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Text: Luke 23: 26-43 
Sermon: “Today You Will Be with Me in Paradise” 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 



 Jesus spoke seven words from the cross.  His first word from the cross 

was “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  This 

morning, as we come to his second word from the cross, we find that the 

heavenly Father has already answered the Lord’s first plea.  A criminal was 

hanging beside Jesus.  God opened his heart to repentance.  The thief, 

despairing of himself, placed himself in Christ’s hands, received forgiveness 

and gained entrance into the Kingdom of God.  To explore that wonderful 

answer to prayer we are going to take a look at the thief on the cross, who 

was our Lord’s last companion on earth and his first companion in heaven.  

We’ll look at his miserable condition.  We’ll look at his prayer.  We’ll look at 

Jesus’ answer to him and we’ll consider what Jesus is saying to us through 

this word.  Our old friend Charles Spurgeon once said that the “story of the 

salvation of the dying thief is a standing instance of the power of Christ to 

save, and of his abundant willingness to receive all that come to him, in 

whatever plight they may be.”  It is a story of the plight of man and the 

power of God, and so it is a story for the ages, a story for you and for me.  

God grant us grace that we might have ears to hear and eyes to see and 

hearts to receive.   

 Let me set things in their proper context.  Our Lord had been arrested, 

deserted, put on trial, falsely condemned, beaten, whipped and finally 



crucified, nails fastening him to a cross.  He had been stripped to add to his 

humiliation; those around him mocked him to his face.  Even the two 

criminals crucified beside him, the Apostle Matthew tells us, mocked and 

reviled him cruelly, adding insult to injury.  It was then, in that extreme 

condition, that he prayed to his Father with tenderness, majesty and love, 

“Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  That 

prayer was answered almost immediately.  One of the thieves who had been 

intent on insulting Jesus stopped.  Why?  Because God, in beginning to 

answer Jesus’ prayer, had given him a new heart.  He brought him from the 

kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light, from death to life.  Let’s 

look at the lesson, picking it up at verse 39: 

 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.” 

 Let me make a few points about this thief who met the Lord at 

Calvary.  First, this thief was no ordinary, run of the mill sinner.  He was a 

practiced sinner, a notorious sinner, a bold sinner, a vile sinner.  Beloved, 

many sinners are respectable.  They have learned how to hide their shame.  

They hide behind masks of various kinds.  Family.  Work.  Church.  Not this 



sinner.  He wasn’t that sophisticated.  Instead, he was crude and vulgar.  He 

was a career criminal.  He was a robber and, most likely, a murderer.  Today 

he would be a gang member, a gunrunner, a drug dealer, a carjacker.  It was 

upon just such a wretch that Jesus breathed out his grace.   

 We should not be surprised at this.  Jesus was a friend to publicans 

and sinners.  He made Matthew the tax collector a disciple and apostle.  He 

ate with Zacchaeus the cheat.  The woman caught in adultery he restored.  

He blessed the Samaritan woman who had had so many “husbands” she had 

lost count.  He brought the Apostle Paul from that road on which he breathed 

out threatenings and murder against the church, to the place where he could 

say, “Let your gentleness be evident to all.”  Jesus was a physician come to 

heal the lost, weary and sin-sick.   

 Beloved, do you rejoice in this staggering grace?  You should.  You 

must, if you are a Christian, for it is the same grace that has touched you.  As 

someone once remarked, “If Jesus had not stooped very low, he would not 

have come to me; and if he did not seek the most unworthy, he might not 

have come to you.”  He did not come to call the righteous, but sinners to 

repentance.  Let me make it as clear as I can.  None of you are excluded 



from God’s kingdom because of the greatness of your sin.  If you believe on 

the Lord Jesus you will be saved. 

 So first, this thief was a notorious, practiced sinner.  Second, this thief 

was a sinner newly awakened.  I don’t imagine that this man had ever really 

thought of Jesus before the crucifixion.  He would have known his name.  

He would have heard of some of his deeds, his giving sight to the blind, or 

perhaps his feeding the 5,000.  But he wouldn’t have thought of Jesus much 

beyond that.  After all, when he was first crucified he added his voice to 

those others who were screaming at our Lord with contempt and scorn.  Yet 

on that cross, all of a sudden, with his life blood ebbing away and but a few 

hours left to live, he came to see that the man he was crucified beside was 

more than a mere man.  The Holy Spirit entered and touched his heart, 

allowing him to see, as Peter had seen at Caesarea Philippi, that Jesus was 

the Christ, the Son of the living God.  Perhaps it was Jesus’ first word of 

forgiveness; perhaps it was the sign which hung over his head: “The King of 

the Jews.”  In any event, touched by the Spirit of God, the thief changed 

radically.  He woke from his spiritual slumber.  He began to feel the weight 

of his sin.  He began to fear God and to fear for himself.  In the Gospel of 

John, Jesus tells his disciples that he will send the Counselor, the Holy 

Spirit.  “When he comes,” Jesus said, “he will convict the world of guilt in 



regard to sin and righteousness and judgement.”  The Spirit was not spread 

abroad at this point, but he entered the thief and convicted him.  He was 

convicted of his sin and convicted of the truth of Christ, the God-man.  So 

convicted, even though it was at the very last minute, he called out to Jesus 

for salvation and he was forgiven. 

 “Hold on a minute, now Ken.  Do you mean to say that the vilest 

sinner, who has been living happily in sin for fifty, sixty, even seventy years 

can, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, be washed, forgiven and made 

clean in the eyes of God?”  That is exactly what I mean because that is 

exactly what the Lord is preaching here.  In a moment our old, sinful nature 

can be run through with the sword of the Spirit and be put to death, so that 

we might gain a new nature.  You may be living a secret life of habitual sin.  

You may have been cherishing sin in your heart for years.  Yet if you will 

now believe that Jesus is God’s own Son who has come into this world to 

save sinners, and if you will confess your sins sincerely and trust in him 

wholeheartedly, you will be at once forgiven and saved.   

 The repentant thief was an uncommon sinner, a newly awakened 

sinner, and, third, he was a sinner in misery.  Though he had done his 

wickedness in the dark of night, his sins had found him out.  He was paying 

the consequences for his actions.  Arrested.  Convicted.  Sentenced.  



Crucified.  His life was forfeit and, what is worse, he had come to realize 

that there was another tribunal before which he would have to stand.  He 

came to realize he had lived as an enemy of God and so he had begun to be 

in fear.  You see, as horrible as his crucifixion was, with all of its attendant 

pain, he knew it was as nothing compared to the righteous and holy wrath of 

God and the unending desolation of hell with its everlasting woe.  To be an 

enemy of God and to be on the brink of death!  Yet like this thief, no matter 

how great an enemy you might be, even if you are but a heartbeat away from 

death, if you believe on the Lord Jesus you will be saved.  Surrender to him 

and you will be received. 

 The next thing for us to note is that this thief was a sinner who could 

do no good works.  If salvation were of works, not of grace, this man could 

not have been saved.  He could say a word or two, but he could do no more.  

He was fastened on a tree.  His usefulness was at an end.  There would be no 

good works.  No seasons of prayer.  No taking up the Scriptures to read and 

study.  No giving of alms.  If ever there was a picture of unmerited favour 

poured out on a person, here it is.  As our Lord said to Zechariah, “‘Not by 

might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord Almighty.”   



 If you would be saved put away your so-called good works.  They will 

not purchase what you desire.  Forgiveness is too costly for you to buy.  

Gold and silver will not suffice.  Forgiveness costs nothing less that the 

blood of Christ.   Instead of good works, you must humble yourself.  

Beloved, let this thief’s inability speak to your heart and be your example.  

Come to Jesus with open arms and empty hands so that he might embrace 

you and fill you with good things.  

 Let’s turn to our lesson again and consider what happens next: 

 “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.”   

The thief offered a prayer.  “Jesus, remember me when you come into your 

kingdom.”  This prayer comes from a heart of faith.  All true prayer does.  If 

it comes from somewhere else it is not really prayer at all.  This prayer is the 

fruit of the thief’s newly received gift of faith.  And that faith was the real 

thing.  Think about it.  In faith he found the courage to rebuke his partner for 

mocking the Lord.  In faith he found the courage to look into his own heart 

and see what was really there.  And so he admitted his own guilt and 

acknowledged that he deserved the punishment that was meted out.  In faith 

he proclaimed Jesus’ innocence.  In faith he confessed that Jesus was Lord 



and King when he spoke of his kingdom.  Finally, in faith, he cast himself 

upon the mercy and grace of the Lord with the simple and sincere words, 

“Jesus, remember me.”  And consider this: All this was done in faith first, 

when Jesus did not look like any king the world had ever seen but was 

hanging naked and dying from a cross; and second, when the thief himself 

was in horrible pain.  This was no fair-weather faith.  It was a Spirit wrought 

miracle and it is wonderful to behold.  There are those who have suggested 

that the great “hall of fame” of faith found in Hebrews 11 might properly 

have been extended to include such a man of faith as this.   

 The thief offered a prayer.  He said, “Jesus, remember me when you 

come into your kingdom.”  Jesus answered, “I tell you the truth, today you 

will be with me in paradise.”  It was a modest prayer.  A humble prayer.  But 

it received an extravagant answer.  Ponder these things: The thief did not ask 

for a seat of honour.  He only asked to be remembered.  Jesus answered, 

“Not only will I remember you; you will be with me.  You will see me in my 

glory, face to face.  We will sit down together at the heavenly banquet table.  

We will commune in intimacy and joy.  I will be in you and you will be in 

me and you will be like me, sharing my life and eternally blessed.” 



 Ponder this too.  The thief asked to be remembered when Jesus came 

into his kingdom.  When was this?  What was the thief thinking of?  The 

thief was thinking about the end of the age when Jesus was going to return in 

power and glory.  He was not asking for an immediate blessing, but a 

blessing deferred.  He was looking far down the road, to the last day.  “Jesus, 

on that day, be pleased to remember me.”  “No,” Jesus says.  “It won’t be 

down the road.  It won’t be at the end of the age or even at the end of the 

year.  It will be today.  Today you will be with me in paradise.”   

 Ponder this too.  Jesus answers the prayer saying, “I tell you the 

truth.”  “I tell you.”  The prayer is answered with all the authority of the 

Lord, and all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to him.  It is 

answered according to his gracious will and his will is certain and 

unchangeable.  It is answered in accordance with the truth and Jesus is the 

Truth and he is the same yesterday, today and forever.  There is a doxology 

found in Ephesians 3: 20, 21 which speaks of our Lord answering humble 

prayers with overwhelming generosity.  Paul writes,  

 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we 
ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to 
him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 
generations, for ever and ever!  AMEN. 



Such is the generosity the thief experienced.  More than all that was asked or 

imagined.  Such is the grace of our God. 

  

 In the minute that remains I want to sum up the Lord’s message to us 

in this second word from the cross.  First, our Lord would have us recognize 

the glory of his salvation.  It is a salvation that is able to save to the 

uttermost, even those who are filthy, wretched and vile with sin, even those 

who seek it only at the last moment, the moment of death.  Our Lord would 

have us glory in such a salvation, for it takes such a mighty salvation to save 

the likes of you and me. 

 Second, our Lord would have us recognize the nearness of eternal 

things.  The crucifixion was, to the repentant thief, the greatest blessing he 

had received up to that time.  The crucifixion a blessing?  Yes, for it brought 

him to the place where he knew in his bones eternity was only a heartbeat 

away.  That hadn’t struck him before.  It hadn’t played a part in the decisions 

he had made.  But all that changed on the cross.  It may be that eternity is 

just a heartbeat away for someone sitting here this morning.  Who knows?  It 

is a foolish thing to live as if you will live forever, as if you will never have 

to render an account to the Lord Almighty.  Beloved, know how close that 



day is and how close you are to it.  Eternal things, for blessing or curse, are 

as near as your last breath.   

 Third, our Lord would have you know that if you believe on him with 

a living faith, you are ready for heaven now.  You need not fear death; for 

those in Christ the grave has lost its sting and death has lost its power.  There 

is no condemnation.  That is behind you, nailed forever to a cross.  So be of 

good cheer. 

 Finally, the Lord would have you take this exhortation to heart.  At the 

foot of the cross soldiers cast lots for his clothing.  They took home from 

Calvary a used belt, a pair of sandals, a long shirt.  Beloved, don’t leave 

Calvary with trinkets of no value; don’t leave that hill unless you take home 

a penitent heart, a changed life, a renewed vision, a mighty Saviour.  Don’t 

leave until you take Christ home with you.  Don’t neglect so gracious a 

salvation.  In Christ’s name.  Amen. 

  


