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“Two Criminals and a King!” 

Luke 23:39-43 

 

“
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 will be with me in 

Paradise.” 

 

Jerusalem was extremely crowded.  You can hardly walk down the narrow streets of the City of 

David.  Needless to say, it was so hard to find lodging.  The residents of Jerusalem were busy, and the 

Temple was full.  It was the Feast of the Passover.  But the scene just outside of the walls of the city was 

different.  At Calvary, on that Passover Friday, in the spring of 30 A.D. when Jesus was crucified.  

 

Luke tells us that “And two others also, who were criminals, were being led away to be put to 

death with him.  And when they came to the place called The Skull, there they crucified him and the 

criminals one on the right and the other on the left.”   

 

We do not know much about these criminals.  We do not know how much they stole or how often. 

We do not know who they stole from or why.  We only know they are criminals here in Luke, while 

Matthew and Mark tell us they were “robbers” (Matthew 27:38; Mark 15:27).  Warren Wiersbe notes that 

“criminal” here is a “…Greek word that means ‘one who uses violence to rob openly,’ in contrast to the 

thief who secretly enters a house and steals.  These two men may have been guilty of armed robbery 

involving violence and murder.”  They were dangerous and deserved the death penalty. 

 

Jesus was mocked and ridiculed by the Jewish leaders.  The Gospel of 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.”  The story of the salvation of the crucified thief is an amazing one.  There 

are three lessons I want us to look at today:   

 

First: God is Sovereign in the Salvation of Sinners 

On Golgotha there were two criminals who were crucified together, one on Jesus’ right and one on 

the left.  Both were equally near to Jesus, both observed of all that had happened that unforgettable day.  

Both were dying men; both were in acute pain; alike they had been convicted of terrible crimes; both 

needed forgiveness.  One died in his sins with no sense of guilt, blind to the beauty and reality of he who 

was hanging alongside him.  The other repented and believed and went to be with Jesus forever.  Why?  

Why on earth do we see this?  Why was one lost?  It was not necessarily because he was worse than the 

other?  Why was only one saved?  Mercy has been freely offered to all of us, and yet some have 

responded and entrusted themselves to Christ and some haven’t.   
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God is sovereign in the salvation of sinners.  In Matthew 11:25-26 Jesus said, “I thank you, Father, 

Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and 

have revealed them to infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.”  God will take no delight in 

your becoming a castaway.  The gospel is sincerely offered in Christ to every one of us.  It isn’t his will 

that the worst person on the face of this earth reject God’s Son and perish.  Then there is another thing we 

see in this incident. 

 

Second: Indications of a Transformed Life 

In Luke 23:40 we see a total change of heart from one of the thieves.  What really turned him to 

Christ?  Was it the fact that as Peter would say much later in 1 Peter 2:23, “When He was abused, He 

didn’t return abuse; when He suffered, he didn’t threaten; but He entrusted Himself to the One who judges 

justly.”  Was it the prayer he heard in Luke 23:34, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 

do”?   

 

The dying thief gave many indications, many signs, that his life had been transformed by Jesus 

Christ.  The Bible shows us a number of clues of evidences of true salvation here.  He started to sense and 

to develop that fear of God.  In Luke 23:40 he says, “Don’t you fear God?”  One of things that happens to 

us when we become true believer is a fear of God.  In Romans 3:18, Paul says one of the signs of an 

unbeliever is the fact that they have no “fear of God before their eyes.”  

 

He then becomes aware of his sin and recognizes the perfection and sufficiency of Jesus’ sacrifice.  

He sees Jesus higher than the heavens, a lamb without spot, and without blemish.  In Luke 23:41 he said, 

“And we indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this 

man has done nothing wrong.”  Do you see what kind of change is taking place in his heart?  Sin has 

abounded but now grace far more abounds.  He is a new person.  He also believed in Jesus’ power to save 

sinners.  Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into
 
your kingdom” Luke 23:42. 

 

Third: The Amazing Power and Willingness of Christ to Save Sinners 

In Hebrews 7:25, the Bible says, “He is able for all time to save those who approach God through 

Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them.”  And we see the evidence of that in what 

we’ve been considering today, more than anywhere else in Scripture, from Genesis to Revelation.  

Consider that Jesus was at his weakest, under such pressure to be sorry for himself, to be drawn in on 

himself, unheeding of any in need around him.  He who had known no sin was knowing the awfulness of 

being made sin.  The heavens were black; he was the object of the magnificent rectitude of a sin-hating 

God, and yet in the midst of all this he had time for this thief.  If he had time on Golgotha to consider this 

thief, how much more today will He think of you, be ready to get involved in you, and be concerned for 

you, and ready to change you forever?  

 

The world looked upon the crucified thief and said, “He is trash, he’s getting what he deserves, 

he’s a nobody.”  Yet, Jesus says to this man, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”  

No one is beyond the reach of God’s mercy.  Oh that today might be such a day for you!  The set time, the 

promised day when God has dealing with you in Christ, when you come acknowledging your own sin and 

need and seeing in Him an all sufficient welcoming Savior – may it be today.  = 

 

Friends, He who saved the dying thief lives and is with us today. (William Cowper ~ 1731-1800) wrote: 

“Dear dying lamb, Thy precious blood … Will never lose its power, 

Till all the ransomed church of God … Be saved to sin no more. 

The dying thief rejoiced to see … That fountain in his day, 

And there have I as blind as he … Washed all my sins away.”  Amen. 


