Sermon File # 632

Scripture Text: Luke 23:39-43

Sermon Title: The Criminal on the Cross
Manuscript written by Roger Roberts and sermon preached 

On Sunday morning 11 November 2007

At International Baptist Church, Brussels, Belgium

For additional information regarding this manuscript, contact Roger.Roberts@ibcbrussels.org.

All Rights Reserved.

The Criminal on the Cross

Introduction:

Open your Bibles with me to our text, Luke 23:39-43.  Today we take a quantum from the passage about Peter’s denial of the Lord in chapter 22 to the middle of the crucifixion passage in chapter 23.  Jesus has been tried by Pilate and Herod and sentenced to die by crucifixion.  Two other men, dangerous criminals who were probably involved in an insurrection movement against the Romans, have also been sentenced to crucifixion.  I will begin reading with verse 12 as we focus upon the words of the text, Jesus’ final words before his death to another man, the criminal on the cross.  

Once again Luke repeats the theme of the great reversal that the gospel of Jesus brings to the world.  We will note the reversal of the character and eternal destiny of a hardened, condemned criminal into a transformed, heaven-bound child of God.  Our text is not a footnote to Jesus’ crucifixion, but rather is at the core of Luke’s passion account (I Howard Marshall, page 870, Commentary on Luke, NIGTC).  The conversion of one of these criminals on the cross is a dramatic display of the reason for and the power of the cross of Christ.  The placement of Jesus’ cross between these criminals was perhaps intended to disgrace him as the “putative” King of the Jews.  In fact, as we shall see, Jesus is graced and glorified as the crucified one who has the power to save.

Follow as I read Luke 23:39-43.

Crucifixion was a horrible form of execution, reserved only for the worst of criminals.  As we read in The Biblical Dictionary of Imagery (page 184, Leland Ryken, ET al, editors), crucifixion was “one of the strongest forms of deterrence against insurrection or political agitation in Roman provinces.  Crucifixion was preceded by scourging. When the victim was affixed to the cross, he was stripped and mocked.  The pain was extreme.  After the victim died, the body was often left on the cross to decay and become food for scavengers.”

We can be sure that the criminals executed alongside Jesus were not petty thieves, but were probably very dangerous rebels and insurrectionists against the occupying government, what we today would call terrorists, using violence and destruction to achieve their radical political objectives.   Crucifixion was reserved for only the most dangerous of criminals and insurrectionists.
Today has been declared by Open Doors USA as the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church.   We are all aware of the terrible suffering experienced throughout the world by those who are standing firm in their faith in hostile environments.  Our text for today tells us that the worst perpetrators of violence against Christians are candidates for God’s transforming grace.  We should not fail to pray for the leaders of persecution of Christians to fall under the same convicting and converting power as came upon this hardened criminal, this terrorist.  

By the providence of God we are today upholding one of the theme of “great reversal” to the position that Luke intended—as an example to us of genuine conversion and even discipleship.  As he does throughout his gospel, Luke gives the repenting criminal the position of “exhibit A,” as a “how much more” argument.  If this criminal can become a child of God, how much more reason do we have to believe that any so called “hopeless case” can become a follower of Christ.  Jesus is more than able to bring about the most unlikely, seemingly impossible conversions.
The criminal on the cross is an example of genuine, life and destiny changing conversion, first of all in his…

· Admitting his need (verses 39-41a)

Matthew tells us in his gospel account that both of these criminals crucified alongside Jesus “heaped insults on him” (Matthew 27:44).  He was a lost, condemned sinner, just like his cohort in crime.  Although one of these criminals remained imbedded in his sinful rebellion against God, something began to happen in the mind and heart of the other criminal on the cross.  As a direct answer to the prayer of Jesus from the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (verse 34), one began to admit his need, which came out of…
· A sinful past
In his rebuke to the other criminal, the repenting criminal noted that the other was bereft of any fear of God.  Perhaps simply by seeing Jesus’ response to his crucifixion he realized he was in the presence of holy God.  In God’s holy presence we are made to realize our sinfulness before him.  He realized he had violated God’s law and that the sins of his criminal past were actually sins against God as well as sins against humanity   This is what King David realized, following his adultery with Bathsheba and his conspiracy to murder Uriah: “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done evil in your sight” (Psalm 51:4).  
Because he was probably a terrorist, an insurrectionist against the Romans, he at one time had justified himself in his own mind, rationalizing that his acts of terrorism were justified by the occupation of an unjust government.  How easy it is for all of us to take on a victim mentality, whereby we see everyone else as the culprit and we are the victims!  

But he repenting criminal came to realize that his physical suffering was the just punishment of society for his crimes and also that his sins against God, his violation of God’s laws, made him culpable before the Almighty, whose presence was in the crucified Son of God.  For these sins against God he would have to stand before the Judge of all the earth and would receive an eternal death sentence.  His sinful past he was able to connect with his…
· Present suffering
The repentant criminal admitted his sinfulness and his desperate need for God, and his reaction before the crucified Jesus was in marked contrast to the unrepentant criminal.  The unrepentant continued his blasphemous railing against Jesus.  He was contemptuous of Jesus for not living up to his messianic claims.  He thought that anyone who claimed to be a savior should be useful for his salvation.  And to the faithful, unrepentant, salvation meant in the “here and now.”  He expected Jesus to do something “relevant” for the revolution against the hated Romans and to free him and the other convicts from their suffering and death.  
Throughout his life, from the temptation of the devil to turn stones into bread and the clamor of the crowd to keep on supplying them with earthly bread, Jesus was always tempted to do something immediately and temporally relevant (Luke 4:3-4; John 6:26).  But Jesus knew that the greatest need of the world was not for temporal solutions but was rather for the redemption that would come through the cross.  And the cross is the way of suffering.  The unrepentant criminal asked Jesus to get him “down” from the cross and he had no intention of looking to salvation through the cross.  He had nothing but contempt for Christ because Christ was either unable or unwilling to deliver him from his immediate suffering and to be a “relevant, useful “savior.  He demanded deliverance from his present ills and anything else was irrelevant.  

Henri Nouwen says that the way of Jesus resists the temptation of the world to be relevant, that is, to address its immediate needs and satisfy its temporal demands for relief from trouble and suffering.  But Jesus redeems us from this sinful world by his suffering and calls us to share also in the way of a suffering cross (See Nouwen’s In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership, especially pages 27ff).
When grace works in our hearts we begin to see our need for God and our unworthiness of him and his love.  We realize that God is not indebted to us to give us a life of ease and freedom from suffering.  In fact, we realize that we deserve nothing but suffering and separation from God.  And the travesty of some “gospel” preaching in the world today is its offer to the world of consumers the promise of heaven to come as well as the good life right now, with no thought of the cross.  This false “gospel” has instilled in the minds of its “customers” the idea that God’s purpose is to serve us and to satisfy our minds, to give all the solutions to our “relevant, felt needs” and to make us feel good about ourselves, enabling us to achieve our determined goals.  This was the attitude of the angry unrepentant.

In my years of pastoral ministry I have seen the unrepentant carry bitterness against God with them to the grave.  Some of these were fed lies from evangelical pulpits that promised that God would be “relevant” and would deliver them from suffering and make them successful.  Upon their death the testimony of these embittered souls is often, “God never did anything for me!”
But the repentant criminal didn’t expect Jesus to deliver him from his immediate suffering and physical death.  He understood that his suffering was justified and his death was the deserved wage of sin (Romans 6:23), and thus, in his sin he was…
· Unprepared to meet God
The repentant criminal in all likelihood had no background in the Scriptures, yet he knew he was unprepared to meet God and knew that doubtless he would have to give an account to him.  Just as he had to pay his debt to society, which he had incurred through a life of crime and political terrorism, so he knew he would have to pay a debt to holy God for the ways he had violated his higher law.  This unprepared-ness is what gave him great fear in the face of his imminent death.  In fact, he rebuked the other criminal for his lack of fear of God, in the face of death and in light of the fact that he too was a guilty criminal and sinner and also would give an account to God.  

With his life slowly ebbing out of his body, in the midst of his tortuous pain, the criminal on the cross is an example to us all also in his…
· Calling upon Jesus (verses 41b- 42)

As one has noted, the setting of the three crosses served to show the accessibility of the gospel of grace.  Jesus was positioned on his cross between these two criminals, and neither had an advantage or disadvantage.  Both had equal access to Jesus, to call upon him for salvation (See Warren W Wiersbe, page 136, Be Compassionate: Luke 14-24).  In the wisdom of God he makes himself known to all who will seek him.  And it was only the one criminal who called upon Jesus,
· Believing in Christ on the cross

Both of these criminals could see the notice that Pilate ordered to be fastened to the cross, “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews” (verse 38 & John 19:19).  And they had heard the truth proclaimed by the chief priests and teachers of the law that was meant to be a mockery: “He saved others but he cannot save himself” (Mark 15:31).  One of these criminals began to understand the heart of the gospel.  The King of the Jews was not to be a political or military deliverer from the Romans, offering an immediate “salvation” and deliverance from temporal suffering.  Rather, the Messiah of God would be one who would suffer for the people and die in the place deserved by his sinful people.  In fact because he came to save others, he could not save himself.  This was a profound truth that the one criminal began to understand.  He came to believe in the Christ of the cross.  
The Spirit of God brought the one criminal this understanding of deliverance through the crucified Savior, who of all people did not deserve to die.  He was aware of his own sin, guilt and deserving of death (verse 41).  And by the understanding the Spirit gives he came to see that “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God (2 Corinthians 5:21).  This criminal was given insight into this gospel truth, once again articulated by the Apostle Paul, that “Christ died for the ungodly….while we were still sinners.”  In fact, as Paul continues, “when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled,” made friends with God (Romans 5:6-10).  
The good news of Jesus is profound, yet simple enough for a child or a dying criminal to understand.  The one criminal came to experience this transforming, reconciling work of God by…
· Calling upon his mercy and grace

This condemned, dying criminal/terrorist called upon Jesus, saying, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (verse 42).  For God to remember is for him to act in our behalf, just as God remembered his people, the Israelites, when he delivered them out of bondage in Egypt (Exodus 2:24).  He had no claim upon Jesus, no merit or life of good deeds to his credit.  This self-righteousness was the factor that kept the religious opponents of Jesus from God’s grace.  They thought they had a claim upon God, that they had earned the right to salvation.  Jesus had offended and angered them when he claimed to be the only way to God and that their claims upon God were delusional, misled and misleading.  
As the theologian of the Reformation, John Calvin, stated it, this dying criminal is a “rare and memorable example of faith,” even though he had never been to the school of faith.  His understanding of Jesus as the crucified Savior “penetrates more deeply than all the Apostles and other disciples, upon whom the Lord Himself had spent so much effort to teach them” (page 202, volume III, Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries).  For all who come to Christ this same faith as the criminal’s is necessary; and that is simply to call upon Jesus to have mercy on us, i.e. that he not give us what we deserve, and then we call upon his grace to save us, i.e. what we so desperately need but could never deserve.  
As the great English poet and hymn writer William Cowper (1731-1800) expressed it,
“There is a fountain filled with blood 

      Drawn from Immanuel’s veins,

And sinners plunged beneath that flood,

      Lose all their guilty stains.

“The dying thief rejoiced to see

      That fountain in his day,

And there may I, though vile as he, 

      Wash all my sins away.”

The criminal who called upon Jesus to remember him was…
· Seeking entrance into the kingdom of God

Notice that both of these dying criminals were calling on Jesus, but for different things.  The unrepentant, cursing criminal asked Jesus to get him down from the cross, to save his neck (verse 39).  The repenting criminal asked Jesus to let him into the kingdom and to lift him up from the cross into heaven (verse 42).  As John Piper said, the cry “save me!” can have radically different meanings.  And even today, in response to the message of Christ, many want Jesus to save them from their suffering and from hell but have no intentions of following Jesus as Lord.  But for this repentant criminal and all who are truly converted, to pray for salvation is to surrender to Jesus as Lord, no strings attached (See John Piper, http://www.soundofgrace.com/piper81/041781.htm).  
This conversion of the repentant criminal, the one usually referred to as the thief on the cross, has been used, wrongly I think, to teach that all that is required for salvation is the desire to go to heaven and be saved from hell.  In fact, this story is used as an argument against the need to call on Jesus as Lord, that he need be Savior only.  Lordship, goes this argument, may or may not follow later, but salvation is received by merely admitting the need to be “saved.”  This view is to disregard all that Christ teaches about the call to salvation and gift of eternal life being bound up inextricably with following Jesus as Lord, regardless of the cost.
Also, this conversion of the criminal on the cross is used to argue for ‘’eleventh hour” conversions, using Jesus’ parable in Matthew 20:1-16 as a supporting text.  In fact, the conversion of the criminal does demonstrate that it is never too late to call upon Jesus and that even a lifetime of living for Jesus could never earn us a right to grace and heaven.  In the parable of the workers in the vineyard Jesus is addressing the self-righteousness of the religious leaders who thought they had earned the right to eternal life and had a special claim on God’s benefits.  What the conversion of the criminal shows us is that God’s grace is freely given to all, including those saved at the “eleventh hour,” as in the parable.  But it is no argument that we can wait until the “eleventh hour” to follow Jesus.  Such waiting is presumptuous and dangerous.  We cannot use the timing of the criminal’s conversion as an example to follow any more than we would use his pre-conversion life of crime as an example to follow!

The truth in this account of the conversion of the criminal is that, in this unique circumstance he did in fact become a disciple of Jesus and a teacher of others.  He decided to follow Jesus into his kingdom and committed himself unreservedly.  He gave all the remaining breath he had to Jesus.  And his simple trust in Christ and his faith that saved him became a lesson in discipleship for all of us in the ages that followed (See Raymond E Brown, page 1008ff, Volume Two, The Death of the Messiah: from Gethsemane to the Grave).
The ancient church father Maximus of Turin noted the remarkable irony that the criminal on the cross confessed Christ while the learned, trained disciples forsook Christ and Peter even denied him (See page 364, NT volume III, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture).  Doubtless the repentant criminal, had his mortal life been spared, would have continued to follow Jesus to the end of a prolonged life of service.  
This converted criminal shows us that he had entered a relationship as a disciple, a follower of Jesus by…
· Receiving eternal life (verse 43)

This converted criminal had not just called on Jesus to “save” him, in terms of a temporal, immediate rescue.  That’s what the unrepentant criminal had done.  All the unrepentant wanted was salvation as a commodity.  But the converted criminal demonstrated his desire to enter into a relationship with Christ, who subsequently bestowed on him the gift of a life-changing and destiny-altering relationship called eternal life.
· The promise of God the Son
In our text we see that Jesus gave to the repenting, believing criminal his promise of eternal life: “I tell you the truth,” Jesus averred (literally, “amen, amen!).  Jesus gave his certain promise, leaving no room for doubt.  We who place our trust in Jesus have received his “amen,” his promise of eternal life.  Hebrews reminds us that we have received the promise of life everlasting from God who cannot lie (Hebrews 6:18).  

The repentant criminal confessed his faith by calling on Jesus, the righteous one and the one who has a kingdom, the kingdom of heaven (verses 41f) and thus he received the promise…
· For life with Christ in Paradise
What an amazing promise!  A criminal who had that very day, along with the other criminal, cursed Jesus and was condemned to die hopeless of anything but everlasting punishment, receives the promise of eternal life and everlasting life with Christ in paradise.  Paradise is the immediate dwelling of all who have gone to be with Christ.  The presence of Christ makes it a glorious place, far more glorious than the Paradise of Eden.  Paul the Apostle was “caught up” into the presence of the “third heaven, “which he identified as paradise (2 Corinthians 12:3-4.  Also paradise is referred to in Revelation 2:7).  This is the glorious yet temporal dwelling of the departed people of God, which we refer to also as heaven.  Yet the new heaven and earth will be this created and fallen universe transformed and redeemed for eternity.   

Notice that this criminal, this terrorist, was taken that very day to be with Christ in paradise.  Even for him there was no need for a purgatory!  God’s amazing grace transforms sinners and fits us for heaven at the 11th hour.  And we who remain on earth are still be readied, prepared for eternity in heaven.  It takes most of us a little longer to get ready!  The converted criminal was transformed, while on the cross, into a friend of Jesus.  He received immediately the gift of saving grace and a personal relationship with Jesus.  His life in Christ, so brief on earth, was a remarkable expression of what every life in Christ should be—dead to self, a cruciform life, dead to the things of this world and totally focused on Christ.  

We too, though we await our being absent from the body and present with the Lord in paradise (which Paul said is to be preferred over this present life in the body, Philippians 1:21-26; 2 Corinthians 5:6-9), immediately receive eternal life the moment we trust in Christ and begin to follow him as Lord.  We, being converted through the indwelling Holy Spirit, have Christ within us, our hope of future glory (Colossians 1:27).  Because Christ is in us, we begin to experience something of paradise/heaven on earth, even in the midst of life’s trials and our cross-bearing.  We can believe that in this converted criminal’s last hours of life on earth, even with the horrible physical suffering of his crucifixion, there was peace and joy from his newfound life and hope in Jesus.
Conclusion:

As I mentioned earlier, this is the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church.  As we pray for those who are victims of political oppression and even overt persecution because of their faith in and faithful testimony for Jesus Christ, let us ask God to give them grace to be faithful witnesses, even unto death.  Let’s also pray that God will move upon the hearts of leaders of nations that do not protect the civil and religious rights and freedoms of its people.  Pray that nations that tolerate and even support persecution of God’s people will experience a turnabout and will begin to practice and provide freedom and protection for all of its law-abiding people.  
I think of Saul of Tarsus, who was a terrorist against the church, a leader of persecution of the followers of Jesus.  Jesus revealed himself to him and changed his heart and life and made him into a champion for the kingdom of God, the great Apostle/Missionary to the Gentiles.  Let us pray that those who are fighting against and even persecuting and terrorizing the church will meet the Savior, perhaps as they see him on the cross through those they are persecuting.  Let’s never fail to believe that Christ has the power to transform the most radical terrorist the world has ever seen.  Some of you recently heard the story of Tony Anthony’s radical conversion.  This past week I was reminded of the dramatic conversion of Stephen Lungu (Out of the Black Shadows), with whom we were privileged to visit this past week.  
And remember, the conversion of the criminal on the cross is an example to us.  It took as much of God’s grace to convert me and to keep me in his love and to lead me on to paradise as it took for this criminal.  Maybe it takes more grace, because Christ still for decades been forgiving and restoring and guiding me in his way toward paradise.  And I continue to learn what it means to die to self, even as this criminal was dying in his flesh.  I continue to learn the value of totally depending on Christ, as did this desperately lost criminal.  

I used to preach about this “thief on the cross” as an encouragement to those who were at the end of their mortal life and perhaps thought it was too late for them to trust Christ.  But this example tells us that it’s never too late.  It’s never too late also for me to become more like Jesus and thus better readied for heaven.   I would also remind people that it’s foolish to wait till the last moment of life, because we can sin await our last opportunity to repent.  I would also remind and still should remind people that the earlier, the younger we give our lives to Christ Jesus the more fruitful service we can give to Christ.

Yet in this too the convert on the cross is an example to me.  Because he fully believed and followed Christ his faith is a remarkable testimony that has touched hearts for two millennia.  I can only pray that my life will be as useful and fruitful and that I will seize every moment to live for Jesus.  Again, the criminal on the cross had so very little knowledge about Jesus. Yet he seized upon what he knew.  He had so little time to consider the claims of Jesus, so he embraced them immediately.  He trusted a dying Messiah.  And we know the full story of his death and resurrection.  How much more should we give our lives to him and follow him in the way of the cross, the way of true discipleship.  
Thoughts and questions for reflection and/or discussion:

1. In what ways is the repenting criminal on the cross an example for all who come to faith in Christ?
2. What did this criminal who came to Christ have to understand in order to call on Jesus to save him?

3. What does the conversion of this criminal have to say to those who seem hardened against the gospel?  What does it say to those who are close to the end of their mortal life?

4. What does Jesus’ promise to this repentant criminal tell us about what happens to believers when we die?

5. Do you have acquaintances who seem to be “hopeless cases” as far as the gospel is concerned?  If so, will you pray for them in the light of this Scripture text?  

6. Jesus wanted the converted criminal to be with him in paradise “today.”  What does this say to you about Jesus’ desire to have an immediate and everlasting relationship with you?

7. Give thanks to Christ for his gift to you of eternal life, which is your present gift and your hope for eternity.
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