something, I think of relief. After all the preparation, 
work, or anything else that has gone into what has taken place, it is done. Imagine a runner crossing the finish 
line of a race or a student defending her dissertation. The feelings are palpable. The Scriptures even emphasize 
the feeling of completion. Do you remember 2 Timothy 4:7? “I have fought the good fight, finished the race, 
and kept the faith” (CEB). In these words, there is a sense of an exhale, an accomplishment. 

So why is it, then, that Jesus’ sentence “It is finished” is one of the most harrowing phrases in all of the 
Bible? I don’t know about you, but when I read or hear this, I feel an immediate sense of dread and sorrow. 
Perhaps this is because, in this brief expression, we can sense the fullness of the weight of sin and shame that 
Jesus is bearing. We feel our own culpability and lament the gaps of our lives. Maybe we wonder about the taste 
of the sour wine, the pain of the nails, or the last exhale of our Savior’s breath. No matter what our perspective 
is, there is a heft to these three words. 

Even in this space of great gravity, there is reason to be a people of resurrection hope. Jesus gives up his 
life so that we might have life to the fullest. And even in this moment of sorrow, the darkness does not 
extinguish the light. What takes place on the cross may be done, but the story is not finished.  

Within all of this there is a reminder to us: as long as we are breathing, our stories are not finished. 
Although there may be seasons that cease, there will be others that are still beginning. In moments of great 
hardship or pain, there is hope for what may yet come. For in these words of great challenge, there is a great 
challenge offered to you and me: what is God starting afresh in you? In your family? In your community? In the 
whole of God’s creation?  

What Christ Jesus has finished does not need to be redone. But I imagine that God has planted some 
seeds in your life and in our world that need to grow and be cultivated. Where might God be calling you to 
cultivate those? To breathe life into those spaces that are not yet complete? As we remember the full weight of 
Jesus’ life, words, and actions, may we be inspired to use our every breath to share the hope of God’s love 
through all creation.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Luke 23:46: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” 
Written by Rev. Michelle Matthews, pastor of the Kingstowne Communion in Alexandria. 

“Committing Our Breath” 
“Father, into your hands, I commit my spirit.” – Luke 23:46 

 
I remember the first time I was in the room when someone died. I was 27, interning in the chaplaincy 

department of Duke Hospital, and a nurse on the other end of the call said, “Come quick. It won’t be much 
longer now.” A woman in her late 40s, who had a brain aneurysm about a week before, was about to die. I had 
walked into rooms before where people were ill, almost at death’s door, and where a body lay, already dead, 
with the family surrounded. But never had I walked into a room where I knew I would be present, a witness, 
someone people turned to, as their loved one took her last breath. When I arrived to the ward, I pumped the 
antibacterial soap probably ten to twelve times as a means to avoid going into the room as long as I could. I was 
nervous, petrified even.  

Karen was laying in the bed, and her breathing was so very slow. If you’ve ever been in that space 
before, you know the sound of that breath. It’s slow, almost gasping, and it feels like hours pass between 
breaths. I remember that I walked in and ignored Karen. I couldn’t handle it, and I felt like, if I moved too 
quickly, I would somehow contribute to her dying. Besides, I’m a people person; I can hide behind my words 
and comforting smile. And so I turned and set my gaze and intent on her daughter. Karen’s daughter, who sat in 
the corner sketching and watching her mother, was maybe a few years older than me. I tried to make small talk 
with her, but after a while, it just became obvious that I was ignoring her mother, who was dying.  

Her daughter, in a very kind way, finally said, “Pastor, perhaps we should pray?” Right? Right! Let’s do 
that. Let’s pray, I thought. She took her mom’s hand in hers, and then I reached down for Karen’s other hand. It 
was still warm and soft. And we prayed. I prayed some prayer; I don’t know what I said. At the end, her 
daughter said, “Pastor, maybe we should sing a hymn?” A hymn! Yes, that’s what we should do, I thought. I 
asked for Karen’s favorite hymn, and it felt like an eternity as I nervously thumbed through the hymnal trying to 
find the page. I was quivering, but each holding a side of the hymnal, we began to sing:  

On a hill far away stood an old rugged cross,  
The emblem of suff’ring and shame;  
And I love that old cross where the Dearest and Best  
For a world of lost sinners was slain.  
 
So I’ll cherish the old rugged cross,  
Till my trophies at last I lay down;  
I will cling to the old rugged cross,  
And exchange it someday for a crown.  
As we were singing, I anointed her head with oil in the sign of the cross, and Karen took her last breath, 

somewhere around “…my trophies at last I lay down.” And it was as if the words of that old Southern Baptist 
hymn, paired with that final, deep breath, committed Karen to God, delivered Karen into the hands of the 
Father.  

Jesus’ seventh and final word from that old rugged cross, the word he utters in that foundational, 
expiring exhale of our Christian faith, is: “Father, into your hands, I commit my spirit.” In the weeks leading up 
to Jesus’ crucifixion, Jesus speaks of sending the Spirit, the Advocate, who will descend on God’s people to 



birth the Church and empower the Body of Christ. But this is not the “spirit” Jesus is talking about from the 
cross; we like to over-spiritualize this moment. In Hebrew and Greek, spirit, ruach or pneuma, means “breath.” 
On the cross, Jesus is committing, releasing, giving up his breath of life. Jesus, like Karen, dies. These final 
words from the cross exist, quickly frankly, to bring us face to face with Jesus’ death.  

As Christians, we believe that Christ died, that the breath of life left Jesus’ body, as it did Karen’s and as 
it will ours. But we also believe that the God who receives our last breath in death is none other than the living 
God who brought us to life and raises Christ, and Karen, and us, to new life.  

Shortly after Karen took her last breath, the nurses came in and started tending to her body, like 
Nicodemus attends to Jesus’. Karen’s daughter and I moved into the hallway, and I must have looked visibly 
shaken because she took my hand and said, “Pastor, my mother trusted Jesus with her life every day; I think 
today we can both trust Jesus with her death.” 

It was in that moment that I understood what John Wesley meant when he said, “We Methodists, we die 
well.” We Christians, we die well. Christians are people who meet God, even in death. Christians are people 
who have had God meet them, even in their deaths. And it’s not just in the ultimate death, but it’s in all those 
hundreds of thousands of little deaths that we Christians practice every day – dying to ourself, our own ego, our 
will, our greed, our anger, our notions of being wronged, our always having to be right. Always dying. Until, 
like Karen, we have trusted Jesus enough with our life, with our breath, every day, that we can trust him also 
with our death, when, into God’s hands, we commit our spirits. Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “When Jesus calls a 
man, he bids him come and die.” We believe in death. And we believe God meets us there.  
 


