
Good Friday April 2, 2021 

 

Luke 23:32-34a 

 

“Were you there?” is the probing, bordering-on-accusing question repeated again and 

again in the old spiritual we’ll sing in a few moments. Were you there on the day 

Christians around the world observe today? Were you there on Good Friday? Were you 

there when they crucified my Lord?  

 

What might be tempting to do in answering that question is to think about the people 

we know were there.  The Romans soldiers present to carry out their duties with brutal 

efficiency.  Two criminals, there without choice, punished for their crimes.  The Jewish 

leaders as much to see what they had so long planned and waited for as they were to 

make sure Pilate followed through on his pledge of execution.  Only one disciples of 

Jesus, far too few. Faithful women who mourned what was happening, including Jesus 

own mother, having her soul pierced as Simeon predicted 30 years earlier.  It might be 

tempting to try and see ourselves in those men and women and answer the question that 

way.   

 

But proud human hearts too easily find ways to dismiss the question.  Surely I’m not as 

brutal as the soldier.  Or as hardened as the criminals.  Or as callus as the leaders.  Or as 

cowardly as the criminals.  Surely I would have been as faithful and tear-filled as the 

women.  It’s too easy to find excuse and evade what the question seeks.    

 

Because you know what that question really means.  Were you there?  And another 

hymn suggests a different approach.  “All the world on Calvary, crucified the Prince of 

life, pierced the hands of God’s own Son, there on Calvary.” 

 

Now if those poetic words are true…if the entire world was there on Calvary on Good 

Friday…then you were there. And so was I.  Because while we didn’t speak the 

sentence or wield the hammers, it was our sins that brought this day about. Jesus carried 

them there, and on the cross he bore the crushing burden of the sins of humanity. 

 

That means our sin is the reason God’s Son had to suffer and die. That means you and I 

are no less guilty than the people who were directly responsible for Jesus’ death.  

 

If you have a hard time accepting that, or at the very least have a hard time letting that 

sink in…don’t waste your time this evening looking around at those who WERE there 

and comparing yourself to them…the soldiers, the leaders, the criminals, or anyone 

else.  Just look up at the cross and compare that with what you find deep in your own 

heart.  There the answer is driven home. 

 

You know, you can find these billboards all over the nation, including in Michigan.  

They contain no pictures or graphics.  Just big, bold, block letters that start with some 

variation of “REAL CHRISTIANS…” or “GENUINE CHRISTIANS”…and then a 

phrase that follows.  One I’ve seen here in Michigan reads, “REAL CHRISTIANS 

FORGIVE LIKE JESUS.”   

 



I don’t know who paid for that message to be displayed, but if their goal was to 

encourage people who pass by, I have to confess that it has the opposite effect on me. 

As I consider the many lessons Jesus taught about forgiveness (“turn the other cheek,” 

“not 7 times, but 70 times 7,” the parable of the prodigal son, etc.)…as I think about the 

words we just heard him speak to those putting him to death, “Father, forgive them, 

for they do not know what they are doing”…I’m left with a crushing conclusion. 

 

I start comparing my own life with those lessons and those examples…and what do I 

find?  I find perceived slights and petty squabbles.  I find hurtful things I’ve said and 

vengeful things I’ve thought. I find the times—way too many times—when I’ve 

withheld forgiveness and held on to grudges instead. My heart comes to the crushing 

conclusion: If real Christians forgive like Jesus, what does that make me? If you claim 

to be a Christian, and if you are held to the same standard of forgiving like Jesus, what 

does that make you?  

 

It makes us guilty, not at all able to follow in Jesus’ footsteps, not at all deserving of 

God’s love.   

 

And if Jesus is there because of sin…because of failing to live up to God’s 

demands…then I WAS there in all the wrong ways. 

 

But in that sobering realization, another truth breaks through.  The very words which I 

can hardly ever live up to are spoken TO me.  I was there…you were there…to hear a 

Savior’s love cry out, Father forgive them.   

 

The man who performed so many miracles during his ministry didn’t look like a 

miracle worker on Good Friday. He looked weak and helpless. Stripped of his clothing. 

Stripped of his dignity. Bloodied. Beaten. Unable to carry his cross. Barely able to 

stand. Defeated.   

 

But his defeat is what makes those words ring triumphant and true.  Forgive them 

because I was pierced in their place and for their forgiveness.  As he would do for his 

disciples on Easter Sunday, Jesus continues to show us his hands…his nail pierced 

hands…the very mark and price of the forgiveness he freely gives.  Those are wounds 

that our Savior will bear for all eternity…an ever present trophy of the payment for 

sins.  Beautiful in all their ugliness.  A Savior who took on our flesh…who felt our 

pain…who endured the righteous wrath of God in our place.  A Savior who prayed for 

our forgiveness and then suffered and died on the cross to earn it. 

 

That unconditional, sacrificial love of Jesus is what makes this day good. When sins 

condemns, Jesus intercedes. When Satan seeks to devour, Jesus defends.  When you are 

burdened by guilt, spiritually empty, painfully aware of how unworthy of God’s love 

you are, Jesus holds forth his nail pierced hands and says, “Father, forgive them.”  

 

On this Friday we know as Good, may we sit at the foot of the cross to ponder the 

ugliness of our sin and the love our forgiving Savior. Amen. 


