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Last week we looked at the first of Jesus 7 statements from the cross, 

“Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing.” 

Today we are going to reflect on His second statement in Luke 23:43 

and the events that lead up to it. Here one of the thieves crucified with 

Jesus cries out for mercy in the last hours of his life and Jesus says to 

him, “Today you will be with Me in paradise.”  

Let me just give you a sneak preview of what I want you to see in this passage today.  

� A display of man’s helplessness in the clutches of sin. 

� The miracle of spiritual illumination (inwardly).  

� The evidence of repentance and faith (outwardly).  

� Christ’s readiness to save repentant sinners.  

� The immediacy of heaven for the redeemed.  

Here we see… 

1. A display of man’s helplessness in the clutches of sin. 

I want you to see that the image of this thief on the cross is an accurate 

picture of our human condition before God. We are helpless in the 

sense that we cannot possibly earn favor with God by anything we 

could do in our own strength. This is really important to see because 

most of the world stumbles at this point and they fall short of the finish 

line. Most of the people in the world believe that they can and must do 

something to earn God’s favor. Every world religion outside of true 

biblical Christianity is based on some kind of religious works system. 

Even many Christians get hung up thinking that somehow they need to 

prove themselves before God. But God does not offer to help those 

who trying to help themselves. No, He rescues those who cry out to 

Him for mercy because they can’t help themselves and they realize 

that apart from His intervention, they would surely perish.   

 

So how is thief next to Jesus helpless? Quite literally, his feet are 

nailed to the cross—He can’t walk in paths of righteousness. His hands 

are nailed to the cross—He can’t perform good works. He is hours 

from the finality of death—its too late to turn over a new leaf and live 

a better life. He can’t hope for a second chance—He’s already been 

judged and sentenced. There is nothing left for this man to do but cry 

out for mercy!
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You may think, “yes, but I’m in much better shape than this guy. I can 

use my hands and feet. I have time in my favor.” But wait! You are not 

better off thinking you need God’s mercy less. No, it would be much 

better for you to not have the use of your hands and feet and grasp 

your helpless need for rescue than to have the use of your hands and 

feet in building a resume of self-righteousness before God that cannot 

save you but actually builds a wall between you and God. 

 

Consider what the Bible says about us in our natural born state:  

 

� Rom 5:6: “while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ 

died for the ungodly.”  

� 2 Cor 4:4: “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the 

unbelieving, that they might not see the light of the gospel of 

the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 

� Eph 2:1-3: “You were dead in your trespasses and sins… 

� Rom 8:7: “the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit 

to God's law, nor can it do so.” 

� Jer 17:9: “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond 

cure.” 
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So according to the Bible, in your sinful state apart from the light of 

Christ, you are a poor, helpless, blind, corpse that is hostile to God and 

don’t even fully comprehend it.  

 

This is why Matt 5:3 says, “blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven.” In other words, you are blessed if you know 

how poor and helpless you are before God so that you put your hope 

and trust in only one thing: In Jesus alone to rescue you from your sin 

by His mercy.  

 

Is it possible that the thief on the cross is in a better position to be 

saved than you because He has come to the end of himself and realizes 

that apart from God’s mercy alone, he can’t possibly be rescued from 

his sin. Like the thief on the cross, you too must come to the end of 

yourself and realize that you have no bargaining power with God! You 

have only to confess that you are guilty of your sin and put all your 

hope in God’s provision of mercy through the cross of Jesus. 

 

2. The miracle of spiritual illumination (inwardly).  

Last week we saw how those who crucified Jesus were spiritually 

blind. In one sense they knew what they were doing yet they failed to 

the see the true significance or the gravity of their sinful attitudes and 

actions. They failed to see the sinfulness of their sin, or the weight of 

wickedness in their sin before God. And so Jesus prayed, “Father, 

forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing” (vs. 34). They 

failed to see Jesus for who He is and they failed to see their sin for 

what it was.  

Now, in stark contrast to that, we are going to see an example of God 

giving this hardened thief spiritual sight. What is spiritual sight? It is 

an inner sense of the reality of who God is, what our sin is, and our 

need for God’s rescue of grace. It’s a work of God whereby He 

changes our hearts to have spiritual perception  or illumination—it’s as 

if the light goes on. For example, remember how Peter suddenly 

grasps who Jesus is, the Son of living God in Matt 16, and Jesus 

responds by saying, “Blessed are you, Simon.., because flesh and 

blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven.” We 

don’t come to spiritual conclusions naturally. And that’s precisely 

what we see in this thief on the cross.  

We know from Matt 27:44 that at the beginning of this scene both 

robbers where joining in the insults against Jesus. Both of them were 

hardened criminals with no evidence of remorse. But suddenly, one of 

them has a change of heart and mind and says to the other in vs. 40, 

“do you not even fear God since you are under the same sentence of 

condemnation? And we indeed are suffering justly, for we are 

receiving what we deserve for our deeds; but this man has done 

nothing wrong.” And then he turns to Jesus and pleads, remember me 

when You come in your kingdom!”  

What could possibly bring about such a change of heart and mind? The 

sky has not yet turned dark. There has not yet been an earthquake. 

Nothing out of the ordinary has happened by way of circumstances to 

change this man’s hard heart. He only hears Jesus pray, “Father 

forgive them,” and God begins to work! How is it that one criminal in 

the same circumstances remains as hard as stone while the other has a 

change of heart? There’s only one explanation: the miraculous work of 

God opening the eyes of this man’s heart to see what he has not seen 

before.  

Now take note of what this man suddenly sees: 

a. He has eyes to see God. Vs. 40: “Do you not even fear God…” 

Suddenly he experiences an inarticulate sense of God’s holiness and 

righteousness as the sovereign Judge who is to be feared! Apparently 
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this man had not lived his life In the fear of God, but suddenly his 

perspective changes.  

b. He has eyes to see his sin. Vs. 41: “we indeed are suffering justly, 

for we are receiving what we deserve for our deeds.” He is 

acknowledging and agreeing with the judgment he is receiving 

because he recognizes his guilt before God.  

c. He has eyes to see Christ as extraordinary. Vs. 41: “but this man 

has done nothing wrong.”  Can you say that about any other person of 

the face of the earth? Not only does he acknowledge Christ’s 

innocence, He also sees Jesus as a king who can save: “Jesus, 

remember me when you come in your kingdom” (vs. 42).  

THIS IS AMAZING!! This man goes from being a cursing criminal to 

suddenly seeing with new eyes. He suddenly has this inner sense or 

conviction that God is to be feared, that judgment is awaiting him; He 

senses the weight and guilt of his own sin, Christ’s sinlessness, and he 

appeals to Jesus as Savior and King—all in a moment of time, because 

God had given him spiritual sight.  There are no external 

circumstances to change his mind. It is the result of a miracle of grace. 

This is what happens inwardly in a person when they are born again.  

3. The evidence of repentance and faith (outwardly).  

This is important because the purpose for which God grants spiritual 

sight is so that we will repent and believe. We see the outward 

evidence of repentance in this criminal in his change of attitude. We 

know from the other gospels that both of the criminals had been 

insulting Jesus along with the others. But here in Luke, he suddenly 

takes the opposite attitude and rebukes the other thief and 

acknowledges the guilt of his own sin. We see repentance in his 

change of heart from sinning against Christ, to turning to Christ for 

mercy. This man is not in a position to give an articulate expression 

faith. He simply says, “Jesus, remember me when You come in Your 

kingdom.” But in those words is simple trust and hope in Christ for 

mercy.  

What leads this hardened criminal to repent and believe? He repents 

and believes because he suddenly sees with new eyes.  

Notice that his man went through 3 stages on his spiritual journey. 

First, he was hostile. Like the other thief, he too had taken part in 

insulting Jesus (Matt 27:44; Mark 15:32). Romans 8:7 says, “the sinful 

mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do 

so.” So if you are an unrepentant sinner, you are hostile toward God. 

You may object and say, “I’m not much of a religious person, but I 

wouldn’t say that I’m hostile toward God.” Yet, if you don’t love God 

and therefore don’t long to please Him and therefore you break God’s 

law with little regret, then you are hostile toward Him because you 

rebel against His law. You may not feel hostile. You may not think 

that you are hostile. You may not believe that you are hostile. But if 

you’re conclusion is contrary to God’s word, you can’t really trust 

yourself on this matter because the bible not only says that the sinful 

heart is hostile toward God, it also says that the human heart is 

deceitful. Romans 8:7 defines what it means to be hostile toward God: 

to “not submit to God’s law.” The only way for you to say with 

confidence that you are no longer hostile toward God is if you repent 

because you see the weight and gravity of your sin against God.  

The second stage of this man’s spiritual journey is that he went from 

being hostile to helpless. He recognized his catastrophic situation 

which he was unable to remedy. He came to terms with his guilt before 

God. He had only one option: to cry out to Jesus for mercy. In Rom 

8:7, we not only see our hostility toward God as unrepentant sinners, 

we also see our helplessness: “the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does 

not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.” In our sinful state (apart 
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from God’s intervening grace which changes us), we are helpless on 

two fronts. First, we are helpless to stop sinning on our own and 

second, we are helpless to remedy the consequences of our sin. But 

here’s the good news: “While we were still helpless, at the right time 

Christ died for the ungodly” (Rom 5:6). Yet you will not cherish what 

Christ has done until you see how desperately you need it. Have you 

come to terms with your helplessness before God? Do you have eyes 

to see that the only possible way for you to escape the condemnation 

of your sin is for God to have mercy on you? My friend, that is 

precisely why Jesus gave His life on the cross, even as He prayed, 

“Father, forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing.”  

The thief’s cry for mercy took him to the 3
rd

 stage of his journey which 

is hopeful. In reaching out to Jesus, He was assured that paradise 

awaited him because of his singular hope in Christ. Jesus said, “Today 

you will be with me in paradise” (vs. 43). 

Where are you on your spiritual journey? Are you still hostile? Are 

you defensive, arguing with God that you really aren’t so bad, and 

attempting to justify your sin? Are you struggling with a sense of 

helplessness to change yourself and live a God-pleasing life? If so, 

that’s actually a good sign that you are beginning to see with spiritual 

eyes. Do you stand assured in the hope that you are forgiven, not 

because of a religious exercise or a prayer that you prayed, but because 

there is a warmth of love and loyalty to Christ in your heart that has 

changed the orientation of your life toward God.  

4. Christ’s readiness to save repentant sinners.  

Don’t miss the obvious. This thief has nothing to offer to Jesus. He has 

no good works, no self-righteous “achievements,” no good moral 

standing, no religious piety; his life is not what it should have been, his 

repentance is not what it should be; his faith is not what it should be; 

nothing is as it should be. Yet as he looks to Jesus with a genuine plea 

for mercy, Jesus does not hesitate to extend to him the promise of 

salvation. The only time Jesus ever pushes back is when a person still 

insists that they have some bargaining power with God—that they 

have some good reason for why God should pardon them.  

There is so much hope in this exchange between Jesus and the thief. If 

God’s grace is sufficient to save this man, then certainly His grace is 

sufficient to cover your sin too. If you see and acknowledge that your 

sin as made you as helpless as this thief to appease God’s wrath 

against your sin, then Christ is ready to save you.  

5. The immediacy of heaven for the redeemed.  

For this dying thief, as for anyone who dies trusting Christ, there is no 

purgatory; there is no soul-sleep. Jesus says, “Today, you will be with me in 

paradise.” To use the language of the apostle Paul, to be absent from the 

body is to be present with the Lord (2 Cor 5:8-10). For the other thief that 

died hardened in his sin, that very day when he breathed his last breath, was 

the first day of eternal judgment of hell that would never be reversed. 

This is why it’s imperative that you not put off your need to repent and 

believe in Jesus. There are no second chances beyond this life. Eternity is 

sealed when you die. You must choose whether you will follow Christ or 

whether you will cling to the eternal consequences of your sin.  

For you kids who have grown up in the church, I’m not merely talking about 

being familiar with what the Bible teaches or being able to talk about the 

gospel. I’m not talking about having the right answers or right opinions about 

things. I’m talking about seeing God in a way that makes your heart come 

alive; seeing your sin in a way that grieves you and breaks your pride; seeing 

the death of Jesus as what you really deserve and loving Jesus as though 

nothing else ultimately matters. I’m not just asking if you know about Jesus. 

I’m asking if Jesus is your life? 

I’m praying that God will give you eyes to see!  


