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What is the most encouraging passage in the 
bible?  There are many, but if you had to pick one, 
what would it be?  I think a lot of folks would say, 
“Psalm 23, the Lord is my Shepherd.”  Others 
would choose the verse that encapsulates the 
gospel so well, John 3:16, “For God so loved the 
world.”  My choice would be the last part of 
Romans 8, which reminds us that, if we are 
believers in Jesus, God works all things for our 
ultimate good, and there is nothing that will ever 
separate us from the love of God.”  Or maybe it is 
Revelations 21:4 which promises that one day in 
our eternal home, there will be “no more death, 
sorrow, crying, or pain.”  I could keep going, but 
today I want to point you to one of the more 
unusual, but most encouraging verse in the entire 
bible…  
Luke 23:43, where the Lord Jesus says to the thief 
on the cross, “Truly I tell you, today you will be 
with me in paradise.” 
Friends, as we continue our journey through the 
gospel of Luke we will explore Luke 23:26-43.  If 
you have your bible turn there, otherwise the 
verses will be on the screen.  This is Luke’s 
description of Jesus on the cross, something so 
central and essential to the gospel and our 
Christian faith.  We will walk through the passage, 
but focus on the meaning and significance of 
Jesus’ words, “Today you will be with me in 
paradise.”  Let’s pause and pray the Lord would 
both encourage and challenge us through His 
work today. 
 
It is what we call Good Friday, late morning.  
Pilate has given into the demands of the Jewish 
leaders and sentenced Jesus to death.  He has the 
Roman soldier flog or beat Jesus, and then orders 
that He be crucified. 
Luke 23:26  As they led him away, they seized 
Simon, a Cyrenian, who was coming in from 
the country, and laid the cross on him to carry 
behind Jesus. 
In our musical, “For Such a One as This,” Simon, 
played by Paul McNeal, fills in a bit of the story.  
Luke doesn’t provide many details, but 
apparently, the flogging has left Jesus too weak to 
carry His own cross. 
Luke 23:27  A large crowd of people followed 
him, including women who were mourning 
and lamenting him. 

On Good Friday it is not Jesus’ 12 disciples, but His 
female followers who are with Him and expressing 
their grief.  Jesus tells them… 
Luke 23:28b  Daughters of Jerusalem, do not 
weep for me, but weep for yourselves and your 
children. 
In verses 29-31, His message is, “Yes, today, the 
Roman soldiers will kill me, but one day a Roman 
army will wipe out this entire city.” That will be 
(verse 31, when the wood is dry) and refers to the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D., something 
Jesus spoke of in chapter 21. 
 
 
As Jesus is led to the cross to be crucified, Luke 
tells us  Luke 23:32  Two others – criminals – 
were also led away to be executed with him. 
That is all Luke tells us about them at this point. 
Luke 23:33  When they arrived at the place 
called The Skull, they crucified him there, 
along with the criminals, one on the right and 
one on the left. 
In Matthew it is called “Golgotha” which is the 
Greek word for “skull” or the Latin word is 
“Calvary.”  The rock formation of this place may 
have looked like a skull, or perhaps, this place of 
execution got that nickname.  Jesus’ cross being 
between two thieves fulfils the prophecy of Isaiah 
53:12, that the Messiah would be “counted with 
the transgressors.” 
 
Luke 23:34  Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive 
them, because they do not know what they are 
doing.” And they divided his clothes and cast 
lots. 
It was common practice for the soldiers to gamble 
for the clothing of those they were executing.  Yet, 
it also fulfils an Old Testament prophecy from 
Psalm 22:18.  Jesus’ prayer, that the father would 
forgive those crucifying Him, point to His perfect 
love, even for His enemies.  Ironically, it is Jesus’ 
death that makes forgiveness of executioners and 
murderers possible.  That these soldiers were 
ignorant of the injustice and significance of this 
execution, does not excuse their actions.  But it 
does point to the forgiveness they can find if they 
will turn the Lord in faith. 
Luke 23:35a  The people stood watching, and 
even the leaders were scoffing: 
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An unruly crowd might mock someone who was 
dying, but surely not pious religious leaders, 
would they?  Yet, they say, “He save others; let 
him save himself if this is God’s Messiah, the 
Chosen One!” 
This is the first of three similar taunts, all focusing 
on their refusal to accept Jesus’ claims about 
Himself. 
 
Luke 23: 36, 37  The soldiers also mocked him.  
They came offering him sour wine and said, “If 
you are the king of the Jews, save yourself!” 
This is apparently wine the soldiers drank and was 
probably done out of mercy.  Perhaps it was 
intended to prolong Jesus’s suffering 
Luke 23:38  An inscription was above him: 
This Is the King of the Jews. 
This is what Pilate had ordered, and this is the 
official charge for which Jesus is being executed, 
sedition.  Claiming to be a kink rather than submit 
to the authority of Caesar, the Emperor. 
 
Luke 23:39  The one of the criminals hanging 
there began to yell insults at him: “Aren’t you 
the Messiah?  Save yourself and us!” 
The men being crucified with Jesus are not very 
nice men.  They are criminals.  Matthews gospel 
calls them robbers, and some speculate they were 
petty thieves, pick pockets.  Other bible teachers 
believe they were insurrectionists, maybe stealing 
money to finance a plat against the Roman 
government.  It is not a surprise that they join the 
soldiers in mocking Jesus.  According to Matthew, 
both men being executed alongside Jesus do that 
initially.  But then one of them has a change in 
attitude.  Incidentally, Luke is they only gospel 
writer to include this part of the story.  Again, 
many of you are familiar with it from “For Such a 
One as This.”  Joel Sjogren, Adam Larson and Eric 
Oberg, have all been criminals, not in real life, but 
in the musical. 
 
I suspect Jesus’ decision to not lash out at those 
mocking Him made an impression on one of the 
criminals.  He may have heard Jesus utter the 
prayer, “Father forgive them.”  Something gets 
Him pondering the contrast between His situation 
and Jesus’.  When the criminal joins those 
mocking Jesus, he rebukes him. 
He says, Luke 23:40,41  “Don’t you even fear 
God, since you are undergoing the same 
punishment?  We are punished justly, because 
we’re getting back what we deserve for the 

things we did, but this man has done nothing 
wrong.” 
That conclusion may be a result of both observing 
Jesus on the cross, and witnessing the “trial” 
before Pilate.  Any objective observer would have 
seen that as a total farce.  He concluded that not 
only is Jesus an innocent man, but there is 
something very unique about Him. 
Luke 23:42  Then he said, “Jesus, remember 
me when you come into your kingdom.” 
Folks, where did that come from?  What does this 
criminal, as he is being executed, know about 
Jesus’ kingdom?  His statement really has nothing 
to do with Jesus being the king of Jews.  This man 
seems to understand that Jesus’ kingdom is not of 
this world (John 18:36), and that, in fact it is an 
eternal kingdom, the kingdom of God.  It is 
possible, but not likely, that Jesus explains His 
kingdom as they are hanging on the cross. It is 
possible, but unlikely, that the Holy Spirit gives 
this man direct, revelation and knowledge of 
something he knows nothing about.  However, I 
think it is more likely this fellow had listened to 
Jesus speak, or talked to people who had heard 
Jesus.  We don’t know the depth of this theological 
understanding, but we know he realizes there is a 
reality, a kingdom, beyond this world, beyond this 
life, and he realizes Jesus is the one who 
determines who enters that kingdom.  Thus, 
“Jesus, remember me when you some into your 
kingdom,” is an explicit plea, and an implicit 
confession of faith in Jesus the Messiah. 
 
Jesus responds, Luke 23:43 “Truly I tell you, 
today you will be with me in paradise.” 
Paradise is another term for heaven, the dwelling 
place of God.  Today, means that day, I think.  
When that man dies, his soul went to be with God, 
just like what happens with every believer in 
Jesus.  He was saved from God’s wrath, and 
experienced God’s eternal grace.  This also 
indicates Jesus’ soul went to be with the Father 
following His death, and before His resurrection.  
Some speculate otherwise, but that is a topic for 
another day. 
 
Okay, fast forward 2000 years… What is God 
saying to us through this passage?  We are going 
to focus on that one criminal, who that day He dies 
and went to heaven, literally.  In a sermon on this 
passage, Jesus Christ.  Ryle, a wonderful 19th 
century Anglican preacher made this statement.  
“One thief was saved so that no sinner might 
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despair, but only one, so that no sinner might 
presume.”  That is a good summary of the two 
point I want to make. 
 
Number 1 – Jesus offers the hope of salvation to 
anyone.  This man, the bible does not give us his 
name, and I really want to give him one, “Charlie,” 
or something, but we will just refer to him as the 
criminal who experienced God’s salvation, this 
man lived his entire life in rebellion against 
God…His entire life except the last hour or two.  
That was the extent of his Christian life, one or 
two hours of hanging beside Jesus on a Roman 
cross.  Yet, he has clear assurance from Jesus 
Himself, that he will be in heaven.  This certainly 
implies that anyone who truly turn to Jesus, even 
in the last seconds of life, will experience His 
salvation.  Some of you have stories of deathbed 
conversions. Not your own, our you would not be 
here, but you may have even had the privilege of 
leading a loved one to faith in Jesus in the last days 
of his or her life.  Maybe your dad professed to be 
an agnostic his entire life, but now he is very sick 
at age 78. The doctor says he maybe has a day or 
two to live.  Your dad is still coherent, and he is 
scared, he is afraid to die.  You don’t feel very 
confident, but you take a tract you keep in your 
bible and read it to him.  It is simple, but a clear 
presentation of the gospel.  You finish reading it 
and simply ask, “Dad would you like to put your 
faith in Jesus?”  He responds, “Yes.”  You are 
surprised, but elated.  Then you say, “Well, would 
you like to repeat this prayer with me?” and you 
then do the sinner’s prayer. 
 
Now, I often give this caution: words and outward 
actions, don’t necessarily mean genuine, saving 
faith.  But if your dad truly did put his faith in 
Jesus Christ, he is now in paradise, with the Lord, 
even though he was an agnostic until two days 
before he died.  This is also why I avoid making 
definitive statements about anyone not being in 
heaven.  Even when someone who has been 
outspoken in their opposition to Christianity dies, 
I don’t know what might have happened in the last 
hours or even minutes of that person’s life.  Maybe 
like the criminal on the cross, he or she turned to 
Jesus.  Since I don’t know, it is foolish for me to 
declare that anyone will not be in heaven. 
 
So, it is possible, for people who have wanted 
nothing to do with God their entire lives, to 
experience God’s salvation by turning to the Lord 

Jesus, even minutes before they die.  The criminal 
on the cross also shows us that someone can 
experience salvation apart from whatever we 
might think is the right way to do it.  That man 
never went to church, never was baptized, never 
went forward for an alter call, and never gave a 
penny to the Lord’s work.  Oh, I think those are all 
great things to do, but they are not essential for 
trusting in Jesus Christ, and that, folks, is what is 
essential to experience salvation, trusting in 
Jesus.  It is also important to note the criminal on 
the cross was not a nice man.  Again, we don’t 
know the precise nature of his crimes, but I don’t 
think he was devout Jew.  He is a clear example of 
a man entering heaven with his bad deeds far 
outnumbering and outweighing any good things 
he has done.  No one would have ever said, “I am 
sure ‘Charlie’ (his nickname), “I am sure ‘Charlie,’ 
is in heaven.  He was such a good guy.”  No, people 
would have said something like this when he died.  
“Well, he’s gone.  I am sure he is rotting he hell, 
that dirty, no good, (blank).” 
 
So the bottom line is this:  A man who wanted 
nothing to do with God his entire life, until the 
last couple of hours before his death, who never 
went to church or did anything religious, and who 
really was not a nice person, is in heaven.  To some 
that just doesn’t seem fair.  How can that be fair?  
Friends, it is another reminder of how scandalous 
grace can seem.  Can you imagine this 
conversation when the man died and arrived at 
the gates of Paradise?  He is asked, “Why should 
God let you into heaven?”  In response, he cannot 
say, “Because of my strong faith,” he cannot say 
“because of my religious devotion,” he cannot say, 
“because of the good things I have done.”  Instead 
he would say, “there is no reason to let me in.  I 
have done nothing to deserve heaven.  I am not 
here because of anything I have done, but only 
because of what Jesus has done for me.  I am a 
recipient of grace.”  Oh, indeed he was!  Yet, he 
really is no different than any of the rest of us.  
Friends, it doesn’t matter how long you have 
trusted and followed Jesus.  It doesn’t matter how 
faithful you have been in performing religious 
rituals or being involved in church. It doesn’t 
matter how many wonderful things you have done 
to help and serve other people.  Oh, those are all 
good things, but they don’t make up or atone for 
our sin and rebellion against God.  They don’t earn 
anyone God’s favor or a place in heaven.  We all 
are dependent on grace.  Our salvation is by grace 
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alone, through faith alone, in Jesus Christ alone, 
for the glory of God alone.  The criminal on the 
cross is a powerful reminder that all anyone needs 
to experience salvation is God’s grace found in 
Jesus Christ experienced by all who place through 
trust, their faith in him. 
 
Number 2 -  The reality of God’s grace, so evident 
in this criminal on the cross, must not lull us into 
spiritual complacency.  Remember Ryle said, 
“Only one thief was saved, so that no sinner might 
presume.”  I see a lot of presumption in our 
culture.  People say “of course, God will forgive 
me.  That is His job.” Or, “God is love.  He will 
allow everyone to enter heaven.”  Folks, that day 
one of the criminals crucified alongside Jesus 
arrived in paradise, in heaven.  The other, arrived 
in hell.  The moment he died, his soul was 
separated from God and from everything good, 
and he began to experience what he calls hell.  
That is the fate of those who don’t experience 
God’s grace through Jesus Christ.  Yes, salvation is 
by grace.  It cannot be earned.  It is a gift of God.  
Yet, it is a gift that has to be received though faith.  
As the Holy Spirit enables, a person must look not 
to him or herself, but to the Lord Jesus for 
salvation.  That is what the criminal on the cross 
did and that is what saving faith involves.  And 
friends, if you want to have the assurance that the 
moment you die you will be with the Lord in 
paradise, in heaven, this is what you need to do.  If 
you are not sure whether you have done this, how 
to do it, or what that means, please give me a call. 
 
Yet, when Dr. Ryle notes only one thief was saved, 
he is not just making a contrast to the other thief 
who was not.  He notes this is the only person in 
the bible who experiences God’s salvation during 
the last day of his life.  He is the only one.  I noted 
that this man was never baptized or attended 
church.  Yet, pretty much every other believer in 
the New Testament was baptized and was part of 
the church.  So friend, don’t try to tell me “Well, I 
don’t think I need to be baptized, Pastor Dan, 
because the thief on the cross was never 
baptized.”  I know that, but that has nothing to do 
with you and what the Lord wants from you!  Don’t 
try to tell me, “Well, P.D., I can be a Christian even 
if I don’t go to church.  Look at the thief on the 
cross.  He never went to church and he still went 
to heaven.”  Yes, but that has nothing to do with 
you.  The Lord has commanded us… 

Hebrews 10:25  Let us not neglect our meeting 
together as some people do, but encourage 
one another, especially now that the day of his 
return is drawing near. 
As I sometimes say, you can certainly become a 
Christian without ever going to church.  The thief 
on the cross did, and many others have.  But you 
cannot really be a Christian, live like a Christian, 
faithfully follow Jesus, without being part of a 
church.  And don’t try to tell me, “P.D., I don’t 
have to read the bible or pray, love other people, 
or do any type of good works, because the thief on 
the cross never did any of those things, and he still 
went to heaven.”  True, but that has nothing to do 
with you.  When it comes to being a Christian, to 
trusting and following Jesus, the man who died on 
the cross alongside Jesus was an anomaly, not at 
all the norm. 
 
Most important of all, don’t tell me, “I am not 
going to worry about this Jesus stuff now.  That 
thief on the cross turned to the Lord just an hour 
or two before he died and he went to heaven.  
When I get older, when I have pretty much lived 
my life, then I will make things right with God.”  
Friends, there are more than a few folks who say 
that is their plan.  They intend to basically ignore 
God, do whatever they want to do, and then turn 
to Jesus, and get saved sometime before they die 
so they can be in heaven.  Friends, that is foolish, 
very foolish.  For one thing, death is not always 
very predictable.  You may not know when you will 
die ahead of time.  You maybe don’t even think 
about death until you see that semi truck heading 
straight for you on the highway.  And friend, when 
you hear the gospel call, “You must trust in the 
Lord Jesus and receive His salvation,” and if you 
choose to reject that call, there is no guarantee 
you will hear it again.  Oh, you may hear the 
words, but the Holy Spirit may never again enable 
you to hear them in your heart. So, do not wait to 
turn to the Lord Jesus.  As 2 Corinthians 6:2 says, 
NLT Indeed, the “right time” is now.  Today is 
the day of salvation. 
 
Friends, may the Lord help us to always cherish, 
but never abuse His amazing grace. 


