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“Truly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43

In the Name of Jesus Christ our crucified and risen savior, Amen. As much as the cross became an identifying symbol for Christianity. It did not always have this association. The movie “Passion of the Christ” makes Jesus the center of attention, but the practice of crucifixion was very common. One archeologist notes, 
“While its origins are obscured in antiquity, it is clear that this form of capital punishment lasted for around 800 years and tens if not hundreds of thousands of individuals were subject to this cruel and humiliating death.”
 
Furthermore, the Romans may not have invented crucifixion; they certainly tried to perfect the process. Its purpose was quite clear, “Crucifixion was used for slaves, pirates, and enemies of the state. Therefore crucifixion was considered a most shameful and disgraceful way to die.”
 In other words, the person had everything stripped away from them be it dignity, peace, comfort and left with no evidence of any kind passing away into paradise.


Jesus was in this mix, thrown as a sinner among other sinners upon the cross. Typically, pictures of the crucifixion scene of Mount Calvary shows three crosses, Jesus with two other criminals. Where the first words of life from the cross were a general pronouncement, “Father, Forgive them.” The second words from the suffering savior were far more personal declaring, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.” It was not words to a religious man, an upright citizen, or someone special in society. A criminal judged on the cross right alongside Jesus heard them. He and another convict had received the same death sentence. Who knows exactly what they did. They could have been rapists, child molesters, thieves, even a terrorist against Rome.  Yet, the important fact was not their crucifixion, but how the innocent Son of God was at the center of it all. What a picture, what a promising Word for that man who believed in the kingdom of God come in Jesus. 

There they hung, one on the left and the other on the right of the savior. The man on the left joined in on the mockery. Men might have judged him, but he still wanted to be a part of it all one last time. After the spiritual leaders and soldiers had their words, he adds to it saying, “Aren’t You the Christ? Save Yourself and us!” Meant as mockery, nothing mattered to that man about the message of the Gospel. He heard the words from Jesus, “Father forgive them,” but forgiveness was not what he wanted. No, his prayer, his desire, his hope was to remain in a world of sin apart from the forgiving voice of a savior. He wanted a glory God an awesome God, but no God caring enough to set Himself upon the cross. 

The criminal on the left stands in the place of humanity throughout all ages and time. Sinful man knows only how to speak to God with  demanding words. If there is any fear of God, it is only from facing His judgment, but not from a firm trust in  grace and love in the face of His Son. The condemned criminal, like the condemned world, reject the shameful ways and means God works. Man always comes with conditions for making Christ king. It is always the glory road, a road going away from anything to do with Jesus and His cross. There are only questions posed against the Gospel. They begin and end with “If you are the Son of God do this or say this…” Such words are finally the Devil’s voice, the same directed against Jesus out in the wilderness. 

The other thief on the right said something far different. He rebuked the other man and all of humanity with him by the single statement, “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation?” (Luke 23:40). Proverbs in the Bible makes the point time and again, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge…” Proverbs 1:7. To fear God in those circumstances of his condemnation was a wise trust in the Son of God, Jesus Christ. For as Luther puts in his Small Catechism, “Whatever you fear, love and trust this is your God.” Who else will receive the repent sinner better than Jesus? He is mighty to save because His life is set upon the cross. The man did not hide from the truth, but confessed his sinful shame. He said, “And we indeed [are condemned] justly, for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds” (Luke 23:41).  Alone and distanced from the rest of the world and in his death, there were no demands or mocking words before God or man. All He had left was Jesus. 

There are such things as deathbed conversion, but one thing is certain. This man could not keep silent, not even babies are silent when they are baptized. Why would it then be different for one who could move their own mouth? How else could the Apostles record these words if the condemned man did not actually speak? There is no mystery, what we believe in our hearts makes it to our mouths. After confessing the innocence of Christ’s judgment on the cross, the man simply said, “Jesus, remember me when You come into Your kingdom” (Luke 23:42). He did not have time for profound words, to be baptized, or was able to celebrate the Gospel all that well. Death has a way of getting down to what matters most. Jesus was the name He honored and His kingdom was clearly not of this world. The condemned man sought no alleviation for the pain or looked for a way out of judgment. What mattered to him was to be remembered by Jesus. This thief was far better off from those not even on the cross for he could hear Jesus proclaim, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43).

This was not the kind of justifying word fit to give to a man condemned by the Law. The works-righteous build their paradise and are proud of it, but those of faith find it in what Jesus has built for them by His grace from the cross. Only He gives a promising Word for He was condemned for all by His Father in heaven. The righteous for the unrighteous, a savior for sinners, and that is the promising Word of the Scriptures. There may be a difference for how the law plays out in this life, but not in the life of the world to come. St. Paul says, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). Jesus said to His disciples at the Passover, “But I am among you as one who serves.” He saves sinners by the cross-filled marks of the church held out in His preached Word and Sacraments. This is how Christ’s kingdom comes into all the kingdoms of the world. Without force or trickery, Christ is among the condemned because he cares by the cross. “Today, you will be with Me in Paradise.” All we have is “today” since the hour of our death is unknown. It is a promising Word to hear and receive for the sinner has a savior in life, but most certainly in our death. Amen. Now may the peace of God remain in your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus to life everlasting, Amen. 
� http://www.centuryone.org/crucifixion2.html


� http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crucifixion#Roman_Empire
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