SERMON SERIES: WITNESSES
“The Penitent Thief:

From Death To Eternal Life”

Luke 23:32-33, 39-43
Our journey through the season of Lent continues, taking us ever closer to the great celebration of Easter just two weeks from today.  The sermon series we’ve been using is entitled “Witnesses,” and in it we’ve been exploring people who were eyewitnesses to Jesus, and how each was transformed from one place in life to another.  And as we’ve said, this series leads us to the choir’s Easter cantata which is called “We Are Witnesses.”  As part of each message, I’ve also been drawing from the writings of J. Barrie Shepherd, former pastor of First Presbyterian Church of New York City.  His book Faces At the Cross contains poems, prayers and stories of biblical people who were at the crucifixion.  Each week we’ve had someone in the congregation read a meditation from our witness to give us a different perspective.
We began with Mary Magdalene, a woman who went from darkness to light as a result of her experiences with Jesus.  We’ve looked at Simon the Cyrene who helped Jesus carry the cross—a man who went from observer to participant in the passion of Jesus.  We’ve heard about Caiaphas, the high priest, who went from power to persecution, and from Joseph of Arimathea, a prominent Pharisee who went from religion to relationship as a result of being with Jesus.

I invite you to turn to our Scripture reading for today, Luke 23: 32-33, 39-43, as we turn our attention to someone who was an eyewitness to Jesus in a brief but life-changing, agonizing but hopeful way: the penitent thief on the cross beside Jesus, a man who went from death to eternal life.
32Two others, both criminals, were led out to be executed with him.  33When they came to a place called The Skull, they nailed him to the cross.  And the criminals were also crucified—one on his right and one on his left.

. . . . . . . .

39One of the criminals hanging beside him scoffed, “So you’re the Messiah, are you? Prove it by saving yourself—and us, too, while you’re at it!”
40But the other criminal protested, “Don’t you fear God even when you have been sentenced to die?  41We deserve to die for our crimes, but this man hasn’t done anything wrong.”  42Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your Kingdom.”  43And Jesus replied, “I assure you, today you will be with me in paradise.”
What do we know about this fellow?  Very little, actually.  He goes unnamed in the gospel accounts of the crucifixion.  By the fourth century AD the name of Dismas had been attributed to him, but this comes from semi-questionable non-biblical writings centuries after the fact.  So we really don’t know what his name was.  Nor do we know anything about his family or where he came from.

That leaves us with what we do know: the main point that the gospels make is that he—and his mouthy companion on the other side of Jesus—were criminals.  32Two others, both criminals…  They were thieves, most likely from any of the marauding bands that sheltered in the Judean hills.
          We know that…the criminals were also crucified…  Crucifixion was the most heinous punishment that Rome used, and it was reserved for the lowest of the low.  Roman citizens—even hardened criminals—were never crucified.  It was a punishment for the dregs of society.  So not only were the two men criminals; they were seen—by the Roman authorities at least—as little more than dogs.
          39One of the criminals hanging beside him scoffed, “So you’re the Messiah, are you? Prove it by saving yourself—and us, too, while you’re at it!”  The thief who said this has often been depicted in art as hanging on Jesus’ left.  Dismas, or the penitent thief, has been shown as being on the right.  If you pay close attention to many of the ancient paintings of the crucifixion, you’ll notice Christ’s head and face looking toward the right, as if listening to or replying to the penitent thief’s request: 42…“Jesus, remember me when you come into your Kingdom.”  And the response to that request has brought comfort and hope to millions of people across the centuries: 43And Jesus replied, “I assure you, today you will be with me in paradise.”
          The penitent thief was all out of hope.  He was dying—in the most cruel and painful way imaginable.  He recognized that his own choices and lifestyle had brought him to that moment, and there was nothing that could be done to change it.  While his companion railed against Jesus, no doubt out of agony and fear, the penitent thief accepted his situation.  He knew there was no way he was going to be miraculously transported off the cross.  The Romans weren’t suddenly going to change their minds, take them down, and tend to their wounds.  No, the only thing the penitent thief had to hope for was a quick death.
          O God, how much longer can this last??  At first, with all the hammering—these big, course nails—and the pressure, all that weight pulling, tearing at my wounds, the pain seemed to be beyond belief.  But since then it has grown steadily worse and worse.

          God, who would have believed that I would ever pray for death to take me?  I, who craved excitement every moment, who fled the ancestral farm for a devil-may-care livelihood in the hills and mountains?  Yet now oblivion—an end to all this agony—is welcomed and pleaded for


This poor fellow next to me, though, he looks worse off than I am.  What a beating they must have given him, his flesh hanging in shreds like that, those wicked cuts across his brow from that mockery of a crown.  From all I hear he was no robber, rebel, crook or murderer.  Just a simple country carpenter caught up in a religious dispute with the temple.  What has he done to deserve this kind of death?


There goes the other thief, screaming at the Galilean again.  As if he didn’t have enough to bear with all the mockery of those priests and their hired gang of liars.

“Cut it out!  You and I deserve this fate.  We’ve earned every agony we endure because of all the pain and suffering we’ve inflicted on others.  He’s done nothing to merit this.  Let the man alone, for God’s sake!”

What was that?  Did he just say ‘Thank you’?  That look he gave me—those eyes!  It was as if he knew me, saw deep into the desperation and despair, the empty loneliness that tears me even more than these grim, cruel wounds.


It’s as if he looked past all the blood and sweat, all the wasted years, and recognized just who I am, what I want to be, as well as who I have been.  It was as if…he loved me.


‘King of the Jews’ the mockers call him.  Well, such a king would be the first that could claim my loyalty, my hope, yes maybe even my heart.  Strange, really, how the pain has eased somewhat since he looked over here, since he spoke to me.


Am I slipping?  Is this slow death driving me out of my wits before it drives me from this world?  Or is there in this man, this Jesus of Nazareth, a royal grace—a tenderness that has such power—such vast enduring strength that it wipes out the pain, the shame, even the dread of what comes next?

“Lord--  Lord, over here…  Yes, Jesus, remember me.  Please don’t forget me.  I’ll never forget you.  Remember me, please.  Remember me.  Hold me in your love when you come into your kingdom.”

          43And Jesus replied, “I assure you, today you will be with me in paradise.”  Let me suggest two hopeful promises in Jesus’ response.  The first is that the penitent thief would depart this life only to enter into God’s perfect kingdom.  Jesus knew the thief’s heart, just as he knows each of our hearts.  Some may argue, “Well, the thief didn’t ask Jesus to forgive him of his sins.”  No, he didn’t.  “Well, the thief didn’t say the ‘Sinner’s Prayer.’”  No, he didn’t, because there was no such thing back then.  But he was truly repentant, and Jesus knew that.
          The second promise is a bit harder to discover but it’s there.  Jesus told him… today you will be with me in paradise.”  Emphasis on today.  Normally it took days for a crucified person to die.  The Romans left them hanging in the heat and weather for all to see, and their agonies could linger for days on end.  But Jesus said that was not going to be the case for the penitent thief.  John 19:31-32 tells us, 31It was the day of preparation, and the Jewish leaders didn’t want the bodies hanging there the next day, which was the Sabbath (and a very special Sabbath, because it was Passover week).  So they asked Pilate to hasten their deaths by ordering that their legs be broken.  Then their bodies could be taken down.  32 So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the two men crucified with Jesus.  Breaking the legs was a tactic that not only added to the suffering of the crucified; it also prevented them from pushing themselves up in order to fill their lungs with air.  Thus, they asphyxiated and died sooner.
          The penitent thief would not have to suffer in agony day after day as his life slowly ebbed away.  He would die that same day—as would the other thief—as would Jesus.  So his journey to paradise was much closer than the thief even realized.
          The thief moved from death to eternal life because of his repentant heart--and because of a Savior who does not miss the smallest plea for help, the most desperate cry for salvation, the deepest needs of the human heart.  Jesus responds.  He may not always respond in the way we want, or in the time we expect.  But Jesus responds.  He’s responded to you time and time again, amen?  Every one of you could testify to times and ways in which Jesus responded to you.
         Like the penitent thief, it may’ve been a cry borne of pain and suffering.  It may’ve been a plea when your strength was gone and you didn’t think you could go on.  It may’ve been the most desperate prayer you’ve ever prayed.  But most importantly, it was when you first cried out for him to cleanse you of your sin, when you accepted his invitation to become part of his kingdom through faith in him.  And Jesus remains by our side, ready to hear us, ready to respond according to his perfect will.  Because we’ve trusted in him we’ve moved from death to eternal life.

          Now, we’ll all still die for that is the nature of this human existence.  It is unavoidable.  The mortality rate for us as human beings is one hundred percent.  But like the penitent thief, when we pass through the gateway of death we step into the full, perfect glory that Christ has promised to us.  “I assure you, today you will be with me in paradise.”
          Before we come to the Lord’s Table, I invite you to turn to page 488 in your hymnal and let us sing the penitent thief’s final words to prepare our hearts for this sacrament…
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