Words from the Cross:

With Me in Paradise

Luke 23:26-43, Hebrews 11:8-16


An Australian travel writer was checking out of the Spokane Hilton, and as he paid his bill, he asked the manager, “By the way, what’s with the Indian chief sitting in the lobby?  He’s been there ever since I arrived.”


“Oh, that’s Big Chief Forget-me-not, said the manager.  “The hotel is built on an Indian reservation, and part of the agreement is to allow the chief free use of the premises for the rest of his life.  He is known as Big Chief Forget-me not because of his phenomenal memory.  He is ninety-two years old and can remember every detail of his life.”


While the travel writer was waiting for a cab, he decided to put the chief’s memory to a test.  “’ello, Mate!” he said.  “What did you eat for breakfast on your 21st birthday?”


“Eggs,” was the instant reply.  The Australian was impressed.  He went off on his travel and writing itinerary, telling people about the chief’s memory.  At one point, someone suggested that “How” was a more appropriate greeting for an Indian chief than “’ello, Mate.”  


When he returned to the Spokane Hilton six months later, the writer was happy to see Big Chief Forget-me-not still sitting in the lobby, whittling away at a stick.


“How!”  said the Australian.  


“Scrambled,” said the chief.  (Story File, 20.1.1)


Now, that’s a good memory!  

Do you think Jesus’ memory is as good as Chief Forget-me-not’s memory?  
“Remember me,” said the penitent thief, hanging on a cross next to Jesus.  “Remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  


 “Remember me when you come into your kingdom.”    


Big Chief Forget-me-not remembered scrambled eggs.  But when this man asked to be remembered by Jesus, this was a powerful request; in the Bible, the word remember is far more than simply a mental exercise.  The dying thief was staking a claim in Jesus’ kingdom.  What he was asking was somewhat similar to what a campaign worker may ask of a presidential candidate.  Don’t forget about me when you move into the White House! Wherever you’re going, bring me with you.  Remember me when you come into your kingdom.  


My hunch is that this thief was used to people saying no.  Just like many people today.  Every time we turn around someone is saying “no.”  You don’t deserve it, you can’t have it.  NO.


A young man asked his father, “Can I have the car to go out on a date?”  


Dad said, “No!”


Then the son asked, “Then can I have ten dollars to go out with my friends?”

No!”


The boy tried again, “Then can I just go out with my friends tonight?”


“No!”


The teenager was totally frustrated by this time and he shouted, “I didn’t ask to be born, you know!”


His father calmly answered, “And if you had, I still would have said NO!”  

(parables, etc, 23.4.8).


This is what we are used to, isn’t it?  No, no, no.  No matter what you are asking, the answer is no.  (That’s the way I talk to telemarketers.  I don’t care what you are selling, the answer is no.)  


But when you come to Jesus the answer is yes.  “Remember me when you come into your kingdom,” the dying thief said.  And Jesus said, “Absolutely.  I’ll remember you.  Today, you and I, we’ll be in paradise.”   You see, when Jesus remembers, that’s powerful stuff.  It’s salvation.  


As conversion stories go, this one is a little different, isn’t it?  Our friend the thief doesn’t use any of the words or phrases that have come to be associated with conversion.  He doesn’t in so many words, “accept Jesus as his Lord and Savior.”  He says nothing about being born again.  He doesn’t ask to be forgiven.  He doesn’t even say a prayer.  But he opens his heart to Jesus, and that is the whole point of conversion.  His story is unique, but if you read the Bible carefully (and if you listen to the stories of people you know) every story is unique.  Nicodemus, the woman at the well, Peter, Mary Magdalene, Paul.  They all had their own unique encounters with Jesus – and so do we.  But the common denominator is a trusting heart.  Jesus saw the dying thief’s heart.  So, he said, simply, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”    


“Today you will be with me in paradise.”  What a scandalous statement!  This man is a common criminal.  He has lived his entire life, up until his dying breath, in sin.   Quite unlike Jesus, he is being crucified because he deserves to die.  And Jesus has the audacity to say, “you’re in.”  


This conversation is the apex of what has scandalized the religious leaders all along about Jesus.   Jesus had this really nasty habit of hanging around with unsavory characters (no pun intended).  Prostitutes, tax collectors, you name the sinner, Jesus is right there with them.  And now this. “Today you will be with me in paradise.”  You, a nobody, a convicted thief.  In paradise with me.  


What creates a scandal for the religious leadership of the day, of course, opens the door of hope for the rest of us. Because there is no one that Jesus can’t save.  And it is never too late to turn around and trust Jesus.  


Today, you will be with me in paradise.  


It’s a scandalous statement, and pretty outrageous, when you consider the context.  Jesus is hanging on a cross.  He’s dying.  And so is the thief on his left and the thief on his right.  And he’s talking about paradise.   He’s helping somebody else to find the way there.  In the midst of his greatest suffering.  


But Jesus has such a keen sense of where he is headed, such a strong knowledge of who he is, that he knows paradise is on the other side of the cross.  He knows that the present suffering is nothing compared to what awaits him.  That does not diminish the physical or emotional pain of the crucifixion, but it means that he can approach his death with confidence.    


So, No matter what you may be suffering now, you can know what Jesus knew in his suffering.  Paradise awaits.  


This thief was at the very end of his earthly life.  So, the promise of paradise was a great word hope.  For those of us who have a lot of living yet to do, Jesus’ words bring hope but they also present a great challenge.  


I was asking myself this week what it is that separates people like the two thieves, who had given themselves to a life of crime, and the people in the passage from Hebrews, the great heroes of faith whom we greatly admire and want to emulate.  Why is it that people give themselves over to crime or drugs or wanton sex or alcohol?  Well, certainly each person’s story is unique, but there’s a common spiritual thread.  Are they bad people?  I don’t think so.  Are they weak?  Not necessarily.  But there is something missing and they are trying to find it, trying to fill up an emptiness that just won’t quit.  And by the time they figure out that the things they are stuffing into the emptiness won’t fill it up, it feels too late. 


Their desire is for paradise (is it a coincidence that one of the most popular drugs today is called “ecstasy”?).  The desire is for paradise, but the reality falls short.  


It’s a little bit like the story of the frog who called the psychic hot line.  The phone psychic told the frog that he was about to meet a beautiful young woman who would want to know all she could about this frog.


The frog was thrilled, and asked, “When will I meet this beautiful woman?” 


The psychic said, “You will meet her next week.”


“And where will we meet?”


The psychic hesitated a bit, and then said, “You will meet this woman in her biology class.”  (story file, 18.12.7)


But that’s what life feels like for so many people.  No matter how good it sounds along the way, the end is always bad.  


But for the people of faith it’s the opposite.  No matter how bad things seem now, the end is good.  And that’s because the people of faith carry a sense of paradise in their hearts, as did the great heroes mentioned in Hebrews 11.  


CS Lewis once said, “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”  (Illustrations Unlimited, 172)  People of faith understand that their home is elsewhere.  This knowledge enables them to hold the things of this world lightly, and to look to God’s future with a sense of hope.   


Billy Graham says this: “Christians don’t have to go around discouraged and despondent with their shoulders bent.  Think of it—the joy, the peace, the sense of forgiveness that He gives you and then heaven too.”  


The bottom line is that our true home is with God in heaven—the place Jesus calls paradise.  Those who have a strong sense of where they are headed are able to live in this world more effectively and with great confidence, no matter what happens.  They can live into the future with hope, knowing that God’s future is always good. 


When someone is dying, we listen closely and often cling to their last words.  One of the last words I heard from Ed was simply, “home.”  He repeated it a couple of times, as he sort of stared off into the distance.  He’s there now. It’s our home too, and that is where we are headed.  


Unlike the thief in our story, we may not go there today.  We have more living to do on this earth.  I encourage you to let that sense of home—heaven—paradise grow in your heart and fill your life with a sense of purpose and direction and confidence.  

