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39 One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, "Are you not the Messiah? Save
yourself and us!" 40 But the other rebuked him, saying, "Do you not fear God, since you are under the same
sentence of condemnation? 41 And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve
for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong." 42 Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come
into your kingdom." 43 He replied, "Truly I tell  you, today you wil l be with me in Paradise."

This morning we continue the series of messages for the Lenten season called “Tough Prayers for Tough
Times.”  Today we move to the bloody scene of the cross and we hear the tough and aching prayer of a thief:
“Jesus, remember me…”

Two criminals had a view from the grave and so their conversation with Jesus speaks of despair and
faith. Have you ever had such a view, from the grave I mean? I have, but it is not what you think. I was on a
church staff retreat and we were visiting the Foxfire Museum up in Rabun County, Georgia. Among the
artifacts of 19  century mountain-life was an old casket. I decided I would stretch out in it and see what it wasth

like. I did not think this would bother me, but to be honest with you it did. I did not like the view from the
grave.

I find that many are drawn to this particular passage of scripture. I believe part of the reason is that it
gives us some comfort with the fear of dying. This story of the thief on the cross speaking with Jesus is one of
the more touching dialogues we have in the Passion narratives. Many of us return to this conversation time and
again when we wonder about what happens when we die.
 

I have had the privilege – and I do call it a privilege – of standing by the bedside of many who breathed
their last on this earth. I will not lie to you -- some go peacefully; they just exhale one last time and that is it.
But some go painfully. It has nothing to do with how good a person they were. Have you ever thought about
how you will die? Health experts say that the three leading causes of death are cancer, cardiovascular disease
and Alzheimer’s disease (in that order). Have you ever thought about how you will die? Where you will die?
When you will die? Dying and death begin to be taken seriously somewhere between the ages of 35-45. Up
until then death always seems to happen to somebody else. 

That was the view the thieves had on the cross. They knew this was it. This was final.

We do not know much about those two criminals. We do not even know what they did wrong.  They are
only called wrongdoers in Luke, which doesn't narrow it down at all. Matthew calls them bandits and Mark
simply mentions "those who were crucified with him." Luke is the only one to give them a face.

In verse 39 Luke focuses the story and says: One of the criminals who was hanged there kept deriding
him and saying, "Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!" That's not a good face, but it probably bears
some resemblance to our own. "Get me out of this mess, Lord." Unlike the religious leaders and the Roman
rulers who at least had an interpretation of the law on their side, this wrongdoer was indeed on the wrong side
of the law. He got himself into that mess. He was getting what he deserved. There will always be some who



look at despair and become despair themselves. His prayer comes from unbelief and therefore is mockery. In
his despair there was still no room for God.

But there is another prayer offered on the other side of Jesus.  [40] But the other rebuked him, saying,
"Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation?  [41] And we indeed have been
condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong." 
This one knows his situation is without hope. He is reaping what he has sown. That can be a shattering
recognition for any of us – to realize that we are harvesting the consequences of our actions. An unfaithful act
in marriage, a violent word to one of our children, an over-indulgent behavior at some party – the bitter reality
of payday someday. The examples are endless. Do you remember the 1980's and 90's when we first started
hearing about people dying of AIDS?  Some rather prominent people, religious leaders, were publicly saying
they were getting what they deserved. Friends, if we all got what we deserved not a one of us would be in this
room, and I most certainly would not be preaching this morning. 

Perhaps, then, it should be of little surprise that the criminal’s next words resonate with so many of us: 
"Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom."  (v.42) It is remarkably intimate and remarkably
common in the Bible. In Genesis Joseph asked that a fellow prisoner remember him when released. And then
there is Samson, blind and humiliated before the Philistines, who prayed that God would remember him so
that his strength be restored for retribution. There is Hannah, shamed by her inability to have children, who
asked of God to “remember me” and grant her a child. Nehemiah, Job, the Psalmist, and Jeremiah all prayed to
be remembered. And so does this criminal on the cross.

But it is intimate in a peculiar way, for nowhere else in all of the Gospels is Jesus ever addressed
directly by just his name. Usually reverential titles are attached like Jesus, Son of God or Son of David or
Master. But never, not even once, is Jesus addressed directly and personally until now. And it’s by a thief.
Raymond Brown writes: “The first person with the confidence to be so familiar is a convicted criminal who is
also the last person on earth to speak to Jesus before he dies” (The Death of the Messiah).

And those last words make up the tough prayer: Jesus, remember me ... That is what Jesus said to his
disciples the night before following the Passover meal: “eat this bread, drink this cup and remember me.” In the
end of Matthew's gospel the resurrected Jesus comforted and encouraged his followers by saying, “And
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age." 

Jesus wanted us to  remember the miracles, the teachings, even his death. But the criminal speaks for all
of us, "Jesus, remember me ..." Not even a thief wants to be forgotten. The Bible does not indicate that the thief
wanted anything in return. He wasn’t negotiating for a pardon from his crimes. He did not ask for a special
blessing for his family. And unlike many others who sincerely fell at the feet of Jesus during his ministry, this
thief was not asking for any type of healing. He just wanted to be remembered.

It is tough to be forgotten. To be forgotten is to be in desperation. Who can stand it? The husband
overwhelmed with the demands of work and family and struggling with the ever-pervasive cloud of depression
feels forgotten. The teenager who in spite of public displays of rebellion and self-confidence sits alone staring
blankly across a room thinking about ending it all feels forgotten. There is the widow folding clothes in a house
she and her husband have shared for over fifty years, but now she eats alone, forgotten. Why don’t the children
call? Paul McCartney of the Beatles penned it correctly when he sang that haunting ballad of the 1960’s “All
the lonely people, where do they all come from?” 

There is a website on the Internet called “Virtual Memorials.” In preparing for this message I visited this
site. Basically, they are obituaries filled with photographs, biographies, family stories and memories of loved
ones who have died. Out of curiosity I plugged in the name DeLoach to see if there were any memorials with
that family name. There was only one: a six-month old baby girl named Ashley DeLoach from Sylacauga, AL.
Her mother remembered her only child as one with light brown hair who never left the hospital and never knew



what it meant to live at home with her family. Ashley’s mom remembered her –  because after all nobody
should be forgotten.

To be forgotten is desperate. It is death itself.  It is the recognition that there are few things in which we
can trust. 

Perhaps in the past this criminal trusted in riches. Maybe he only trusted in himself. Perhaps he at one
time trusted in his intelligence or cunning skill. But that day on the hill called “The Skull” or Calvary, that place
of death, he had no one else to whom he could appeal. Jesus, remember me…

And when we have run out of things to trust in – when we realize that jobs, health, others and even the
church on earth will fail – we are left alone with the thief’s words that can become our words: Jesus, remember
me…

It is not one of "The Seven Last Words," but it ought to be. When all is said and done the words to all of
God's children will be the same:  that if we simply trust Jesus – and folks there is not a lot of complicated
theology here – just trust him, then God does remember, and we are promised life. This promised life is not for
tomorrow or in some distant and dusty eternity. Jesus said “today you will be with me…” 

And that is how God deals with the very basic fear of being forgotten. He gives us his presence. “Today,
you wil l be with me in paradise.” But not just in paradise, even in our personal hells, like the cross.

One Christmas someone gave me a wonderful book published by my favorite radio station,  National
Public Radio. NPR sponsored a National Story Project inviting all Americans to submit short stories on any
subject they wished to write about. The only restrictions were that the stories had to be short and they had to be
true. One man, Tim, from Ohio shared a story from his childhood in the early 60s called “The Crying Place.”
He told of the time he was 14 and his father suffered an unexpected heart attack and died while he and his
mother were out of town. With his older sister away at college he wrote that his home “went from a bustling,
happy family of four to a house where two stunned people lived in quiet grief.”

Tim tells the story that while his pain and loneliness was terrible he did not want to cry in front of his
mother. He wanted to protect her and not add to her pain. So he devised a plan. Every night he would take out
the trash to the back alley where it was to be burned or picked up. He would rush around the house and pick up
all scraps of paper and trash and bag it up and then dump it into the barrel. Then he would hide in the shadows
of the dark bushes and would stay there until he had cried himself out.

The subterfuge went on for weeks. But one evening after collecting and disposing of the trash he did not
stay out in hiding very long. When he returned to the house he looked for his mother to see if she needed him to
do anything else. After searching through the house he finally found her. She was in the dark basement, behind
the washer and dryer, crying by herself. He said, “She was hiding her pain, to protect me.”

He went on to write: “I’m not sure which is greater: the pain you suffer openly or the pain you endure
alone to protect someone you love. I do know that on that night, in the basement, we held each other and poured
out the misery that had driven us both to our separate, lonely crying places. And we never felt the need to cry
alone again” (I Thought My Father Was God, p. 302).

That is the ministry of the church, God’s people. We are not a collection of the perfect and whole who
have it all together. We are the broken, the bruised, very often reaping the consequences of our actions. But we
come together and pray the tough prayer of the thief: “Jesus, remember me…” I am convinced that if we just
took the time to know one another’s pain better, to realize that on some level we all have our struggles, our
fears, our loneliness, if we just took the time to be present to each other, we could find the strength to love  and
the strength to overcome these silly divisions among us and in this world. 



That’s why we call Jesus’ death on the cross reconcil ing. This is what is meant by atonement. That is
what Jesus did on the cross when he answered the tough prayer of the thief. When the tough prayer speaks of
loneliness, isolation, and desolation there is One alone who can save. In 1 Timothy 2:4 we read he “… desires
all people to be saved.” This Jesus heard the prayer of a thief; and if he heard the prayer of a thief, I believe he
will hear your prayer this morning. You will never have to be alone again.
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