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Series: Cross Words ~ Seven Last Sayings of Jesus
Sermon: PARADISE

Luke 23:35-43
The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, “He saved others; let him save
himself if he is God’s Messiah, the Chosen One.”

36 The soldiers also came up and mocked him. They offered him wine vinegar 37 and said, “If you are the king
of the Jews, save yourself.”

38 There was a written notice above him, which read: this is the king of the jews.

39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Messiah? Save yourself and us!”

40 But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence?
41 We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.”

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

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

Sermon
For whatever reason, we are somewhat intrigued by a person’s last words.  A lifetime of speaking, but you only
get one shot at your last statement to the world.  When Ben Franklin was on his deathbed, his daughter asked
him to shift a little so he could breath a little easier, Ben’s last words were, “A dying man can do nothing easy.” 
Anyone know Elvis’ last words?  He told his fiancé, “I’m going to the bathroom to read.”  I really like Richard
B. Mellon’s last words:   Although he was the president of Alcoa, and he and his brother Andrew had a little
game of Tag going. The weird thing was, this game of Tag lasted for seven decades - since they were kids, and
the game never ended. When Richard was on his deathbed, he called his brother over, tapped him, and
whispered, “Last tag.” Poor Andrew remained “It” for four years, until he died.  They’re probably still playing
now.

Two weeks ago, we started a series on the seven statements of Christ from the cross. Words that give us
tremendous insight for our own lives. Last week in the words, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what
they do”.  Before that we saw Jesus giving his mother to John, and asking John to care for his mother.  Two very
compassionate statements, especially in the context of Jesus being executed.  Our third statement today, is also
an act of compassion and love.

“I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” What a wonderful and comforting scripture that is. 
It speaks of some wonderful truths of salvation. And when we examine this thief that Christ made that statement
to, he teaches us the key to hearing those very words for ourselves. We can always learn lessons from a thief,
usually it’s what not to do. But in this case this thief took some actions that all of us should follow if we hope to
hear those words some day ourselves. “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.”



Here this thief was on the cross with another criminal, and this other criminal is mocking Christ saying, “Aren’t
you the Christ? Save yourself and us!”  Everyone around this criminal was mocking Christ and making fun of
Him. Yet this one criminal did not. Why? When everyone else was taking turns mocking Him why did he not
only abstain from mocking Christ now, but He went to bat for Him as well. I believe the reason was this, and it
should be a lesson to us: He had a healthy fear of God that stopped him from mocking Christ. When the other
criminal began his mocking he stepped in and said, “Don’t you fear God?” This is the first step that will lead a
person’s heart towards salvation. That’s why Proverbs 1:7 says “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of
knowledge.” Because it’s only when you realize that God is a God of awesome power who deserves our respect
and honor and the one that we will one day have to answer to, do we seek to know more about Him. And when
we do seek that knowledge, we begin to learn of his awesome love that He has for us. Without having a healthy
fear of the Lord, I don’t believe a person will ever progress to the point of asking Christ into his heart. The other
criminal on the cross had no hope of finding salvation because he had nothing but cynicism.  He seemed to have
no thought of a life after and having to answer to anybody. Even in his time of facing certain death he belittled
Christ and mocked him because he lived a life respecting and fearing no one.

It’s a dark story, but a good one:  One time many years ago, the king of Hungary found himself depressed and
unhappy. He sent for his brother, a good-natured but rather indifferent prince. The king said to him, ’I am a great
sinner; I fear to meet God.’ But the prince only laughed at him. This didn’t help the king’s disposition any.
Though he was a believer, the king had gotten a glimpse of his guilt for the way he’d been living lately, and he
seriously wanted help. The story says that in those days it was customary if the executioner sounded a trumpet
before a man’s door at any hour, it was a signal that he was to be led to his execution. The king sent the
executioner in the dead of the night to sound the fateful blast at his brother’s door. The prince, once awoke,
realized with horror what was happening. Quickly dressing, he stepped to the door and was seized by the
executioner, and dragged pale and trembling into the king’s presence. In an agony of terror he fell before his
brother and begged to know how he had offended him. ‘My brother, answered the king, ‘if the sight of a human
executioner is so terrible to you, shall not I , having grievously offended God, fear to be brought before the
judgment seat of Christ?’”  His brother feared the judgment of a human king who could take away his earthly
life, but he seemed to be indifferent and unconcerned about a Heavenly King who had the power to condemn his
soul for eternity. 

You might know the name of Marie Antoinette.  She stepped on her executioner’s foot on her way to the
guillotine. Her last words: “Pardonnez-moi, monsieur.”  Frank Sinatra’s last words?  “I’m losing it.”  Italian
artist Raphael’s last word was simply: “Happy.”

In verse 41 of our text, we see the second lesson from the thief. “We are being punished justly, for we are
getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” He saw his own guilt and the innocence
of Christ. This is also something that a person must come to a realization of to bring Christ into their heart. They
must see their own guilt and know that they are a sinner. This crook had no doubt that he had done some bad
things for which he deserved punishment. He was dirty, impure and guilty. A person must know that Romans
3:23 is true. “For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” There are so many people who look like
they have their act together and we seem to hold them on a pedestal, but even they are sinners that have fallen
short of the glory of God. You name every great hero in scripture from Abraham to David to Solomon to Peter,
James and John and Paul and the list goes on. Not one of them were without sin. Even they had fallen short of
the glory of God. Praise God that through Christ we can have victory over our sinful nature. As important as it is
to see your own guilt, it’s equally important to see and know the innocence of Christ. 2 Corinthians 5:21 says,
“God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” 
Max Lucado once wrote, “We are guilty and he is innocent. We are filthy and he is pure. We are wrong and he
is right. He is not on that cross for his sins. He is there for ours.” 



Leonardo da Vinci’s last words were overly modest, saying, “I have offended God and mankind because my
work did not reach the quality it should have.”  Wow.

The third lesson that this thief on the cross taught us comes in verse 42 of our text. “Then he said, “Jesus,
remember me when you come into your kingdom.” From that one statement it tells us this: He had faith that
death wasn’t the end and that Christ had a kingdom. Now what is so incredible is this: The disciples and the
followers of Jesus thought that there hope was dying on the cross. In their despair and fear they abandoned
Christ, except for John who remained at the cross. The kingdom that Jesus was going to set up and be the king
of was no more as far as they were concerned.  Yet this man, a criminal, says to Christ, “Remember me when
you come into your kingdom.” This man knew that even though Christ was on the cross, he just knew that it
wasn’t the end for him. He knew there was something beyond this life and he knew that Christ would have his
own kingdom. He seemed to be so sure of it. Who would have ever thought that a common criminal would have
more faith than the disciples who were taught at the feet of Jesus.  He knew that death wasn’t the end and he
knew that Christ would have a kingdom. In order for Christ to make that statement to us one day, “Today you
will be with me in paradise”, we have to believe, we need to have that pure faith that life here is not the end, and
that indeed Christ does have a kingdom. A familiar scripture that I use in my funerals is this:  “In my Father’s
house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And
if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I
am.” Do you believe it? Do you have the faith of the criminal on the cross that day? Do you believe that this life
is truly not the end? Do you believe in another kingdom beyond this world?

Harriet Tubman, who will soon grace our $20 bills, her last words were, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.”  A
contemporary of hers, but on the other side of the war was Stonewall Jackson: and as he died, he said, “Let us
cross over the river and rest under the shade of the trees.”

The last lesson and one of the most important lesson that this thief teaches us is this: He showed us that it’s
never too late to turn to Christ. This was a man who most likely had not lived his life for God. He was a
criminal, a thief, a person who violated other people by taking their property. Here he was at the last hours of his
life and he turned to Christ. Christ didn’t say, “You know I’m sorry, I wish you would have turned to me earlier,
I could have maybe done something for you if you had.” No, Christ saw the genuineness in his heart and he said,
“Today, you will be with me in paradise.” We need to know as well that it doesn’t matter what we have done in
our past, it doesn’t matter how long we have lived life for ourselves and did what we wanted to do. Even in the
last moments we can still turn to Christ and if we are sincere He will give us the gift of salvation. There is not
one thing that you could have done that puts salvation out of reach for you. But let me make something very
clear. You are playing a dangerous game if you decide that you will just wait to the waning hours of your life.
First of all if you make that conscious decision to put it off, one would have to wonder how sincere you would
really be. You must understand that this thief did not plan it like this. He didn’t say I will live my life like I want
and then at the end I will give it all to God. He never expected the encounter with Christ that he had. And when
he did, he just hoped that all of his past wouldn’t matter and he sincerely turned to Christ.  It’s never too late.  I
know this sermon series is about Jesus’ last words, but today, it was the Thief’s last words that saved him. 
“Jesus, remember me.”  

In closing I want to say this about Jesus’ statement. Jesus told this thief that “today you will be with me in
paradise.” I believe today means today. When life is finished on this earth our bodies go in the ground but I
believe this says to us without a doubt that our souls go to be with Christ right away. Jesus didn’t say anything
about the future - he simply said, “Today you will be with me. Jesus used the word paradise. It is a Persian word
meaning a walled garden.  This morning I pray that we fear God just a little bit - Yes, he’s a God of love, but
you have to take him seriously.   I pray that you have faith that death isn’t the end and Christ indeed has a



kingdom. I pray that you realize that it’s not too late for you. No matter what you’ve done no matter what
consequences you are suffering. It’s not too late for you. Take it from a thief, it’s never too late!

John Wesley’s closing words?  The Founder of the Methodist Church?  “The best of all is, God is with us.
Farewell! Farewell!"

Amen.


