
Sermon 02-28-2021 

“Today you will be with me in Paradise” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Luke 23:32-43 

 
32 Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. 33 When they came to the place that is 

called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. [[34 Then Jesus said, 

“Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”]] And they cast lots to divide his clothing. 35 And the 

people stood by, watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, saying, “He saved others; let him save himself if he is the 

Messiah of God, his chosen one!” 36 The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine, 37and saying, 

“If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!” 38 There was also an inscription over him, “This is the King of the Jews.” 
39 One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding[e] 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.” 

 

1) 

Can you be cynical at times? Here is a definition I found that I want to share with you: Being cynical is defined as:  

Cynicism: 

“not trusting or respecting the goodness of other people…  

an inclination to believe that people are motivated purely by self-interest; skepticism” 

Are you that way at times? 

It seems to me we live in a time when it’s more likely to cynical. There’s a pandemic, there is such great political divide 

in our nation, the mood in our society about social matters is tense… I have found that all of these stressors can make me 

more cynical. And that’s sad. I don’t want to be ‘mistrusting of people,’ I don’t want to ‘disrespect the goodness of other 

people.’ 

When Jesus was crucified there was cynicism going on. Today’s story from the cross introduced us to the two criminals 

that were crucified next to Jesus. They are a stark contrast to the innocence of Jesus. They both suffer the exact same fate, 

yet they have completely different ways to deal with it.  

 

One of them turns to cynicism:  

“Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” – Luke 23:39b 

He ridicules Jesus, he obviously neither trusts nor respects the goodness of Jesus – Classical cynicism! 

 

And then there is the other criminal with a completely different reaction: He defends Jesus:  

“Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? … we indeed have been 

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

– Luke 23: 40f 
You know, this second criminal couldn’t have cared less about defending Jesus. He was in the process of dying, no way to 

escape left for him. But instead he speaks up for the one who is ridiculed.  

Have you also noticed that contrary to the first criminal, he doesn’t ask to be saved? All he asks is: 

“Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” – Luke 23:42 

This is the only time that someone in the gospel of Luke addresses Jesus by his first name – Luke probably wants us to 

notice that. 

Two criminals, same fate, same stress, two completely different reactions. So here comes the question that you’ve 

probably been dreading to hear:  

 

Who do you identify with more? The cynical criminal or the humbly honest one?! 

 

I have to let that question sit with you. You alone are able to search your heart and to explore how you tend to react when 

you are under stress or in seemingly hopeless situations. 

Let me just say this: If you find yourself to be cynical more like the first criminal, maybe you find hope in the fact that the 

first thing Jesus said was: “Father forgive them.” The question is, “What are you going to do about it?” 

 

It’s interesting to me that Jesus doesn’t comment on the cynicism. He ignores him and rather puts his focus on the 

kindness of the second criminal. Maybe that’s how you and I should deal with people who are cynical toward us? 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+23%3A32-43&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25965e
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/trusting
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/respect
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/goodness
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/people


2) 

I don’t know if the first criminal was beyond redemption. Normally Jesus we are used to Jesus trying to help even the 

most lost people – but here Jesus focuses his energy on the one whose heart is not hardened by cynicism. 

“Today you will be with me in paradise.” – Luke 23:43 

What a promise! When all hope is gone, when the stress of pain and a premature death is all that was left, Jesus provides a 

new hope, how healing those words must have been! 

Don’t you want to know: What must I do to hear Jesus say this to me?  

In a way, what this second criminal shows us is the first step of authentic discipleship: he confesses his guilt. He said ‘I 

deserve this to be punished!’ 

Yeah, sure, he doesn’t confess his sins to God explicitly, but he shows remorse for the wrong he did in his life – he 

accepts his civic sentence, even though it’s inhumanly cruel. This criminal teaches us that recognizing our own wrongs is 

a powerful thing. 

Another thing I think we can learn from the second criminal is that he doesn’t ask: “What’s in it for me? What can I get 

out of this Messiah? How can he save me?” He knows he’ll die – all he asks is: Jesus remember me. 

 

Throughout the Bible we find that good things happen when God remembers.  

Good things happen when God remembers us! 

(Sometimes it says God won’t remember our sin no more, but that’s almost an equivalent to God remembering us as 

people.) 

 

Jesus gives an ultimate form of remembering the second criminal – he remembers him in a way that gives him hope 

beyond his hopeless condition.  

This doesn’t change the fact that he will die on the cross. The second criminal won’t have a chance to live as a disciple 

anymore, he is just hanging there on a cross as naked as Jesus and the other criminal, tortured and humiliated. 

You know, as Christians we emphasize so much that discipleship is about the here and now … but in this case, there is 

nothing left for this life – there is only hope left for the next life. I’m certain this second criminal dies in a different way 

than the first. He dies with the promise to be remembered and to be in paradise. 

 

How do you want to be remembered? 

 

Doesn’t this question change the way how you live now? I personally believe and fully trust that Jesus will remember me 

and that I will be in paradise after my death and that one day I will share in Christ’s resurrection when he will come again 

to make all things new. [BTW: that’s the difference between. ‘life after death’ and ‘resurrection’.] 

 

But I also believe that what I do before I die matters. What I do in my life leaves an imprint not only in the heart of God 

but also on this/God’s earth. 

 

I don’t need to be remembered in a fashion of fame – I don’t feel my name needs to show up in a history book or on a 

plaque – but I do care for how I will be remembered. 

 

Don’t you too feel that it changes the way how you live when you ask this question? “How will people remember me?” 

 

There is a very cute but powerful children’s song that we often sang in our Sunday school. It roughly translates to:  

 

This is the one who spent his life the best way: he who made the other person happy. (Der hat sein Leben am besten 

verbracht, der auch den andern hat froh gemacht…) 

You then sing it in a round so it really sticks to your memory. 

 

It’s such a simple message – but it’s so profound. I feel like I have nothing to add to this powerful simplicity. 

 

May you live in a way worthy to be remembered.  

May you find ever new ways to lay aside cynicism. 

May you live in a way that makes someone else happy. 

May you live transformed by the promise of being in paradise with Jesus because he remembers you. 

 

Amen. 


