
Text:  Luke 23:32-43 
Title:  “Last Minute Rescue” 
 
OBSERVANCE OF THE LORD’S SUPPER 
 
The events that we have remembered here at the Lord’s Table were witnessed by many who looked 
on.  There were the religious leaders who were responsible for the gross miscarriage of justice.  
There were the soldiers responsible for carrying out the crucifixion.    There were the family and 
friends who watched.  Being that crucifixions were generally carried out on a main road so others 
would be warned of breaking Roman law, there were people just passing by.  There was the curious 
mob that assembled.  But strangely, this scene was watched by two criminals who shared the same 
fate as Jesus, death by crucifixion.  Let’s read about it in Luke 23:32-43.  Read text. 
 
For just a moment, let’s not focus on the remorseless criminal who hung on one side of Jesus.  
Rather, let’s focus on the other. 
 

At first appearance it seems that this is a living man who was about to die.  But really he was a 
dying man about to live.  The Bible tells us that without Christ we are all dead in our 
trespasses and our sins.  We are spiritually dead, waiting to be physically dead.  But the 
crucifixion of Jesus changes everything.  It makes it possible for the dead to live again. 

 
This is the story of two death row inmates with a lot in common.  But they had one great difference.  
One man changed his thinking … this is called repentance.  And as a result of this man’s faith, he 
heard the words of Jesus that every human being longs to hear (whether they know it or not). 
 
Luke 23:42 (NIV) - Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 

 
You see, this thief saw something in the last minutes of his life that he never realized before.  
Had this not happened he would have been doomed forever.  He saw he was a sinner.  He 
realized that it was his sin that had nailed Jesus to the cross.  The reason this criminal was 
saved is that he finally realized he was lost.   
 

Some have called this a “deathbed conversion.”  And interestingly, as far as I know, this is the only 
one recorded in the entire Bible.  One great scholar said, “There is one so that none would despair 
and only one so that none would presume.  
 

I don’t advise you to do this.  Don’t wait like this man did until the last minute.  Don’t 
presume that you will have an opportunity to be saved.  
 

But in those words of Jesus there is incredible truth.  Look at them again. 
 
Luke 23:43 (NIV) – Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in 
paradise.” 
 
Just look at that sentence.  What an amazing sentence. 
 



“I tell you the truth…” – These are the words of Jesus. 
 

Now this is more about what Jesus did than it is about what the criminal did that day.  The 
hero in this story is not the criminal but Jesus.  It’s all about something so incredibly gracious 
that Jesus did. 
 
I want you to notice that this man was not saved by good works, for he didn't have any.  He 
was not saved by church membership, he never joined one.  He was not saved by baptism, he 
did not have time.  All he had to cling to was the word of Jesus. 
 
The only way that criminal had of being sure he was going to heaven was because Jesus said 
that he would.  The only way you and I can know for sure that we are going to heaven is what 
God says in His word.   
 
1 John 5:13 (NIV) - I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God 
so that you may know that you have eternal life. 
 

“Today…” – Salvation is an instantaneous experience. 
 

Jesus said today, right now.  It might take you many months or even years to come to the place 
where you ask Christ to come into your heart and save you.  But the very moment you do, you 
are saved … that instant!   Instantly, your name is written in the Book of Life; instantly, you 
cross from death into life.  Instantly, this thief became a child of God.   

 
“You…” – This is a personal pronoun … indicates a personal choice.  
 

Two thieves were crucified, one went to heaven and one went to hell.  And Jesus Christ made 
the difference.   You know, there is a faulty doctrine called universalism.  It teaches that 
everybody is going to go to heaven.   It’s one of the most popular beliefs in our culture today.   
It teaches that no hell, no judgment, and that God loves everybody.  Because He loves 
everybody, are all going to heaven.   
 
Well, God does love everybody, that is why Jesus died for everyone, but not everybody there 
at the cross went to heaven that day.  In fact we know one man who certainly went to hell 
because he rejected Christ.  And we know others who rejected Christ standing around the 
cross.  And so this is a rejection of universalism.  Only the one who accepted Christ went to 
heaven and the one who rejected Christ was not forgiven because he did not receive what 
Jesus had done for him. 

 
Luke 23:43 (NIV) – “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” 
 
“Will…” – not “might” but “will” 
 

Here is a word of assurance.  There was no question mark over this statement.  Many people 
live under a religion of uncertainty.  But Jesus offers great assurance of salvation. 

 



Now this is important, because this man was hanging on a cross.  This would be his last 
address.  
 
 

“Be with me…” – being in the presence of Jesus … I am with Jesus … Jesus is with me. 
 

Note:  Jesus was with him in death, and He promised to be with this man after death.  What a 
wonderful thing to know. That the same Jesus who walks with us through this life, will be with 
us in heaven. 
 
Now there are many questions about what heaven is. But one thing is for sure.  God is there.  
And Jesus is there. And we will be with Him forever.  
 
Salvation is a person before it's a place.  Salvation is an experience with a person, the Lord 
Jesus Christ.  You come to Christ and you will be with Christ forever.  When you're saved you 
come now "into Christ."  You are in Christ.  Christ is in you.  You are with Christ, whether 
you live or whether you die, you are now with Jesus.   
 

“In paradise…” – the essence of heaven … a garden 
  

Now there is a common teaching that says that when a person dies that go to a place called 
purgatory.  They teach that you go to some intermediate place, there you will pay for your 
sins, you will have to be purged from your sins, there in that intermediate place between 
heaven and hell, you will have to sweat out and you will have to wait, and you will have to be 
punished and then after you have suffered for a while, then you will enter into heaven.   
 
Well, that doctrine doesn’t come from the Bible, and it is a lie.  Jesus said, “Today you will be 
with me in paradise,” not in purgatory. 
 
In the Old Testament the abode of the dead is the word, sheol.  In the New Testament the word 
for the abode of the dead is hades.  It seems when you study the scriptures that in the abode of 
the dead before the death and resurrection of Jesus, there were two compartments.  There was 
Gehenna which is the abode of the unrighteous dead.  There was paradise which is the abode 
of the righteous dead. 
 
ILLUSTRATION – Last week Nan and I spent some time in Charleston, South Carolina.  We 
some of the plantation homes along the Ashley River that were built during the early 1700s.  
One of them, Middleton, had magnificent gardens.  We spent a couple of hours just walking 
through those gardens.  The camellias and azaleas were in bloom.  It was glorious.  And that is 
the picture conveyed by this word “paradise.”  It’s the very word used of a kings great 
gardens. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 



Two men died that day.  One man died on the wrong side of Jesus.  One man died on the right side of 
Jesus.  When the day comes when you die, the only question that will really matter is, “Which side 
are you on?” 
 
Just think of those words Jesus spoke to the criminal … Today you will be with me in paradise.  
Jesus’ word … "Today."  The devil has a word, too.  The devil's word is, Tomorrow.   
 

You know you need Jesus, but you think you're going to wait and do it later.  You want to 
think about more.  That's the devil saying to you, "Tomorrow … wait."  God's Word and 
invitation is today.  God says, "Now is the accepted time.  Today is the day of salvation." 

 
 
 


