


March 7, 2010 Sermon
“The Thieves on the Cross”
In the prison were two condemned men, robbers and murderers, awaiting execution of their sentence to death. Pilate thought he might as well get them out of the way at the time and instructed the centurion to crucify them with Jesus. A condemned man could not carry the heavy post upon which he was to be fastened, but it was custom for the condemned to carry the plank upon which their arms would be spread. These planks were laid upon the back of the three condemned men, and the procession started toward Calvary. 
Standing at the window of his palace, Pilate watched Jesus as he was being led away with the cross upon his back. He gazed for a moment and then, turning to his wife Claudia, whose dream warned him not to do what he was doing, “An innocent man!”
So the procession moved along, out the gate of the city and up a very steep hill to the Place of the Skull. When they reached the place of crucifixion, the men were stripped of their clothing. The planks were nailed together and the men were stretched upon them. Hardened by the task, the soldiers went quickly about their tasks. Medicated wine was offered to the three men and partaken by the two criminals, but not by Jesus.
The mockery began. “You say that you are the King of the Jews, why don’t you save yourself?” In this chorus of mockery, the two thieves at first joined their voices. Perhaps they had hope if they joined in reviling Jesus that they might gain a last minute reprieve.  The thieves were yelling, “If you are the Christ, save yourself and us! If you are a king, come down from the cross.” 
But now one of the thieves stops mocking Jesus. He was silent while they other continued to mock Jesus. And then breaking his silence, he called out to his companion to be silent. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting what we deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” And then turning his head as far as the agony of the cross would permit, he looked toward the thorn-crowned head and prayed, “Jesus, remember me in when you come into your kingdom.”  And turning to the thief Jesus says to him, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”
The scene on the cross, especially what the thief said to the other criminal and what he said to Jesus is one of the most poignant scenes in the passion of Jesus. Here in these verses we see repentance, faith and salvation.
(A) Repentance
What can you imagine was going through the heart of the dying repentant criminal on the cross? Was it the way that Jesus claimed to be the Son of God? Was it the prayer that he had heard on the lips of Jesus, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do”? Was it what Jesus said to John about taking care of his mother and what he said to his mother about John? Was it the compassion and love from the heart of a dying Savior? Whatever it was, the man’s heart was changed.
It was a genuine repentance! He confessed that he had fallen short and that he indeed deserved the punishment that he received. He also gave expression to the fear of God when he said to the other criminal, “Don’t you fear God?” That shows the genuine repentance that gave him the courage to say those words.

There is a story of a minister witnessing to destitute people in a certain city and reading in the Bible of the woman who wiped Jesus’ feet with her tears. While he was reading the story he heard a loud sob and looked up at a young, thin girl whose face was disfigured with small pox. After he spoke a few words of encouragement to her, she said, “Will He ever come again, the One who forgave the woman? I have heard that He will come again. Will it be soon?” He could come at any time. But why do you ask? The minister replied. After sobbing again uncontrollable, she said, “Sir, can’t He wait for a little while? My hair is not long enough yet to wipe His feet.”

The person who sees the greatness of their own forgiveness by God’s love will themselves in love be forgiving. We forgive in love because our heavenly Father has forgiven in love and repentance is the desire to be an imitator of God.

(B) Faith
Think about the marvelous expression of faith the thief shown when he said, “Lord, remember me when you go to your kingdom.” Faith not only in the person of Christ, but faith in the power and the kingdom of Christ! The thief, hanging on a cross in the dark and dreadful hour, putting his trust in the power, mercy and love of Jesus speaks to the very heart of the Gospel! The thief saw his king! He saw another crown than the crown of thorns and said, “Lord, remember me when you go to your kingdom.”  For him, there was no more darkness but the everlasting light of redemption and forgiveness. In the midst of the mocking, jeering and cursing, there was a new song that drowned out the chorus of shame. It was the chorus of angels rejoicing over a repentant soul.

Faith is trust in Jesus Christ. Phillip Yancey defines faith as “Believing in advance in something that will only seem logical when seen in reverse.” I believe that was the mindset of the thief who sought the forgiveness of Christ while hanging from the cross. This righteousness that the thief was experiencing “comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference because all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:22). 

Now time comes into the picture. Clearly, the criminal on the cross had little time left in his life. We don’t know much about his life and what he did growing up, yet Jesus accepted his faith. Some of us think we have all the time in the world. What faith teaches me today, and it comes through with the thief on the cross, do not put off until tomorrow telling the people you love that you love them. Don’t put off until tomorrow doing what you know the Lord is calling you to do today. What the thief teaches me is in each moment of my life to be obedient because that is the moment we have. “Seek the Lord while He may be found” says the prophet Isaiah. There is an implication that there will come a time, there will come a day when we will seek the Lord and we are simply too late! The time is now! Salvation is ours if we believe and have faith that Jesus is our Lord and Savior.

(c) Salvation  
At the very end of repentance and faith is salvation. Here we can again look at the criminal on the cross and the salvation he received. The thief said in verse 42, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” To his joy and surprise, Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” The thief had asked only to be remembered.  It was Jesus who dying on the cross was coming to His Father and he was bringing with him a repentant thief!  

There are so many Biblical images that come to mind. I think of the prodigal son and how the father accepted his return with open and loving arms! It was as if he was crying out, “Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes for his feet, for this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”

A blind man once stood on a corner at a busy intersection reading aloud Acts 4 from a portion of a Braille Bible. A woman was on her way home stopped at the edge of the crowd that had gathered to listen. At that very moment the sightless man lost his place. While trying to find it, he kept repeating the last three words he had just read: “No other name…No other name…No other name…” Many smiled, but the woman went away impressed. She had been searching for inner peace. She had heard the verse before, but that one phrase haunted her. Before morning she surrendered to the Holy Spirit’s wooing and accepted Jesus. “I see it all now,” she cried. “I’ve been trying to be saved by my own works and prayers. But Jesus alone can help me. Jesus is my Mediator! There is no other Man whereby I must be saved.” Thus a blind man’s witness, given in a stumbling manner, was used to lead a seeking soul to Christ.
Have you ever wondered what the angels were thinking watching this great scene on the cross. Perhaps they were debating as to whom it should be that Jesus, having finished on the cross the work of redemption, would first admit to heaven.  There was only one way to heaven and that is the way the repentant thief traveled. It is the way of repentance toward God and faith in Jesus. 
For us this morning, true faith can only come from a personal relationship with Jesus. Faith is like a muscle: the more you exercise it, the stronger it becomes. I believe the repentant thief on the cross had his faith was strengthen. I believe that relationship is also open for us this morning. Ask yourself right now…
· Do I worry about how I’m going to pay next month’s bills? Or do I trust that God will take care of me?
· Do I stress over difficult situations trying to work them out on my own? Or do I have faith that God will work all things together for my good?
· Do I rely on my own judgment and planning? Or do I have faith that God will provide the wisdom I need to proceed in making decisions?
Faith is believing that God will do what God says that will be done for us as stated in His Word! “The word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart…that if you confess with your mouth ‘Jesus is Lord’ and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved” (Romans 10: 8-9). 
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