Jesus’ Last Words from the Cross #2

“A Word of Assurance”

Luke 23:39-43


Several years ago Mitch Albom wrote a book entitled, The Five People You Will Meet in Heaven, that spent several weeks atop the New York Times’ bestseller list.  This novel tells the story of an 83-year-old man named Eddie who dies trying to save a young girl. Instead of going to a Garden of Eden-like place, Eddie finds himself in familiar places in his life, encountering people from his past. The first one explains what is happening:

“There are five people you meet in heaven. Each of us was in your life for a reason. You may not have known the reason at the time, and that is what heaven is for. For understanding your life on earth.”
 


I’m not suggesting that we adopt this view of the afterlife, but it got me wondering about heaven. I’m sure we’ll meet more than five people in heaven, but who will we meet there? Will we be surprised at who’s there? 

You see, most people tend to think that heaven is for good people and hell is for bad people. But is that necessarily the case? Think about the “good” people of Jesus’ day about whom Jesus said, 

Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as you are… You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? (Matthew 23:15, 33)


Couple that with our text for this morning, coming from Luke 22:39-43,

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Christ? Save yourself and us!” 
But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 

Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.﻿” 

Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.”

Kinda blows our categories about who goes to heaven and hell, doesn’t it?

A Change in Demeanor


Picture the scene: It is the place of execution, just outside the city walls. Three convicted criminals are led out to die. One of them we know as Jesus of Nazareth, sentenced that very morning of violating Jewish law and fashioning himself as king. The other two are identified by Matthew and Mark as “robbers” or “thieves.” The Greek word means “one who uses violence to rob openly,” in contrast to the thief who secretly enters a house and steals. They have been guilty of armed robbery involving murder.
 Or they may have been in league with Barabbas, who was both a robber and a murderer and was also guilty of sedition against Rome.
  Perhaps Barabbas would have shared their fate on that day had not he been released at the demand of the crowd at Pilate’s court.


As the condemned are nailed to the crosses and hung up to die, a crowd gathers around them. Matthew 27:39-44 records,

Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads and saying, “You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself! Come down from the cross, if you are the Son of God!” In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders mocked him. “He saved others,” they said, “but he can’t save himself! He’s the King of Israel! Let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him. He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him, for he said, ‘I am the Son of God.’” In the same way the robbers who were crucified with him also heaped insults on him. 


Talk about strange bedfellows—here are the religious leaders of the nation and two condemned convicts joining their voices in mocking and insulting the man nailed to the middle cross. Returning to our text one of the condemned asks, “Are you not the Christ?” His question presupposes the answer ‘Yes’, but it is bitterly sarcastic. He calls on Jesus to save them all without believing that he can do it.


Both Matthew and Mark record that both criminals on either side of Jesus joined in the mocking and insulting at first, but then Luke records a change in demeanor of one of them. Verses 40-41 record his words, “Don’t you fear God, since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” John MacArthur writes,

There came a point in the taunting where one of the two thieves experienced a dramatic change of heart. Watching Jesus suffer such abuse silently, without returning threat or insult to His taunters, that thief was smitten in conscience and repented.


He realized the truth about himself—that he deserved what he was getting—which was the first step toward his total transformation.

A Change in Discernment 


In addition to this change in demeanor he also experienced a change in discernment as he realized the truth about Jesus. He says to his fellow criminal, “…we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” Then he addresses Jesus directly, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.﻿”

How could this criminal have so fully understood all of this about Jesus? Had he heard of the teacher from Nazareth prior to this fateful day? Or did he come to this realization during his final hours on earth? Warren Wiersbe points out, 

Because those thieves were on either side of the Lord Jesus, they could see the title that was on the cross. When you study the harmony of the Gos​pels, you find that this title read: “This is Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” It was written in three languages, and the thieves probably knew at least two of those languages. That title was written by Pilate. It was perhaps the first gospel tract ever written, and it hung over the head of the Lord Jesus.


Maybe it was the mocking words of Pilate that suddenly rang true in the mind of the thief. Perhaps it was the way Jesus acted in the face of the abuse heaped on him—praying for the forgiveness of his enemies, refusing to respond to the taunts and jeers—that caused this change within the man.


Whatever caused the change, one thing is certain:

This criminal…is the first to recognize that Jesus’ death is not a contradiction of his messiahship, his role as Savior; he is the first to recognize that Jesus’ crucifixion is a precursor to his enthronement (cf. Acts 5:30–31), and thus he anticipates in his request Jesus’ kingly rule.


Concerning himself he realized at the very least that death would not be the end of everything for him and that beyond death was the kingdom.
  He was the first and only one among all that spoke out at the execution of Jesus, who did not say, “Save yourself.” He did cry, “Save me.” 
 

The convicted criminal did the unthinkable: He asked Jesus for a favor. He asked Jesus to have mercy on him in spite of his worthless life. Keep in mind, this man was in no position to bargain. There was no “from now on,” no turning over a new leaf. The opportunity for doing good had come and gone. This was a dead man talking. He had come to the end of his miserable life and there was no chance to make up for lost time. He had lived his life exactly the way he wanted, with no concern for doing the right thing, and now, hours from the end, he suddenly gets religion and asks for mercy.


Now we are familiar with this story. It might gave us a warm fuzzy feeling that this man finds Jesus in his dying moments. But try to put yourself in that setting…or try to project that story into our own. Try to imagine the most heinous criminal of our time suddenly converting to Christianity. Would you believe him (or her)? Would you have a problem with God allowing them into heaven after the life of crime they had led?


Two examples come to my mind of this very circumstance: Ted Bundy and Jeffrey Dahmer, both convicted serial killers, both of whom (after they were caught and convicted) claimed to come to Christ before their deaths (Bundy by execution, Dahmer by murder at the hands of a fellow inmate). I remember when I first heard about their conversions, and all the critical comments made by Christians and unbelievers alike, doubting how anybody that far gone could ever come to faith in Jesus.


But is that any different than the story before us today?


What does that say about our beliefs about God and His grace? Does the blood of Jesus truly cleanse every and all sin, as 1 John 1:7 claims? Or are there people “too far gone” to be reached by the grace of God?

A Change in Destiny 


If we go by the response of Jesus on the cross, there is no doubt that the convict next to the Savior experienced a change in destiny. Pushing up on the nail that pierced his foot for leverage, Jesus managed to utter these words: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” Andy Stanley comments,

Do you realize what that means? It means that Jesus not only didn’t believe that good people go to heaven, he believed that bad people do! One of his last acts before dying was to promise a criminal a spot in paradise!


Can you imagine the reception awaiting him in heaven? If this man was indeed a murderer, what if he met his victim there? Or members of the victim’s family?


I wonder how many of us—particularly those of us who have been in the family of God for many years—are more like the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son? Oh, sure, the Father is thrilled that the worthless degenerate finally stumbled back home, smelling like pig slop, but what will the neighbors think? Why should I have to embrace someone who wasted their life in unmentionable activities just because they suddenly had a religious conversion?


Yet that is the testimony of this condemned criminal. He has nothing to show for his life that would impress anyone, but he impressed Jesus enough to gain entrance into Heaven. As Max Lucado writes, 

At this point Jesus performs the greatest miracle of the cross. Greater than the earthquake. Greater than the tearing of the temple curtain. Greater than the darkness. Greater than the resurrected saints appearing on the streets. He performs the miracle of forgiveness. A sin-soaked criminal is received by a blood-stained Savior.
 


We need to hear this message today: No one is ever too far gone to become a Christian.
 The Bible consistently affirms that God’s door remains open to anyone, even after what should have been closing time. If such an invitation could be extended to a thief on a cross, a murderer like Moses, David, Paul, or Manasseh, no one is excluded.


Maybe you hear this message today and you think, “But you don’t know what I’ve done in my life. I’m too far gone to become a Christian.” You’re right—I don’t know what you’ve done in your life. But the good news is this: It doesn’t matter what you’ve done in your life! As William Barclay puts it, “So long as a man’s heart beats, the invitation of Christ still stands…. It is literally true that while there is life there is hope.”
 If God has continued to give life to your body, He has given hope to your soul. Jesus’ death opened the way to eternal life for you. By acknowledging who Jesus is and who we are, we can experience that change in demeanor, discernment, and destiny, just like the criminal on the cross.


Now, if you find yourself in this situation, don’t put off coming to Christ. As the preachers of old put it, “One was saved upon the Cross that none might despair; and only one, that none might presume.”
  Matthew Henry adds,
This gives no encouragement to any to put off their repentance to their death-bed, or to hope that then they shall find mercy; for, though it is certain that true repentance is never too late, it is as certain that late repentance is seldom true.


The truth is, no one knows for sure how much time on earth they have left. If we put off coming to Christ until later, we may discover that later never comes! All it takes is a moment and we’ve gone from time to eternity…and then it will be too late.


For those of us who have already come to Christ, we also need to hear this message today: No one is ever too far gone to become a Christian. That family member, friend, neighbor, co-worker who seems to be miles away from God—and running as fast as they can in the opposite direction—can still come to faith in Jesus. Don’t give up on them! Keep loving them, keep praying for them, keep watching for an opportunity to share the truth of Christ with them…and try not to act to surprised when they do respond!
Remember, no one on earth can determine with abso​lute certainty the eternal destiny of another individual, since God alone knows the heart. But who is to say no one can become a Chris​tian at the end of his or her life? Remember one of the thieves on the cross? He had lived the life of a criminal, a thief. He had lived his entire life without Christ. But in his final breath he makes a state​ment regarding eternity, and Christ acknowledges it… There is no doubt in my mind that that thief will spend eternity in heaven.

Will we be surprised at who we meet in heaven? Will we be there ourselves?
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