
Seven Sayings (2)     Luke 23:43

We all love a good story, don’t we. Well, the one 
we have right here on Skull Hill is hard to beat - I 
mean, this guy, the thief on the cross, has to be 
labelled as the luckiest man alive!
He was nothing more than a common criminal, a 
career criminal; this unnamed individual was a 
loser in life, but a winner in death. Think about it: 
he had committed a crime, he was caught, he was 
convicted, and he was crucified for it. So he had 
no future, he was going nowhere, except to hell - 
he had absolutely nothing to look forward to, he 
had nothing to live for and die for … 
yet, and this is remarkable, of all the criminals, on 
all the crosses, on all the hills around the Roman 
Empire, in the providence of a sovereign God, he 
was crucified next to the Lord Jesus Christ. In all 
honesty, the chances of that happening are fairly 
slim.
There he was, on the brink, just before he died, 
just before he plunged into the abyss of eternity, 
he’s tottering on the ragged edge of the precipice 
of death, and at the very last minute he received 
the gift of eternal life and the blessing of being 
forgiven. For him, it was a classic case of better 
late than never. 
Talk about a deathbed conversion - this is it! If he 
had died on any other cross, at any other time, in 
any other place, this anonymous bloke would’ve 
been forgotten forever. This incident is, therefore, 
unsurpassed, for it powerfully illustrates what dear 
Fanny Crosby had in mind when she wrote: 
The vilest offender who truly believes, 

that moment from Jesus, a pardon receives.
I invite you to come with me now to that green hill, 
outside the city wall, where the dear Lord and a 
couple of malefactors were crucified … and I want 
you to try to visualise in your mind’s eye some of 
what is happening. Thankfully, Dr Luke has given 
us a full and frank transcript of those hours … 
it’s here that our ears are attuned to the second of 
the seven cries from the cross; it’s where the Lord 
answered the request of the dying thief with these 
few words: ‘I tell you the truth, today you will be 
with me in paradise’ (that’s in verse 43).
1. The position of a great Saviour 
This is highlighted for us when we look at verse 
33, where it says: ‘When they came to the place 
called the Skull, there they crucified him, along 
with the criminals - one on his right, one on his 
left.’ That is most significant for it tells us that the 
Lord Jesus was between the two - he was on the 
centre cross.
But, even more significant, is that this didn’t just 
happen by chance - it was actually a fulfilment of 
Old Testament prophecy. We read in Isaiah 53:12 
that the Suffering Servant would ‘be numbered 
with the transgressors.’ And this inescapable fact 
of history written in advance is confirmed in Mark 
and his account in 15:27-28. 
Think about it: at his birth in Bethlehem, he was 
surrounded by beasts of the field; at his death on 
Calvary, he was encircled by a pair of thugs who 
terrorised their local community. Here is the one 



who is most holy dying with those who were most 
unholy.
You see, at the cross, not only was the hand of 
sinful man at work, so too was the sovereign hand 
of God! Man was unknowingly and unwittingly 
fulfilling the perfect plan of God. Ah, the Lord 
Jesus was numbered with the transgressors so 
that we might be numbered with the redeemed! 
Such is marvellous grace.
And that generosity of mercy and grace is seen in 
a variety of other ways too. Let me show you what 
I mean: along with the gawking onlookers on the 
hillside, and in the midst of all the mocking shouts, 
these two convicts heard Jesus repeatedly pray, 
’Father, forgive them …’ 
The Holy Spirit could take those powerful words 
and speak into their hardened hearts - the penny 
may have started to drop for one of them - maybe 
he inwardly wondered, ‘Could Jesus forgive me? 
Would he forgive even me?’
These guys, along with everyone else, were left in 
no doubt as to who was hanging naked on that 
centre cross - the inscription above his thorn 
crowned head, put there by Pilate, made that 
unerringly clear: ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the king of 
the Jews’ (Matthew 19:19). 
In a few words, this first gospel tract, declared the 
gospel in a nutshell - ‘Jesus’ means Saviour, one 
who rescues - ‘Nazareth’ speaks of a place that 
was despised and rejected - so here is one who is 
identified with outcasts! And, since he is ‘the king 
of the Jews,’ here is someone with a kingdom - he 
is one who rules and reigns!

But there’s more - for both these gangsters heard 
the crowd as it railed upon Jesus. Talk about 
verbal abuse, this is it at its worst - the military 
men got their tuppence worth when they taunted 
and teased him with the words, ‘If you are the king 
of the Jews, save yourself.’ The religious leaders 
sneered and jeered at him, saying: ‘He saved 
others, let him save himself if he is the Christ of 
God, the Chosen One.’
The irony of it all is that what they were saying is 
compellingly true - ‘he saved others’ and we know 
that he did; what a marvellous testimony. It pays 
tribute to the power of Jesus for he ‘saved’ men 
and women; it underlines the compassion of 
Jesus for his was a ministry that reached out to 
‘others.’
These guys got it right - ‘he saved others.’ He did 
not merely sympathise with them or help them out 
in some kind of superficial way - read the gospel 
of Luke and you’ll see so many examples of what 
Jesus did. He saved them, delivered them, and he 
rescued them from their trouble. Yes, he saved 
others! Ah, clean testimony can come from dirty 
mouths!
I can imagine one of those crucified men saying to 
himself - ‘Well, if Jesus saved others, then maybe 
he can save me.’ And so we have:
2. The prayer of a great sinner
This has to be one of the greatest prayers in all of 
history - it’s short, it’s sincere, it’s straight to the 
point … the penitent thief cried out with what little 
strength he had left in him: ’Jesus, remember me 
when you come into your kingdom.’



Before he prayed, you can see how he’s thinking 
in verses 40-41 … his confession is remarkable in 
itself. He confesses the justice of God for he says 
‘we are punished justly, for we are getting what 
our deeds deserve.’ He confesses the innocence 
and righteousness of Jesus when he admits that 
‘this man has done nothing wrong.’ 
He assumes the kingship of Jesus for he says 
‘when you come into your kingdom.’ He assumes 
he can have a future beyond his pending death - 
for there will still be an ‘I’ or a ‘me’ to remember. 
And he also assumes the care and saving power 
of Jesus for he said, ‘remember me.’ 
That was a robust confession - and it took raw 
courage … against all the odds, he swam against 
the tide and turned to Jesus for mercy. He didn’t 
have a great deal of understanding, he didn’t 
have a wealth of knowledge - but, like John 
Newton, he knew he was a great sinner and that 
Jesus was a greater Saviour. 
Even though Jesus was battered, bruised, and 
bleeding profusely, rejected, abused, despised, 
dying a derelict, weak - even in that appalling 
condition, this man saw in Jesus one who was 
mighty and strong to save! I mean, it defies all 
explanation, but it doesn’t defy simple faith. One 
act of faith can save even the worst of sinners. He 
didn’t ask to be honoured when Christ came into 
his kingdom, he asked only to be remembered.
3. The power of a great salvation
Notice that Jesus didn’t keep him waiting and 
wondering for time was fast running out - Jesus 
speaks to him of something certain, ‘I tell you the 
truth’ … of something immediate, ‘today’ … of 

something personal, ‘with me’ … of something 
wonderful, ‘in paradise.’ This is what he said, it’s a 
capsule of mercy and grace - ‘I tell you the truth, 
today you will be with me in paradise.’
He couldn’t earn his salvation in any shape or 
form, he couldn’t be baptised or take communion, 
he couldn’t keep the ten commandments, he was 
helpless … he was saved by the grace of God.
Yes, it was all of grace … and it was all of God! 
The fact is, salvation is centred in Christ and he 
alone … that is what the cross is all about. It’s 
summed up in the lovely William Cowper hymn:
The dying thief rejoiced to see, That fountain in 
his day, And there may I, though vile as he, Wash 
all my sins away.
It was Bishop J C Ryle of Liverpool who made the 
point that there were two men crucified along with 
Jesus - one man was saved, so that no one need 
despair - one man was lost, so that no one dare 
presume!
Look at it like this: one thief died with sin in him 
and on him … the repentant thief died with sin in 
him but not on him … and the Lord Jesus died 
with sin on him but not in him!
And that’s why it is so important and essential for 
us to realise that this man was saved, not at his 
last opportunity, but at his first … he wasn’t there 
when Jesus turned the water into wine, he wasn’t 
there when Jesus stilled the storm or when he fed 
the multitudes, he didn’t hear the Sermon on the 
Mount - none of that … for him, this was his first 
opportunity and he took it with both hands.
May God help us to do the same … for there is 
more grace in God’s heart than sin in our past!


