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In Luke 23:39-43, we learn that the Kingdom of God is open to all repentant 
believers. Encountering Christ can elicit one of two responses. Note the contrast 
between the two criminals. The one thief demands, “Are you not the Christ? Save 
yourself and us!” (v. 39), while the second thief acknowledges his sin and cries for 
mercy. As Jesus hangs on the cross between two criminals, one mocks him while the 
other asks for mercy. One asks to be taken down, and the other to be taken up.   

Salvation callously missed and mocked (v. 39)  

The first criminal callously misses and mocks the Savior, challenging Jesus (v. 39). 
His demand, as one commentator notes, reflects a fatal error in judgment: “When he 
tells Jesus, ‘Save yourself and us!’ he’s talking about salvation from the physical agony of 
crucifixion. But he doesn’t understand that it’s precisely by staying on the cross and not 
saving himself that Jesus is able to save others from God’s judgment, a fate far worse than 
physical death.”1  

• In verse 39, the Greek word for railed can be translated, blasphemed.2 Since his 
arrest, Jesus has been mocked and blasphemed. Read Ezekiel 35:12-15. How does 
God deal with those who revile his name?   

Salvation truly seen and sought (vv. 40-42)  

Conversely, the second criminal’s response reveals a heart awakened by grace. He 
rebukes his companion, acknowledging their just condemnation and recognizing 
Christ’s innocence. In humility he pleads “Jesus, remember me when you come into 
your kingdom” (v. 42). As one pastor reflects, “His confession is an expression of trust, 
of hope beyond hope, that the Man dying next to him was more than a mere man, even if 
he didn’t fully know what that meant. His closeness to Jesus, to Grace Incarnate, to God in 
the flesh, brought about his surprising and sudden confession. He knew himself to be a 
sinner of the worst sort. What’s more, he knew that he was dying. Thus, he repents and 
flings all of his faith onto the shoulders of the One who was dying next to him. Little did he 
know that his desperate cry for pardon was the very thing for which Jesus was bleeding 
out.”3   

• Read Genesis 40:14, 1 Samuel 1:11, Nehemiah 5:19, Job 14:13 and Psalm 106:4. 
How does the penitent thief’s request in verse 42 echo the plaintive cries of Old 
Testament figures who have gone before him?  

• Martin Luther's theology of the cross asserts that faith in Christ and his finished 
work on the cross are the sole means for understanding salvation, whereas 
theology of glory places salvation within man’s strength. Dr. Carl Trueman 
further illustrates Luther’s dichotomy using the narrative of the two thieves: 
“The theology of glory says ‘Christ, if you are the king, come down from your cross.’ 
This is the first thief on the cross. The second thief says ‘when you enter your 
kingdom, remember me.’ The second is not thinking in human terms or theology of 
glory terms. He knows that death is no bar to entering the kingdom but Christ’s death 
is the only way in. He is thinking in terms of the cross.”4 Read Colossians 1:19-23. 
How does the penitent thief’s plea underscore Paul’s theology of the cross?  

Salvation graciously given and bought (v. 43)  

Even as he suffers on the cross, Jesus graciously offers salvation to the penitent thief. 
Despite his frailty, Jesus demonstrates the power to save. Note the upside-down 
Kingdom of God in action: Jesus’ weakness is our strength, Jesus’ suffering is our 
glory, Jesus’ death is our victory, and Jesus’ cross is our redemption.   

• In 1 Corinthians 1:18-25, Paul states we are “being saved” by the power of God 
through the cross of Christ. The transformation of our inner lives takes place as 
we daily crucify our flesh and follow him. Read Galatians 5:24; 6:14 and Romans 
6:5-11. How does one die daily to self in order to find new life in Christ?  
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