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IMAGINE 

Luke 23.32-43 
LK 23.32 Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with him to be executed. 33 When they came to the place called 

the Skull, they crucified him there, along with the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left.  
 

34 Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” And they divided up his clothes by casting 

lots. 35 The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, “He saved others; let him save himself if 

he is God’s Messiah, the Chosen One.” 36 The soldiers also came up and mocked him. They offered him wine 

vinegar 37 and said, “If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.” 38 There was a written notice above him, which 

read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. 39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the 

Messiah? Save yourself and us!”  
 

40 But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence? 41 We are 

punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 42 Then he said, “Jesus, 

remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 43 Jesus answered him, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in 

paradise.” 

 

These are some of the last words of Jesus 

• Saving someone to the last 

• Even if it was from a cross 

 

Ques- And what does he promise the repentant thief? 

• Paradise 

• Two men guilty for their sin 

• One forgiven- the other unrepentant 

• And the third- Jesus- guilty of none 

 

Intro  

All of us want Paradise- we are promised it, after all 

• But note these two men next to Jesus 

• Both being punished 

• Both guilty 

• Both looking for an escape clause- and as far as they knew- beyond hope 
 

All of us- at one time or another- might have been in such a situation 
 

Ques- Have you ever been innocent but treated guilty? 

• Have you ever looked for an escape clause- but couldn’t find it? 
 

One man surrenders 

Another man does not 

One man is promised Paradise 

The other- so far as we know- is not 
 

Ques- But why would that be so? 

• What was it the repentant thief saw in Jesus that the other did not? 

• Could it be that Paradise is in the eyes of the beholder? 

 

Illus- Weather 
 

Ques- I remember being asked on Thursday- with all the recent weather- what about church on Sunday? 
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• We had already cancelled Wednesday 

• And what about Sunday? 

• What kind of weather were we expecting? 

 

The average snowfall in Craven county- measuring all the years put together- is roughly 1.5 inches per year 

• And presently we have about 4 times that  

• And then there are the temperatures 

• I think the lowest I saw was about 3 degrees- in some places down to 0 

 

It got me to thinking record temperatures in NC 

• The coldest it has ever been- at Mount Mitchell on January 21, 1985, at -34° 

• Mount Mitchell is the highest peak east of the Mississippi- at 6,684’ 

 

The hottest day on record… 

• Recorded at the Fayetteville airport 

• 110 degrees on August 21, 1983 

• The highest recorded temperature in NC  

 

It is amazing how weather can be as powerful an influence on our lives  

• Going to church takes a back seat when you can’t get there 

• Hard to imagine 

 

But now that temperatures are starting to change to something more sensible- we are not out of the woods yet 

• There is still more time to go 

• And if we don’t think of that, our electric bill will surely remind us about it  

• It serves as a “…reminder to remember…” 

• Just like what we do today- the Lord’s Supper… 

 

Illus- Do This In Remembrance Of Me 

 

Ques- Do you remember his words? 
LK 22.19 And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body given for you; do this 

in remembrance of me.” 

 

Ques- Can we imagine that day at Calvary? 

• As ordinances go, we are “…reminded to remember…”  

• Like those thieves 

• Jesus right there with us 

 

Ques- So when he says, Do this in remembrance of me, what is it Jesus is asking us to remember? 

• This is a personal command 

• One which, if taken literally- should change everything we imagine about ourselves 

• What we do, what we are, and what we hope to be 
 

1. His Call Is To All- But Like The Unrepentant Thief- Not All Can Imagine A Life Surrendered To Him 
 

Jesus- if you remember- predicted this… 
MT 24.5 For many shall come in my name, saying, I am Christ; and shall deceive many. 
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But the deception he talks about- that is left to our imagination 

• We don’t hear about too many going around saying, “I am Christ” 

• When we do, we call them crazy- we lock them up  

 

However, the deception Jesus refers to we can only imagine 

 

Ques- Consider those with millions of dollars build a TV ministry, only to be arrested and found guilty of 

defrauding the public? 

• Or consider those whose public face is righteousness- but then are discovered on the wrong side of New 

Orleans? 

• Or how about the worship wars inside the church- the music wars, the fights over money- and the power 

struggles for title, position, and prestige?  

 

Ques- If Jesus is ever worth emulating- should that ever happen? 

 

As Jesus points out, 
MT 7.21 Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of 

my Father which is in heaven. 22 Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and in 

thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many wonderful works? 23 And then will I profess unto them, I never 

knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity. 

 

2. Or Consider The Cross- Is It Recognized As A Symbol Worth Living For? 

 

Jesus had to know he was marching into certain death 

• You just don’t go to the temple and chase the moneychangers out 

• Jesus knew the risk, but did it anyway 

 

Ques- Can we imagine the risk- knowing that if he didn’t accept it- who would be saved today? 

• But lest we think only Christ pays this price- aren’t we called to this too? 

 

As he says, 
MT 16.24 If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 

 

Christianity finds its relevance and its testimony by going beyond what’s expected 

• That’s what gets noticed 

• And Jesus knew this 

 

3. So If The Good News Is Worth Sharing- Then Why Is It Shared By So Few? 

 

And this brings us to where we are today 

• We are enthused by the melodramatic- not so enthused by tradition and values 

• We are excited by the glamourous and the vain- not so excited by personal sacrifice and humility 

• We are enamored by privilege and entitlements- yet forgo the cost by which they come 

• We are energized by emotional highs- deenergized by the valleys of life which inevitably come 

 

It is unfortunate that our ability to imagine is restricted in this way, for the more it becomes so, the more one is 

forced to suffer 

• What is needed is to remove these restrictions 

• So that we can dream again 
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• So that we can imagine again 

• For that is what Jesus is asking us to do 

 

As he says, 
JN 15.16 You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last… 

 

It is a “…reminder to remember…”- to imagine once again- what we are really called to be and to do… 

 
I. SO WE CONSIDER THE DIRECTION OF OUR LIFE- WHERE WE’VE BEEN, WHERE WE ARE NOW, 

AND WHERE WE ARE GOING (vs. 32-33) 
LK 23.32 Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with him to be executed. 33 When they came to the place called 

the Skull, they crucified him there, along with the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left.  

 

If we reconsider what the cross really is, we might be revolted at the thought to which Jesus is calling us 

• A cross is an execution device 

• We have one on top of our steeple 

• And it is put there for the world to see 

 

We couldn’t do this- but in our day it would be akin to hoisting an electric chair up there 

• Or a hypodermic needle  

• That’s the idea 

• The idea is that those who are on the inside subscribe to Christ’s calling of forsaking one’s life for the 

benefit of another 

 

Illus- Death Penalty 

 

I was reading some statistics on the death penalty, and the creative ways in which we have invented to carry it 

out 

• I thought I would share with you what I learned- but thought better of it 

• Right now, there are about 3,000 people on death row 

• Condemned to die as a punishment 

 

And it got me to thinking about the two men alongside Jesus 

• Reading through the gospels, we learn that these two men were thieves 

• No one likes a thief 

• But in our day we don’t punish a thief with the death penalty 

 

Today the reality is that unless you commit murder, you won’t get the death penalty- and that is true only in 

31 states 

 

1. Sometimes Pain And Suffering Doesn’t Catch Up To Us Right Away- But The Day Of Reckoning Always 

Comes 

 

It was too late for the thieves on that cross 

• Their day of reckoning had come 

• But as we know, Jesus hung up there too 

• But his day of reckoning was not like theirs, or like it is for me and you 

 

Today, if we are caught stealing, we might lose a friend or two- some might even consider it worth the risk 
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• But that’s not the risk Jesus took in Jerusalem 

• He knew there was no free lunch 

• Note this exchange between the two thieves- as they are dying… 
 

LK 23.39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at Jesus: “Aren’t you the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” 40 But 

the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence? 41 We are 

punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 

 

Ques- I wonder what we would have said if we hung there? 

• Would we turn to Jesus then? 

• Or would we be defiant and unrepentant- claiming stealing should not entail a crucifixion? 

• Would we take any responsibility at all for what we did? 

 

2. When Jesus Says To Take Up One’s Cross, It Means Going All The Way 

 

Illus- Wed Prayer Mtg 

 

During last week’s Bible Study on Malachi chapter 2, we had a discussion on what a wonderful world would 

look like 

 

It was an exercise in imagination… 

• No one mistreats another 

• Disrespects another 

• They love one anther 

• Have manners 

• Are polite 

• Care about their neighbors 

 

You would never have to apologize to one another because all would be treated with the respect they deserve 

 

Ques- Maybe you could add to the list? 

 

And after we went around exercising our imaginations, it was said… Why, you are describing Paradise! That is 

what Heaven is like! 

 

Ques- So what does that look like today? Can we imagine it now? 

• It means forgiving the thief 

• It means loving the unkind 

• It means serving the arrogant and the proud 

• It means having integrity- even if it’s not convenient to do so 

• It means giving up what’s popular for what is right 

• It means investing into the lives of others (time, talent, and treasure)- especially in those you would 

rather not 

• It means righting the wrongs committed- and not laying it on someone else 

• It means going the distance- even if you never get any credit at all 

 

Ques- I wonder if- in our day and age- that is too much to imagine? 
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II. SO WE CONSIDER THE NON-NEGOTIABLES IN OUR LIFE- THOSE THINGS WORTH LIVING AND 

DYING FOR (vs. 34-39) 
34 Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” And they divided up his clothes by casting 

lots. 35 The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, “He saved others; let him save himself if 

he is God’s Messiah, the Chosen One.” 36 The soldiers also came up and mocked him. They offered him wine 

vinegar 37 and said, “If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.” 38 There was a written notice above him, which 

read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. 39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the 

Messiah? Save yourself and us!”  

 

Here we see the insults hurled at Jesus… 

 

Ques- But what has Jesus done to anyone? 

• The truth is Jesus could have always come down from that cross 

• He just chose not to 

 

1. If Political Correctness Would Have Interested Jesus, He Might Not Have Gone To The Cross At All 

 

You might have heard… Power Corrupts, Absolute Power Corrupts Absolutely 

• Jesus had done the one thing that- if he wished to be spared- he should not have done 

• You just don’t go into the temple and turn over the moneychanger’s tables 

 

But Jesus was never known for being politically correct 

• He was not interested in the mind of man- he was interested in the mind of God 

• He was fixed in his mission- he didn’t keep changing his mind  

• He paid the price- and didn’t expect others to do it in his stead 

• He knew that the only things worth living for are those things worth dying for 

 

2. It Is Up To Us To Imagine- That What He Did- We Can Do Too 

 

Integrity gets short shrift these days, and as a word we don’t use it much 

• But you always know it when you see it 

• It is a non-negotiable in life… 

 

Illus- The Insulting Thief 

 

We can understand- to a point- the distress of the insulting thief 

• He was dying 

• He was in pain 

• And he did the only thing he could think of to get out of what he got himself into 

 

Ques- But wasn’t it his lack of integrity that put him there? 

• Isn’t he the one whose sin had found him out? 

• And isn’t he the one who is now paying for it? 

• So why hurl insults at an innocent man- and compound the problem? 

 

Ques- I wondered about this, and I came to the realization… How many times have I been in the very same 

place? 

• How many times have I said, What have I done to deserve this? 

• How many times I have said, I gotta get out of this? 
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And that’s when I too am tempted to say, This cross bearing is too heavy for me 

• It is tempting, for the easier thing to do is criticize- anyone can do that 

• But to go the distance- that takes real guts 

• And sadly, that is not what many people choose 

• They choose the broad path- not the narrow one 

• They choose the aggression of Cain- not the obedience of Abel 

• They choose the way of the unrepentant thief- not the one promised Paradise 

 

But this always comes back to haunt us 

• And for some they will say… How can you make matters right after the person is long gone? 

 

That is a good question, but there is an answer 

• For this is what it means to carry one’s cross 

• It is up to us to choose 

 

III. WE CAN ALWAYS CHOOSE TO GO THE DISTANCE- AND MAKE THE WORLD A BETTER 

PLACE TO BE (vs. 40-43) 
40 But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence? 41 We are 

punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 42 Then he said, “Jesus, 

remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 43 Jesus answered him, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in 

paradise.” 

 

Illus- Judging A Book By Its Cover 

 

To go the distance means not judging a book by its cover- for appearances can be deceptive 

• Highlighters everywhere 

• Circled words 

• Notes and pen markings 

• Dog-eared pages and smudges 

 

To imagine a better world means changing the standard we judge by- and that starts within… 

 

1. We Don’t Accept Worldly Standards 

• As Jesus says, 

• MT 5.48 Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect. 

 

2. We Don’t Accept Aggression In Any Form 

• As Jesus says, 

• JN 13.34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 

another. 35 By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 

 

3. We Don’t Accept Pride Of Place, Or Privileges 

• As Jesus says, 

• LK 17.10 So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy servants, we 

have only done what was our duty.’ 

 

4. We Don’t Expect To Be Served 

• As Jesus says, 
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• MT 20.26 whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant 

 

 5. We Don’t Expect To Be Loved 

• As Jesus says, 

• JN 15.19 If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I 

have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. 

 

1. And That Is What Jesus Calls On Us To Do- To Make This World A Better Place To Be 

 

Ques- Can you imagine a world like this? 

• The journey of a 1,000 miles begins with a single step 

• So I would say- exactly- this is what Christ called us to be 

 

If we can only imagine… 

 

Conclusion 

So now that we are here at the beginning of a new year, maybe we can imagine a little 

• Jesus imagined a world where the kingdom had come- but also one in which it continues to come 

• Jesus imagined a world where neighbors would love and serve each other- to put a face on God’s Word 

and the testimony of Christ 

• Jesus imagined a confessing and repenting church- not caught up in partisan politics and worship wars 

• Jesus imagined a re-energized body- whose spirit is one of carrying crosses-and not the latest fads or 

what’s playing on the radio 

 

The limit is only in our own imagination 
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