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Scripture says: God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them.   Thank God for that!  Amen.  


God's Word for our special consideration on this fifth Sunday morning of the Lenten Season is the account of Christ on the cross—for us.  It’s Luke chapter twenty-three, verses thirty-five through forty-three:  


The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, "He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Christ of God, the Chosen One." 

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

There was a written notice above him, which read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. 

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." 

Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom." 

Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise."

This is God’s Spirit-inspired Word of Jesus Christ.

Introduction: If I Could Take a Trip in Time, It Would Be … 

Dear fellow Christians—for whom Christ was on the cross:

There’s a little bit of magic in the study of history.  Isn’t it true – isn’t it? – that when somebody tells you what happened before your time, when you see on TV. historical events, when you read about what happened before your day—you almost magically transport yourself to those events; you witness them yourself.  


So, which events in history would you like to have witnessed? – I myself would be fascinated to experience the battles of World War Two, as long as I were kept safe!  Or wouldn’t it have been something to be present in the courts of kings back at the time of the Renaissance?  Or wouldn’t you like to visit ancient Greece during its Golden Age?  


Myself, I am especially fascinated by Bible events.  I’d love to have witnessed Creation.  I’d love to have spoken to Abraham, although I’d have to bush up on the language!  I’d love to have witnessed the parting of the Red Sea—or been present during the kingdom of David.  It would have been great to meet the apostles!  Best of all, I’d love to have walked with Christ—seen him preaching, witnessed his miracles, heard him teaching….

Theme: Christ on the Cross
But most of all – more than anything else – what would it have been like to be at Calvary on Good Friday? – Wow!  That’s where God’s own Word takes us today.  It presents to us: CHRIST ON THE CROSS.  And we will contemplate him there; then a couple of times we will pause to consider what Christ on the cross means for our souls and our lives.  

Exposition One: Christ on the Cross Refused to Save Himself
It was shortly after nine o’clock in the morning—and just possibly April seventh, thirty ad.  Springtime would have been in the air in the ancient Middle East.  History takes us to a slope, a block or two outside the towering city wall of Jerusalem, through the large gate along the road leading west-northwest of town.  

There, in full view, and in close proximity to all passers-by, stood three crosses—probably only some eight to ten feet off the ground.  Spiked to the crosses, and probably also bound by some ropes, drooped three bloody, half-naked men—two criminals, and one Christ the Lord, our Savior.  

God’s Word reports: The people stood watching.  Were there, at any given time, on that Passover festival morning, maybe as many as hundreds?—and lots of them Galileans from up north?  

And the rulers even sneered at him. Literally: They turned up their noses at Jesus.  They said, "He saved others – healing them of their sicknesses, healing them even of death – let him save himself if he is the Christ of God, the Chosen One” – which the Jewish leaders thoroughly rejected.  However, with these very words these very men unwittingly fulfilled Scripture – Psalm twenty-two – which has the Messiah saying: All who see me mock me; they hurl insults, shaking their heads: ‘He trusts in the Lord; let the Lord rescue him.  Let him deliver him, since he delights in him.’”  
Also the soldiers – who would have been non-Jewish Romans, and four of them –came up and mocked him – the contents of their mockery we’ll read about in a moment. They offered him wine vinegar – a cheap wine, provided regularly to criminals by compassionate Jerusalem women, in order to dull their pain during crucifixion – and said, "If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.”  The soldiers thought little of the Jews anyway, and they thought even less of this one who “falsely” claimed to be king of them.  

And how did they know of Jesus’ claim to be King of the Jews? – There was a written notice above him – written in the local Aramaic, in the soldiers’ Latin, and in the universal Greek language: to testify to all people, from everywhere, at all times – which read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. In the soldiers’ Latin, it was: Iesus Nazarenus, Rex Iudaeorum, “I” “N” “R” “I”, as you read on our cross.  

And this written notice is even more fascinating than it might seem at first….  You see, it wasn’t just Christ’s cross that had such a notice; it was the crosses of criminals in general.  The notice generally had the charge for which criminals were condemned and crucified.  The notice served as a powerful deterrent for those who passed by.  They’d read the crime, they’d see the result of the crime: crucifixion, and they wouldn’t commit the crime themselves!  

And so, Christ’s crime was that he was “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews”.  And crucifixion was the penalty for that crime of identity.  If you purport to be Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews – if you are the Savior of a world full of sinners – expect crucifixion as the penalty for that crime of yours.  

Application One: It Happened for Us—So: Defend Him!
And here we sit – today: March seventeenth, year Two Thousand Two – knowing all this took place for us….  

We hear the Jewish leaders sneering: He saved others; let him save himself.  And we know that was exactly Jesus’ predicament!  He did save us: a miserable universe of transgressors.  But to do so, he couldn’t save himself; he had to suffer, he had to go through hell, he had to die, to rescue us.  

We witness the Roman soldiers mocking: If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.  And we know that was exactly the problem!  Jesus was King of the Jews, and King of all.  And as a good King, he had to put his life on the line to deliver the people—the way, say, David did against Goliath.  And so, Jesus put his life on the line – Jesus put his body on the cross, until it became a corpse – in order to deliver us.  

And it was our sick fascination with sin that spiked Christ to the cross.  It was our big transgressions that had him gasping for breath.  It was our heavy sinfulness that had him suffering hell.  

And you’d just like to jump in and tell those Jewish leaders, “No, it’s me he’s saving, and you, and the world!”  You’d just like to jump in and tell those Roman soldiers, “No, it’s me he’s rescuing, and you, and the universe!”  And while you can no longer speak to them, you can tell heathen family and friends, “Christ died for you and for me!”  
Exposition Two: Christ on the Cross Promised Paradise
“… Personally!”  See, that’s what the next precious part of the story makes ever so clear to us.  

Now, it’s got to be later in the morning.  The mocking has gone on for some hours.  Other inspired accounts of Christ make it clear that both criminals joined in the ridicule.  

So, it can’t surprise us when we read: One of the criminals – literally: evildoers, from other accounts: robbers, pretty demonstrably their robbery included homicide – One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him – literally: blasphemed him: "Aren't you the Christ? Save yourself and – most importantly – us!" 

But the other criminal had experienced a change of heart.  Somehow, the Holy Spirit had reached him.  Somehow the words from God he remembered, or maybe even the testimony of Christ himself or some surrounding witnesses, brought this man to trust Jesus during his hours on the cross.  

At any rate: this new believer rebuked him – the first criminal. "Don't you fear God," he said, "since you are under the same sentence?” – the same sentence … as God.  This guy had correctly identified his co-crucified as God.  What a confession!  

He continues: “We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve.”  No excuses, no explanations, no extenuating circumstances, and no throwing himself on the mercy of the court.  The guy was a sinner.  He admitted it.  Period.  What a confession!  

And he continues, regarding Christ; “But this man has done nothing wrong"—in fact, not just nothing wrong, but literally: nothing out of place, nothing even remotely resembling sin.  The guy had correctly identified Jesus as the only perfectly righteous one.  What a confession!

Then he said, "Jesus, literally: Savior—Savior, remember me when you come into your kingdom."  It was his singular plea for mercy, and it was addressed to the single individual who could demonstrate to him the necessary mercy.  
And then, that precious promise: Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today – and therefore: in only hours – you will be with me – and being with Christ, nothing else matters – in paradise” – literally and picturesquely: God’s park – no purgatory, no pause, no delay.  When a Christian expires, God immediately retrieves him forever.  

Application Two: It Happened for Us—So: Depend on Him!
And here we sit – today: March seventeenth, year Two Thousand Two – knowing this penitent robber represents us….  

We know we are under the same sentence as God.  When Christ died, God died, and we must also die.  When Christ rose, God rose, and we must also rise.

We know that when we die, we are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve.  There’s nothing that crucified criminal did that we have never done—at least, in our sinful hearts.  

Thank God we know that this man Jesus has done nothing wrong.  And if he’s done nothing wrong, but he’s suffering for wrongdoing, it’s for our wrongdoing that he’s suffering.  

And so, each of us pleads: Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.  It’s our only hope.  

And Jesus answers us: I tell you the truth, today – or tomorrow, or after a long and fruitful life which is still only a few short years – you will be with me in paradise.  

And so, my friend, depend on him!  When you are dying, depend on Christ: who will transport you to paradise—and my friend, we all are dying.  When you are sick, depend on Christ: whose heavenly power touches you on earth.  When you are sad, depend on Christ: whose heavenly love reaches you here and now.  

Conclusion: … Which Is a Trip Worth Taking Regularly

In conclusion: wouldn’t you have liked to be at Calvary on Good Friday? – Due to the space of time and place, that’s not exactly possible.  But it’s still a trip you can make every week … in church.  Let’s do it together!  And it’s a trip you can make every day … in the Scriptures.  Let’s focus on them frequently and study them diligently!  Amen.

Scripture says: God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.  Thank God for that!  Amen.
