Sermon for Mid-week Lenten Service Week 2

The Text: Luke 23:39-43

“Amen, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise’

Has anyone ever said to you, “Go to Heaven!”? You’ve probably heard people say: “Go to hell!” People who have made a mess of their lives sometimes say “It’s been a hell of a life!” For many people, life is hell. Hell is the separation from God’s grace, love and mercy. Many people experience a taste of hell now, before the Day of Judgement. You may have heard of death-bed conversions. It is a joy to hear of people responding to our Lord’s mercy before it is too late. Tonight’s Gospel has given endless comfort to many such conversions.

One of the two men crucified with Christ turned to our Saviour in his dying hours. Perhaps he was deeply affected by Christ’s first word from the cross, a prayer of forgiveness for His enemies, His executioners. Our Lord’s love for His enemies, and His freedom from hurling insults and calling for revenge on them, made a deep impact on this thief, and convinced him that Jesus had done nothing wrong. He said, “We are receiving the due punishment for our actions, but this man has done nothing wrong.” Our Lord’s innocence makes his own guilt all the more obvious. He sees in Jesus the kind of person he should have been. There’s something about the suffering of the innocent that undoes us. It took the cross of Christ to get this thief to wake up to the truth about himself and his own destiny.

He realises God isn’t someone to be trifled with, but ought to be held in reverence and respect. He says to the other thief who mocks and ridicules Jesus, “Do you not fear God?” With these words he rebukes all who reject Jesus. He fears his Maker, whom he’s about to meet, more than he fears the soldiers’ cruelty. He realises Jesus is His only source of hope, and so he pleads, “Jesus, remember me when You come into Your Kingdom.” This is the only time in the Gospels that our Saviour is addressed as “Jesus”, without any title before or after the name. Perhaps this thief grew up in Nazareth with Jesus. The repentant thief pleads, “Remember me for good, be graciously mindful of me.” 

In prayer, Jesus either gives us what we ask for or something better. Jesus gave this thief more than he prayed for. He wanted something in the future but Jesus promised him something vastly more wonderful than he could have ever dreamed of or wished for, here and now: “Amen, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.” The word “Amen” is a word of divine affirmation and confirmation, used only seven times in Luke’s Gospel, to preface something all-important. This criminal is the first to be in Paradise with Jesus, another case of the last being first. Amazing grace, indeed! Being with Jesus forever is Paradise indeed. Where Jesus is, there is His heavenly kingdom.

To accept the punishment for sin was seen as an act of repentance. Jesus welcomes this thief and his dying confession with open arms. As Zacchaeus found, where Jesus is present and warmly welcome, there salvation is present. Jesus said to Zacchaeus, “Today, salvation has come to this house.” Through the cross, Jesus offers forgiveness to the worst, the least and the last. There is hope for everyone. 

What happens to Christians when they die is a great mystery, an event beyond anything we have experienced in this life. Since what happens after death occurs outside of time and space, Christians can only speak of this in approximation. Those who die in Christ enter a different time, God’s own time. In His eternity there is no before or after, so that the Christian’s death and resurrection are virtually telescoped together, to a single event, something that baffles human powers of thought and conception. At the same time, the New Testament reassures us that Christians “live” in spite of decay in the grave or ashes in the crematorium.

Regarding this, Luther says, “There are two ways of looking at things: God’s way and the way of the world. Thus this life and the life to come are of two kinds. This life cannot be the same as the life to come, since no one can enter the life to come except through death. … Here everything goes by number: hours, days, and years in succession. Now when you want to look at the life to come, you must erase the course of this life from your mind. You dare not think that you can measure it as this life is measured. There everything will be one day, one hour, one moment. Now since before God there is no reckoning of time, before Him a thousand years must be as one day. Therefore Adam, the first man, is just as close to Him as the man who will be born last before the Last Day. For God does not see time longitudinally. With our reason we cannot look at time in any other way than longitudinally. Beginning with Adam, we must count one year after the other until the Last Day. But in God’s sight everything is in one heap. What is long for us is short for Him. (Luther’s Works 30:196).”     

The focus of the New Testament is on the resurrection of the body. Christians die with their faith in the resurrection of the body and life everlasting fulfilled. They die confident that Jesus will fulfil His promise “that all who see the Son and believe in Him may have eternal life; and I will raise them up on the last day (John 6:40).”  Even death cannot separate the Christian from the love of Christ. Those who die in the Lord rest from their labours and are called “blessed” in Revelation 14:13.

St. Paul speaks of dying as being “with Christ.” “For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens (2 Corinthians 5:1).” It would seem from what Paul says here that some kind of spiritual body is given to Christians while they wait for the Last Day. Death for St. Paul means coming home to the Lord. For him, “To live is Christ, and to die is more Christ (Philippians 1:21).” 

We can be confident that we don’t die alone, but that they eyes of God and His angels are on us. Hebrews 12:22-24 reminds us that in Christian worship, dead and living Christians are one in Christ: “But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God the judge of all, and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.”

The words of our Holy Communion liturgy assert that in the Lord’s Supper all Christians, dead and living, are in a bond of fellowship in Christ with each other: “Therefore with angels and archangels, and with all the company of heaven, we adore and magnify your glorious name …”. When St. Stephen, the first Christian martyr, died, he saw the heavens opened and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.

We might like to know more about what happens when we die. What we do know is more important: that death means we are “with Christ”, for He is our Lord both of the dead and the living. 

“Whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s (Romans 14:8).”

Amen.
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