
The Thief On the Cross

Luke 23:42-43 -- And he was saying, “Jesus, remember me when You come
in Your kingdom!” And He said to him, “Truly I say to you, today you
will be with Me in Paradise.”

Introduction: Questions that Arise
1. The event of Jesus forgiving the thief on the cross has been used by religious people to

validate their not doing many of the requirements necessary for salvation. The argument
is:  “If Jesus does not require it of the thief, why should He require it of me?”

2. The logic of this is shaky to begin with, since God often requires things of some people
He does not require of others.  More was required of the apostles than will ever be
required by any other men.  Can you image Paul saying:  “Well, nobody else has to go
into the whole world to preach the gospel, why do I have to?”

3. Okay, so the thief got off easy.  Or did he?  Perhaps you would rather hang from a cross
than be baptized?  There are other things that also need to be considered before one
decides to invalidate the commands of God.

A. The Situation with the Thief
1. It was evident that the provision of the Mosaic Law to make atonement for Israel’s

sins was rather anemic.  The priesthood was no longer pure and the animal sacrifices
were rather cheap.  It was because of this that God made provision in the interim
with the sending of John, the baptizer.
 Luke 3:2-3 -- ...the word of God came to John...in the wilderness. And he came into all the
district around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.

2. During this time anyone who wanted to be right with God had to be immersed in
water and were warned that a new way of life was expected of them.
 Luke 3:7-8 -- He therefore began saying to the multitudes who were going out to be
baptized by him, “You brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?
Therefore bring forth fruits in keeping with repentance...

3. This was also a period of time when the Son of God walked among men, reading the
intents of men’s hearts, and granting forgiveness of sins, proving that He was
Immanuel, “God among them.”
 Matthew 9:6  --  “But in order that you may know that the Son of Man has authority
on earth to forgive sins” -- then He said to the paralytic --  “Rise, take up your bed...”

4. There was a general process required for salvation and there were times that Jesus
made exceptions, mostly to make a point or teach a certain lesson. That He at times
would let someone off like the adulterous woman or forgive sins, in the case of
paralytic, was His prerogative.  The point is: HE CAN, WE CAN’T.  We cannot go
around saying, “God will let me slide from this one!” We do not have that authority.

B. Why the Argument of the Thief Does Not Stand
1.  It is difficult to base an argument for not obeying the requirements for salvation

because of the thief on the cross, mainly because he was under a different covenant
then we.  He was under the authority of the Mosaic Law (or at least the interim
teachings of John).  The New Testament covenant did not come into effect until
Christ died and the thief was forgiven before the new law was ratified. This
perspective is made clear by the Hebrew writer:
Hebrews 9:15-17 -- And for this reason He is the mediator of a new covenant, in order
that since a death has taken place for the redemption of the transgressions... For where a
covenant is, there must of necessity be the death of the one who made it. For a
covenant is valid only when men are dead, for it is never in force while the one who made it
lives.



2. In the nine cases of conversion in the book of Acts (2:36-42; 8:4-12; 8:26-29; 9:17-20
& 22:1-16; 10:25-48 & 11:12-14; 16:13-15; 16:23-34; 18:4-11; 19:1-7), the only book
showing conversions, not a single soul was exempt from the requirements for
salvation.  This is especially true of baptism that is specifically mentioned in every
case.

3. While it may be argued that Jesus is able to save anyone at any time, it seems that
He prefers individuals to follow the pattern laid down by the teachings of the
apostles, and not to go out on their own.
Romans 1:16 -- For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for
salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.  
Acts 9:5-6 -- And he said, “Who art Thou, Lord?” And He said, “I am Jesus whom you
are persecuting, but rise, and enter the city, and it shall be told you what you must do.”
Acts 11:13-14 -- And he reported to us how when had seen the angel standing in his
house, and saying, “Send to Joppa, and have Simon, who is also called Peter, brought here;
and he shall speak words to you by which you will be saved, you and all your household.
Romans 6:3-5 -- Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ
Jesus have been baptized into His death?  Therefore we have been buried with Him
through baptism into death, in order that as Christ was raised from the dead through the
glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.  For if we have become
united with Him in the likeness of His death, certainly we shall be also in the likeness of His
resurrection.

4. If we learn anything from the example of the forgiveness of the thief, it might be that
God does not require anything from someone they are incapable of doing.  What the
thief is able to do, he does.  Note his transformation in his short time on the cross:
Matthew 27:42-44 -- “He saved others; He cannot save Himself.  He is the King of Israel;
let Him now come down from the cross, and we shall believe in Him.”...And the robbers also
who had been crucified with Him were casting the same insult at Him.
Luke 23:39-41 -- And one of the criminals who were hanged there was hurling abuse at
Him, saying, “Are You not the Christ?  Save Yourself and us!” But the other answered,
and rebuking him said, “Do you not even fear God, since you are under the same sentence of
condemnation?  And we indeed justly, for we are receiving what we deserve for our deeds;
but this man has done nothing wrong.”
The thief believed, seemed repentant, confessed Jesus.  But he was constrained from
being baptized under John’s baptism.  He did all that he could.

5. There is an old argument that hypothesizes: “What if a man is on his way to the
river to be baptized and a tree branch falls on him and kills him, is he saved or not,
if baptism is necessary for salvation?”  Of course that is impossible to answer since
God alone judges the matter.  The more appropriate question, though, is,:  “Are YOU
on your way to the river?”  If you are not on your way to do all that Jesus demands
of you, then the answer to that old argument becomes a lot easier in your case.

6. One might also say, if people cannot follow the simplest of commands, like getting
submerged in water to have their sins washed away, it is not hard to conceive of
them never being right with God if they are going to start questioning Him from the
very start, especially in something so important.


