
2016 Lenten Sermon (Ironies of the Passion)       Luke 23:39-43 

 

DON’T YOU FEAR GOD? 

 

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Messiah? 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, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.” 

 

Here is a dictionary definition of the word “irony.”  A combination of circumstances or a result that is the 

opposite of what might be expected.”  Here are a few examples of irony. 

 

I once saw a Keep moving sign placed right next to a Stop sign. 

Or how about an Always Open sign with the word “Closed” right below it? 

I once saw the words “Nothing is Written in Stone” actually written in stone. 

How ironic is this one?  A cross reserved for the worst of criminals; a place of extreme torture and shame; one 

of the most painful forms of execution; a place of death; a symbol that once made people shudder 

Now a symbol of hope and comfort and life.   

You see them in cemeteries; in churches like you have here; 

jewelry that people wear around their necks or wrists or on their ears. 

 

The cross of Christ and what he accomplished on that cross is what we focus on throughout the church year.  

We especially focus on it in our 6 Midweek Lenten services.  This year we are focusing on his suffering and 

death under the theme “Ironies of the Passion.”  The irony we are focusing on tonight are words that came from 

the mouth of a criminal who was crucified next to Jesus, words you would never have expected to hear from 

him, words that he spoke to his fellow criminal next to him.  Don’t you fear God? 

 

Jesus, having been sentenced by Pontius Pilate to death by crucifixion, was making the walk to Golgotha, the 

place of the Skull, carrying his own cross.  He wasn’t alone though.  Two other men were making the way to 

their own execution.  We don’t know exactly what these criminals had done, but the Greek words used tell us it 

was not just petty theft or some sort of misdemeanor.  They were guilty of acts of violence, probably murder.  

They were habitual offenders and deserved the death penalty. 

 

Try and imagine what must have been going through Jesus’ mind as he made his way.  All the blood he had 

already lost; all the pain he already endured; the exhaustion he felt, and still he knew the worst was yet to come.  

Crucifixion was a horrible and painful way to die.  On top of that, he knew he would have to suffer the pain of 

hell with his Father forsaking him.  He knew he had to do this to pay for the sins of the world but he wasn’t 

looking forward to the pain to say the least. 

 

How about the two criminals?  They knew they had lived a rebellious and wicked life; the pain and sadness they 

had brought to so many peoples’ lives.  They deserved what they had coming.  Not only did they know 

crucifixion was the most painful way to die, they also knew they were about to meet their Maker.  They had to 

be afraid of the sentence they knew they deserved from God, the sentence of damnation in hell.  That meant no 

hope, no future to look forward to.  

 

Once they got to Calvary, the nails were pounded through their hands and feet.   There they hung with Jesus 

between the two of them.  What were the first words these criminals heard coming from Jesus’ lips?  Not 

cursing; not anger; not “It’s not fair.  I am innocent,” but the words Father, forgive them, for they do not 

know what they are doing.  What are the words they heard coming from the lips of the Jewish leaders and 

other people?  Lots of mocking and ridicule, words like, He saved others; let him save himself if he is the 



Christ of God, the Chosen One.  The Gospel writer Matthew tells us that both the criminals joined in the 

mocking for a while.  Our text says that one of them even said, Aren’t you the Christ?  Save yourself and us. 

 

The other criminal though had been quiet for a while.  When his fellow criminal spoke those words, he couldn’t 

remain quiet any more.  He said.  Don’t you fear God since you are under the same sentence?  We are 

punished justly for we are getting what our sins deserve.  But this man has done nothing wrong.  Don’t 

you fear God?  Where did that question come from?  Talk about irony!  Talk about calling the kettle black.  If 

either of them had any fear or love for God in their hearts, they wouldn’t have lived such rebellious and wicked 

lives.  They wouldn’t be hanging there.  Who was he to throw stones?  Notice though he was confessing his sins 

but at the same time, defending Jesus by saying he was innocent.  Then what he said next surprises us even 

more.  This wicked and rebellious criminal made a request of Jesus.  He didn’t ask Jesus to use his power to get 

him off the cross promising he would then lead a godly life.  He didn’t ask Jesus to take away the pain.  He said.  

Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.  Talk about irony.  Think about it. A dying man on 

a cross is asking another man in the same situation, crucified and dying on a cross next to him, to remember 

him.  In other words, he was asking a dying man to save him. 

 

What just happened here?  How did he come to know and believe that Jesus was the promised Messiah, the one 

who came to be the Savior of the world?  We need to remember that most Jews were raised hearing about a 

Messiah who was coming to save them from their sins.  As a child, he probably heard that. This criminal must 

have also heard about Jesus’ ministry, the preaching and the miracles he performed, his claim to be the Messiah.  

He had heard Jesus speak to people on his way to be crucified and then calling God his father as he asked him 

to forgive the people who just crucified him.  Through all this, the Holy Spirit worked repentance and faith in 

his heart right there on his deathbed.  He believed Jesus was the Messiah and was begging Jesus to forgive him 

for the life he led; to have mercy on him and allow him to spend his eternity with him in heaven. 

 

Jesus would have had every right to look at him and say, “Are you kidding?  After the life you have lived, do 

you think I am going to let you live in heaven because now, on your deathbed, you are sorry?  Do you think 

that’s all it takes?  No!  I am going to send you where you belong.  Go to hell and stay there for all eternity.”  

Yet, that is not what Jesus said to him.  Jesus turned to him and said words that were sweet music to the 

criminal’s ears.  I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in Paradise.  These words brought comfort to 

this man’s heart for two reasons.  First of all, Jesus told him that the pain he was feeling right now would not 

last long.  The man was going to die that day.  Secondly, instead of feeling the pain, he would enjoy the glory, 

peace and joy of heaven.  That very day, Jesus gave this man an unconditional pardon for all his sins.  Why?  

Jesus was on the cross next to him to die for all that man’s criminal acts he committed against other people as 

well as every sin he had committed against God.  What irony!  What love! 

 

My friends, when you look at this criminal on the cross, do you see yourself in any way?  Your first temptation 

would be to say no.  Of course not!  I have never committed a crime.  I have never spent a day in jail.  I have 

never done anything to deserve the death penalty.  That all may be true and by the way, I am glad it is.  Yet, can 

you honestly say you have never been guilty of breaking God’s law?  Haven’t you at times rebelled against God 

by saying?  “I’m not going to do things your way.  I’m going to do things my way.”  Aren’t you guilty of the 

crime of hurting others with your words and actions?  Aren’t you guilty of the crime of not always putting God 

and his Word first in your life?  Aren’t you guilty of stealing from God by not giving him the best of your time, 

abilities and money?  Aren’t you guilty of the crimes of hatred, gossip, lying, selfishness, dishonesty, immoral 

thoughts and actions? If God kept a record of every crime you committed against him, how long would your rap 

sheet be?  Yikes!  Also think of this.  Even if there was only one crime listed on your rap sheet, you would 

deserve the death penalty of hell because God demands perfection from you.  Failure to be perfect means death.  

So you see.  You aren’t really different from that criminal.  You are in the same boat as he was.  So am I. 

 

That is why the words Jesus spoke to this criminal are words that speak comfort to our hearts.  Just as Jesus said 

to this man, so he says to us.  “Be of good cheer.  Your sins are forgiven.  I paid for them with my holy, 

precious blood.  Because of that, one day you will be with me in paradise.”  Yes, our future is paradise and one 



day, we will meet this criminal who was crucified and spend our eternity with him.  The reason he is there, the 

only reason you and I will be there is because of the grace of our God. 

 

Irony.  Who would have thought that a criminal who had lived such a wicked and rebellious life would have 

spoken the words to his fellow criminal, “Don’t you fear God?”  Yet he spoke them, showing the power of the 

Holy Spirit working in his heart.  This cross now took on a new meaning for him.  The cross is where he meets 

his Savior.  The cross becomes his confessional booth.  The cross is where he receives pardon for his sin.  The 

cross is where he receives paradise.   

 

My friends, that cross means the same to you and me.  The reason Baptism and Holy Communion have the 

power to forgive is because of the cross.  The reason you and I have hope is because of the cross.  The reason 

God hears our prayers is because of the cross.  The reason you and I can say at the grave of a Christian loved 

one, “I will see you again” is because of the cross.  The reason you and I will be able to close our eyes in death 

without fear is because of the cross.  How ironic!  The cross which meant death now means life, eternal life.  

That is why we can say with joy in our hearts.  In the cross of Christ I glory.  Amen. 


