Written Copy: Luke 23:39-43 “When Things Don’t Look Right”

Last Sunday of the Church Year: Proper 29
Sunday, November 234, 2025
Text: Luke 23:39-43

% One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him, saying, "Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us!" “’ But the other
rebuked him, saying, "Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? ** And we indeed justly, for
we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has done nothing wrong." ** And he said, "Jesus, remember me when
you come into your kingdom." ** And he said to him, "Truly, | say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise."

Exegetical Statement

As Jesus is led away to be crucified, there are a great multitude following Him to see what happens and
women who are mourning and wailing over what He is suffering. They are sorry, but not to the point of
repentance. Jesus, even as He is suffering so badly He cannot carry the crossbeam, reaches out in love to
convict them that they need to instead focus on what their sinfulness will bring about in the near, future, the
destruction of Jerusalem which will cause horror so bad those alive at that time would rather be crushed by a
mountain of rocks. This is Jesus warning and calling for repentance. As He is being crucified, He endures
rulers and soldiers mocking with contempt, making fun of Him, and sinfully challenging Him to prove His
ability to save by saving Himself. But He has come not to save Himself, but them and all mankind from eternal
damnation, as He offers up the prayer to the Father to send their sins away from them and onto Him, as He
makes satisfaction through His suffering. Completely able to save Himself, this is the reason He will not, for
them and for me. Above Him stands the inscription that was posted as the reason for His crucifixion, and in
mockery of the Jewish religious leaders, but actually states the truth: “This One is the King of the Jews” While
one criminal joins in with the slandering and angry insults, demanding Jesus save Himself and them, the other
admonishes him, and gives his testimony of repentant faith: that they deserve death, yet Jesus has done no
wrong, but has instead reached out with loving forgiveness. He asks of Jesus only that He remembers him
when He assumes His reign and rule. Jesus does more with the sure and certain promise this criminal will be
with Him today in Paradise.

Focus Statement:

When our Lord goes about His saving work, things don’t look right in our eyes. That’s because He
saves not as we think He should, but by refusing to save Himself but suffering and dying to save us.
He has not come to save this world to make it heaven on earth, but to save us from separation now
and eternal damnation by sending our sin away from us and to the cross, where He pays the price to
redeem us into His reign and rule, where He truly is in control over all things, and will set all things
right, ending all suffering, in the Paradise to come. His desire is that by faith, He will welcome us
into that Paradise when we depart this world

Function Statement:

Why it’s important to know:

According to our view and desire to have Paradise now, things God allows to happen don'’t
look right, especially if He really is the All-Powerful saving God. We look for justice, relief
from suffering, and find it lacking.

What the hearer should do as a result:

Through the Spirits work in us through Word and Sacrament, keep the 2nd criminal’s
repentant testimony as our own, trusting that while things may not look right now, all will
be made right in the Paradise Jesus will welcome us into by faith.

Subject Sentence: When God Saves, things may not look right, but they will be
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Illustration: When things in our life don’t look right

Sometimes you look around and things just don’t seem right. Like when you look at the
standings for the NFC North and see the Chicago Bears in first place, the Green Bay Packers
in second place, and our Lions in third place!

But seriously, do you ever wake up, look around at what is going on in your life, and say
“This doesn’t look right!” Especially when we consider the testimony we have about our
God in Psalm 46:1 God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. We
confess that He is here with us in the middle of all that is going on to be a source of refuge
from our troubles, and to help us in any time of need. That being said, there are times when
we wake up, look around, and say, “Where are you in all this?”

There have been times when [ wake up and look at the continuing struggles I am going
through, struggles like healing the big toe on my right foot. I continue to wear an offloading
shoe, continue to try to take it easy. Yet just recently, after it had almost closed up, it
opened back up again. And on top of that, an MRI discovered I have a bone infection, which
means [ will probably be spending some time every morning at the Infectious Disease
doctor receiving IV antibiotics. Advent is fast approaching, yet I'm going to have to spend
precious time dealing with car issues that will mean replacing our Ford Taurus in the near
future. I wake up and think, “C’'mon Lord! Why now? Where are you?”

What about in your life? What things just don’t look right to you, given that you have an
ever-present source of help and strength in God? What health issues continue to plague
you, or your loved ones? What things cause you financial worry? Here at Lamb of God we
are worried about our aging congregation, and the lack of youth. We are worried about
where our country is headed with divisiveness, and a government that struggles mightily to
come together to do its job of producing a balanced budget while the lives of working-class
people are adversely affected. We worry about a society that has become so polarized that
we can’t even give a listening ear to what others have to say because they don’t see things
the way we do; a society whose answer for those who don’t walk in step with their values is
to threaten, attack, and cancel.

If there is an ever-present God who is here to be our refuge and help, then why do things
look the way they do? Why is it that things just don’t look right?
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In Our Gospel Lesson, Things Don’t Look Right

In our Gospel Lesson things don’t look right either. The One who is carrying the crossbeam
is the One whom Paul confesses in Colossians 1:15-17 15 He is the image of the invisible
God, the firstborn of all creation. 16 For by him all things were created, in heaven and
on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or
authorities—all things were created through him and for him. 17 And he is before all
things, and in him all things hold together. Yet this firstborn over all creation who is
above all other powers and rulers and holds the universe together, how do we see Him in
our Gospel Lesson? He has been so severely abused: punched, beaten, and whipped that
this strong Carpenter from Nazareth is unable to carry the crossbeam.

This is the One through whom all things were created and who rules over all. He is the One
who is allowing Himself to be executed for crimes He did not commit. He hangs there while
a crowd of spectators looks on, some of whom joyously welcomed Him as their king five
days earlier yet now stand around to witness the freak show. He hangs there and does
nothing while foul mouth insolent religious leaders who were supposed to watch for His
coming as the Messiah and welcome Him instead speak with open contempt, mocking and
ridiculing Him, challenging Him to prove who He has claimed Himself to be as the Messiah
King who has healed and saved in the past. They ridicule, mock, and sneer at Him saying
Luke 23:35 “He saved others; let him save himself, if he is the Christ of God, his
Chosen One!” Even one of the criminals being executed alongside Him joins in with
slanderous angry insults with the purpose of accusing Him of being a fraud.

Luke 23:38 There was also an inscription over him, “This is the King of the Jews.”
That inscription was posted as the charge against Him calling for His crucifixion, that He
claimed He was King in place of and above Caesar. It’s the charge of insurrection making
Him worthy, according to Roman Law, of the death sentence. Pilate also posted it as a jab
and offense to the chief priests and rulers who refused to recognize Him as such. But it is
actually the truth. He is the One sent by God to be their Messiah King. Yet then how could it
be that this grand and glorious movement to follow Him as the Messiah should end like
this? If He has this mighty power, why doesn’t He use it to end all this and depose the
Romans and reestablish the kingdom of David, the job they expected the Messiah to do?
Things just don’t look right!

When God is working out His salvation things don’t look right

What is going on here? When God is working out the salvation of the world things just don’t
look right. They don’t look right in our eyes, but they look perfectly right in the eyes of God.
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This broken, bloody, beaten man hanging on the cross is God incarnate, with all the power
of creation at His fingertips. As far as justice goes there is no reason He should have to
suffer any of this. In regard to their challenge to Him to come down off the cross and save
Himself, He is perfectly capable of doing that. At any time He could’ve done so and justly
put an end to those foul mouth leaders, soldiers, and even the criminal, with just a word
from His mouth. He had every right to condemn that crowd that had turned away from Him
when He refused to be the Messiah that they wanted Him to be.

Yet He did not and would not do any of those things. In His place, with His power, I can
guarantee that you or I certainly would have. But as God He sees things differently and does
things differently. He came not to save Himself, but to give His life to save that crowd, those
religious leaders, those Roman soldiers, those criminals hanging with Him, as well as you
and me. He would remain there upon the cross until according to God’s perfect justice
salvation had been accomplished for all.

When God works His salvation, He does so in a way and with a love that is far beyond our
understanding. In this midst of pain and suffering that is far beyond what we could ever
imagine or endure, Jesus says this: Luke 23:34 “Father, forgive them, for they know not
what they do.” Who is “them”? The crowd, the religious leaders, the soldiers, the criminals,
me and you. He prays this prayer on the cross not just once, but it is a continued plea as he
hangs there, prayed from a heart that has the greatest kind of love, God’s love for His fallen
creation, His love for you.

The literal meaning of the word translated “forgive” means to “send away”. Send away
what? Send away from you and I all our trespasses, all the ways we fail to see God as the
God of refuge and strength and help in our lives because He doesn’t do things the way we
think He should. All the ways we refuse His right to speak into our lives, to reign and rule
over us as our loving Creator. He pleads that the Father would send these offenses away
from us, away from our personal record. But send them where? Send them to Him as He
hangs on the cross. Send them so that He not only takes our sin, but becomes our sin, so
that His suffering and death, His body broken and blood poured out, would become the
price paid to declare us forgiven and worthy of being children of God.
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All this is given to us from Jesus by faith. It is the power to make the second criminal’s
confession your confession. Luke 23:40-41 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 justly, for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has
done nothing wrong.” This criminal says to the other criminal “What is happening to
you and I, what we are going through, we deserve to suffer all this because we are
guilty of breaking the law. But this man has never broken any law. He doesn’t deserve
any of this to be happening to Him. And yet, for reasons I don’t completely understand,
He allows it to happen. And while He does, He pleads with God for you and me to be
forgiven, to have our sins sent away from us. What kind of a speech is this? This is
confession from a heart that has been broken and made repentant by the power of the Holy
Spirit working through Jesus’ words.

And the result? Faith is worked in this criminal’s heart. Luke 23:42 And he said, “Jesus,
remember me when you come into your kingdom.” He is saying, “I believe you are the
Messiah King. And while I don’t fully understand all that is happening here, I believe
this kingdom, this reign and rule You came to bring, You are going to establish it.” And
then this criminal makes a humble plea, not demanding anything, but calling upon the love
and mercy of this man who is the Saving Redeeming God. Just think on me, and remember
me, a poor miserable sinner.

And what is the answer back? Luke 23:43 And he said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today
you will be with me in paradise.” It is what Jesus desires to say to you on that day when
your life in this world comes to an end, what He desires to say to you on Resurrection Day.
And you will hear that because He refused to save Himself, just so He could save you, and
give you the power of faith to hold that to be true. It’s a faith that doesn’t completely
understand why but simply believes.

“Today, you will be with me in Paradise?” Doesn’t sound right

But wait a minute! “Today you will be with me in paradise.” Isn’t Paradise eternal life?
Yes, it is. But how can this thief be with Jesus in Paradise today when Resurrection Day and
eternal life hasn’t happened yet? That doesn’t sound right, does it? It doesn’t sound right
according to our understanding of things. But in God’s working out of our eternal salvation,
things sometimes don’t look and sound right according to our human logic.

There are two ways to look at this, and both are interconnected. First of all, where is
Paradise? Paradise is wherever Jesus is. When our souls depart from this earth, we leave
behind all the pain and suffering, we leave behind all of those things that just don’t look
right in our life. Our souls go to be in the presence of Jesus, where nothing can hurt, harm,
or bother us ever again.
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But the other thing to consider is this. When we leave this world behind, we leave behind a
world built around the concept of time and location. Our whole lives are centered on where
we are on this earth right now, where we have been, and where we will be. They are
centered on time as well, what has happened in the past, is happening now, and what will
happen in the future. The future hasn’t happened yet, and for us to know it we will have to
wait until the future becomes now.

But Jesus as Risen Savior exists outside of our world of location and time. He created these
concepts and established them as our reality to live in. But He is not bound by them. We
confess in the Lord’s Supper that He is physically present in every congregation that
believes and confesses the Sacrament. He is outside of our timeline, knowing all that
happened in the past, the present, and the future because He looks down and sees it all. He
sees it not as we do, moment by moment, be all encompassing.

Who is to say that when we leave this world behind, and go to be with Jesus, we will find
ourselves already standing at Resurrection Day? Along with all believers of past, present,
and future who leave this world of time and location behind to join Jesus in Paradise? And
what will that Paradise be like? It will be the return of God’s original perfect creation where
we live in the New Heaven and New Earth, where all of those things that make our world
look “not right” will be gone forever.

Conclusion: See by faith when things don’t look right

While we live in this broken sinful world things will often look not right, because they
aren’t. We know that this is not the way things should be, and that the lives we live now are
not what God originally intended them to be. But that’s okay. He has not abandoned us. He
remains the One He promises to be in Psalm 46:1 God is our refuge and strength, a very
present help in trouble. He does this work in ways that are sometimes beyond our
understanding.

When things don’t look right, know and hold fast by faith that He truly is at work. He is at
work to save you and all those He has chosen to be His children. And when God does His
saving work, He does it in ways that may not look right to you and me. He does it through
His sacrificial and unconditional love. He does this not with the purpose of turning this
fallen world into Paradise. Instead, He works through the brokenness, working within us
and our sinful brokenness, to send our sins away to the cross where they were taken care
of forever. He works in us to keep us in the same repentant faith of that criminal so that
while we may not understand why things are happening to us, we trust by faith that we
rest in His hands now and forever. He keeps us confessing who we are as poor miserable
sinners who cry out just like that criminal for what we do not deserve, Luke 23:42 “Jesus,
remember me when you come into your kingdom.” And He works in us to hold fast in
faith that His answer to you is now and will be on your last day Luke 23:43 “Truly, I say to
you, today you will be with me in paradise.” Amen.
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