Call to Worship – Isaiah 53:4-6
4  Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.
5  But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. 
6  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him 
the iniquity of us all.

Echoes from the Cross - The Word of Salvation “Today You Will Be With Me in Paradise”
Text: Luke 23:39–43
39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Christ? Save yourself and us!” 
40 But the other criminal rebuked him.  “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence?
41 We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve.  But this man has done nothing wrong.” 
42 Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”
43 Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.”

Theme: No one is beyond hope.
Introduction:
Today we stand at Calvary again.  The cross is not quiet.  It is not silent suffering.  From the cross, Jesus speaks.  These are not random words — they are saving words.  Each sentence spoken through pain reveals the heart of God.
And today we hear perhaps the most hope-filled promise ever spoken to a dying human being: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43)
These words were not spoken to a saint.  Not to a disciple.  Not to a religious leader.  They were spoken to a criminal — a man whose life was ending exactly as the world expected it would.  And yet, before his final breath, grace found him.
Because the message of the cross is this:
No one is beyond hope.  The cross stands as history's darkest moment and brightest hope.  Three men hang dying on Golgotha—two criminals flanking the Son of God.  In their final breaths, we witness a conversation that captures the essence of the gospel: No one is beyond hope.

I.  Three Crosses - Three Responses
Luke tells us there were three crosses that day.  Jesus in the middle.  A criminal on each side.  All three men were dying.  All three were equally close to eternity.  But their responses to Jesus were completely different.
The First Criminal — Hardened Heart.  One criminal joins the crowd in mocking:  “Aren’t you the Messiah? Save yourself and us!”  Notice what he wants — rescue without repentance.  He wants relief, not transformation.  Escape, not salvation.  Even at the edge of death, his heart remains closed.  Suffering alone does not soften a person.  Pain does not automatically produce faith.  Some people grow bitter instead of better.
The Second Criminal — Honest Repentance  The other criminal rebukes the first one:  “We are punished justly… but this man has done nothing wrong.”  Something remarkable happens here.  This man begins to see clearly.  He sees his own sin.  He recognizes Jesus’ innocence.  He acknowledges Jesus’ kingship.  Then he prays one of the simplest prayers in Scripture:  “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  No long speech.  No theological explanation.  No bargaining.  Just faith reaching out in desperation.  And Jesus responds immediately.

II.  Salvation Comes at the Last Moment — But Not Too Late
Jesus says:  “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise.”
Notice what Jesus does not say.  He does not say “It’s too late.”  “You should have thought about this earlier.”  “Let’s review your record first.”  Grace interrupts the man’s past.  This is shocking grace.  Salvation is always the work of prevenient grace — God reaching toward us before we ever reach toward Him.  Even on a cross, even in failure, even at the end of a wasted life — God was still pursuing this man.  The thief did not find Jesus.  Jesus found the thief.

III.  What This Man Could NOT Do
Think about what the criminal was unable to do.  He could not be baptized, join a church, make restitution, live a better life, perform good works, or fix his reputation.  He had nothing to offer.  All he had was faith and that was enough.  Because salvation is not earned by what we do — it is received by trusting what Christ has done.

Salvation isn't something we earn through our efforts, good works, or moral checklists.  It's received by trusting what Christ has already done on the cross—His perfect life, death, and resurrection that "carries" us from death to life.  Christ secures our eternal future when we simply trust Him.  As Ephesians 2:8-9 puts it, "For by grace you have been saved through faith.  And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast."
Paul later writes:
“While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8)  The cross proves salvation is grace from beginning to end.

IV.  What This Man DID Do
Though he could do little physically, spiritually he did everything necessary.
1. He Admitted His Sin  “We are punished justly.”  No excuses.  No blame shifting.  Real repentance begins with honesty.
2. He Recognized Jesus.  “This man has done nothing wrong.”   He saw innocence hanging beside him.  Salvation begins when we see Jesus rightly.
3. He Trusted Jesus’ Kingdom.  “Remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  Everyone else saw a dying man.  He saw a King.  Faith is believing when circumstances say otherwise.

The Immediate Promise of Jesus - Jesus responds with urgency:  “Today…” Not someday.  Not after centuries of uncertainty.  Today.  Salvation is not delayed acceptance — it is immediate relationship.  And notice the heart of heaven’s promise:  “You will be with Me.”  The greatest gift of salvation is not paradise itself.  It is Jesus.  Heaven is heaven because Christ is there.
Holiness tradition reminds us salvation is not merely escaping hell — it is restored fellowship with God.  The thief’s greatest reward was presence, not place.

V.  Hope for the Hopeless
This story exists for people who think they are too far gone.  Some carry regrets that feel permanent.  Broken relationships, wasted years, secret sins, spiritual failures.  The enemy whispers:  “You missed your chance.”  But the cross declares:  As long as there is breath, there is hope.  If grace was able to reach a dying criminal in his final hours, it can reach the prodigal child, the addicted neighbor, the skeptical friend, and the weary believer.  No one is beyond hope because Jesus specializes in last-minute miracles.

There were two criminals.  One was saved.  One was not.  Both were equally close to Jesus physically — but only one trusted Him.  Proximity to religion is not salvation.  You can sit near the cross and still reject Christ.  The difference was not opportunity.  The difference was response.

The thief teaches us something beautiful: You do not clean yourself up before coming to Jesus.  You come as you are.  Salvation begins with a simple prayer:  “Jesus, remember me.”  And every sincere cry for mercy meets a Savior ready to answer.

Conclusion:
At Calvary we see three men:
One dying in sin, One dying to sin, One dying for sin.  And the One in the middle still saves.  The last voice the thief heard on earth was not condemnation — but promise.  “Today you will be with me in paradise.”
That is good news for even us:
Your past does not disqualify you.  Your failures do not define you.  Your story is not finished.  Because at the cross we learn this eternal truth: No one is beyond hope.
Today Jesus still speaks.  And perhaps the most powerful prayer anyone here can pray is the same one spoken from a cross:  “Jesus, remember me.”  And the Savior who saved a dying thief is ready to save today.

Application: No One Is Beyond Hope
For the Seeking Heart
If you're far from God, if your life is broken, if you think it's too late—look at this thief.  You're not too far gone. You're not beyond redemption.  Christ saves to the uttermost (Hebrews 7:25).
For the Doubting Believer
If you wonder whether your faith is sufficient, whether you've done enough—see how little this man had to offer and how much he received.  Salvation is not about the strength of your grip on Christ, but the strength of His grip on you.
For the Evangelist
Never write anyone off.  Never assume someone is too hard, too far, too lost.  The same power that transformed a dying criminal can transform anyone.  Keep sharing, keep praying, keep hoping.
For the Prideful
If you think you're earning your way to heaven through good works, church attendance, or moral living—you need the gospel as much as this thief.  You're just dying more slowly and comfortably.  The ground is level at the foot of the cross.

Three crosses. Three men dying.  Only one asks for mercy.  Only one receives the promise: "Today you will be with me in paradise."

Imagine a ship sinking in icy water.  Three passengers are struggling to stay afloat as a rescue boat approaches.  The rescuers throw out life preservers.
One man refuses it.  He insists he can swim on his own.  Pride keeps his hands at his side.
Another man grabs the rope but spends his time arguing with the rescuers — shouting questions, blaming others, demanding explanations — yet never actually lets himself be pulled in.
But the third man simply reaches out and says, “Please… help me.”
Only one is pulled into the boat.  The rescue was offered to all three.  The difference was not the rescuers.  The difference was the response.
At Calvary, three crosses stood side by side.  Salvation was within reach of both criminals — but only one reached back in faith.  Grace was available to both.  Mercy was received by one.

The gospel isn't about how good you've been or how much you've achieved.  It's about crying out to Jesus in your need and receiving His grace in your emptiness.
The thief on the cross entered paradise with nothing but faith.  He brought no portfolio of good deeds, no religious credentials, no impressive résumé.  He brought only his sin, his need, and his trust in Christ.
And it was enough.  It's still enough today.  No one is beyond hope because no one is beyond the reach of the cross.  The question is not whether Christ can save you—He proved He could save a dying criminal.  The question is: Will you, like this thief, turn to Him in faith?  "For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved." – Romans 10:13


Communion Meditation
"Today You Will Be With Me in Paradise"
As we prepare to come to the Lord's Table, I want you to picture something with me.
Three crosses stand against a darkening sky.  Three men are dying.  One of them—a criminal, a man whose hands are stained with sin and whose life is measured in hours—turns his head toward the man in the middle and says, "Jesus, remember me."
And Jesus responds: "Today you will be with me in paradise."
The Table of Undeserved Grace
This table before us is the thief's table.  It's not a table for those who deserve to be here.  It's a table for those who know they don't.
That criminal on the cross had no time to clean up his life.  No opportunity to make amends.  No chance to prove his sincerity through years of faithful service.  He had nothing to offer but his desperate faith—and Jesus said it was enough.
As you hold the bread in your hand today, remember, you didn't earn your place here.  The thief didn't earn his place in paradise.  We come not because we are worthy, but because Christ is.

The Body, Broken  [Hold up the bread]
Jesus said, "This is my body, broken for you."
While the thief hung dying on his cross, Jesus was dying on His.  And in that moment of shared suffering, something extraordinary happened.  The innocent One bore the punishment the guilty one deserved.
The thief said, "We are receiving the due reward of our deeds." He understood: he deserved death. But Jesus—"this man has done nothing wrong."
That's the mystery of the cross. That's the miracle of this bread. Christ took what we deserved so we could receive what He deserved.
When you eat this bread, you're declaring: "I deserved the cross, but Jesus took my place."  Take and eat.

The Blood, Poured Out  [Hold up the cup]
Jesus said, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood."
Paradise was closed after Eden.  The way back was barred.  But Jesus promised that dying thief, "Today you will be with me in paradise."  How?  Because the blood that dripped from Jesus' cross opened the way.
The writer of Hebrews tells us we "have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us" (Hebrews 10:19–20).
This cup represents the blood that reopened paradise.  The blood that washes away every sin—even the sins of a criminal executed for his crimes.  The blood that is powerful enough to transform anyone.  When you drink this cup, you are declaring: "I am cleansed by His blood alone."  Take and drink the cup.

"Today. . ."
Here's what moves me most about Jesus' words to the thief: "Today you will be with me in paradise."
Not tomorrow.  Not after you've proven yourself.  Not after you've earned it or worked for it or suffered enough to deserve it.  Today.  That's the promise of this table.  Immediate forgiveness.  Complete acceptance.  Total restoration.  Today.  Every time we come to this table, we hear Jesus saying to us what He said to that thief: "Today—right now—you are mine.  Today you are forgiven.  Today you belong to me."

Closing Prayer
Gracious Father, we thank You that we serve a Savior who saves to the uttermost—who can transform a thief into a citizen of paradise in a single moment of faith.
As we've shared this bread and cup, we've proclaimed that no one is beyond hope because no one is beyond the reach of the cross.
We leave this table reminded that we are Yours—not because of what we've done, but because of what Christ has done.
May we live this week as people who have been remembered by Jesus, who have been promised paradise, who have been transformed by grace.
Until that day when we hear You say, "Today you will be with me," keep us faithful to remember You.
In Jesus' name, Amen.


Benediction:
May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, who spoke hope from the cross and promised paradise to a dying sinner, go with you now.
May you leave this place knowing that you are forgiven, that you are loved, and that no life is beyond God’s redeeming grace.
Go in peace — trusting the mercy of Christ, walking in the power of His salvation, and sharing His hope with the world.
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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