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Let’s open our hearts together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and 

loving God, open our hearts to you and to the teaching of Jesus 

Christ, our Saviour, on this Reign of Christ Sunday. In Jesus’ name 

we pray, Amen. 

Today is the last Sunday of the Church year. Perhaps it’s fitting after 

following Jesus’ final journey to Jerusalem that on this last day, after our 

celebration of the Last Supper, we talk about the crucifixion of Jesus. Next 

week, we will begin the season of Advent and the exciting journey toward 

the birth of Jesus at Christmas; a journey of Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. 

But today is a special day marking the end of Jesus’ human ministry. It’s a 

day that we will come to again on Good Friday, followed after three days by 

the Easter resurrection of Jesus that’s at the very heart of our Christian 

faith. 

Crucifixion is a gruesome form of execution. Jesus was crucified on a 

hill called The Skull, which foreshadows the gruesome spectacle that is to 

unfold. The Skull must have been a busy public place, for crucifixion was 

reserved in its gruesomeness as a public humiliation and capital 

punishment for those who resisted the authority of the Roman occupation. 

The death is excruciating – literally, the word excruciating comes from 

Latin and means the pain of being crucified. As a form of torture, crucifixion 

acted as a public deterrent and then the corpse was often left hanging, to 

rot and be scavenged by birds, to serve as a as a gruesome reminder of 

the fate of those daring to assert themselves against Rome. 

The criminal to be crucified was usually severely flogged and then tied 

or nailed to a tree or a cross, often with a small step to stand upon to 
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prolong the death. After many, many hours, sometimes days, the person 

would become too tired to stand and as the weight of their body hung on 

their outstretched arms, their sagging chest cavity would make breathing 

difficult, eventually causing death by asphyxiation. As an act of mercy, 

sometimes the legs of the victim would be broken to hasten death or the 

victim would be pierced with spears. 

In Jesus’ time on the cross, he is mocked three times and he has three 

things to say. Three is a very important number in the Bible and usually 

signifies a series of increasing importance, culminating in the third 

occurrence. So, it’s interesting that the three times that Jesus is mocked 

come from people of decreasing importance and social position. First, the 

leaders scoff at him, then the soldiers mock him and then a condemned 

criminal derides him. Even a criminal convicted to die a humiliating death 

alongside Jesus derides him. The soldiers take Jesus’ clothing and give him 

sour wine as an insult, but to be humiliated by the sarcasm of a 

condemned criminal suffering beside you is as low as it can go. 

The captain of a battleship looked into the dark and foggy night and 

saw faint lights in the distance. Immediately, he told his signalman to send 

a message: “Alter your course 10 degrees south.” 

Promptly, a return message was received: “Alter your course 10 

degrees north.” 

The captain was angry; his command had been ignored. So, he sent a 

second message: “Alter your course 10 degrees south - I am the captain!” 

Soon, another message came back: “Alter your course 10 degrees 

north - I am seaman third class Smith.” 

Immediately the captain sent a third message, knowing the fear it 

would evoke, “Alter your course 10 degrees south - I am a battleship.” 
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The reply came immediately: “Alter your course 10 degrees north - I 

am a lighthouse.” 

In the midst of our dark and foggy times, all sorts of voices are 

shouting orders; telling us what to do; telling us how to adjust the course 

of our lives. Out of the darkness, one voice signals something opposite to 

the rest; something quite profound. The voice is of “King Backward” who is 

the Light of the World, humbly guiding us on the Way and saving us.      

The English name Jesus comes from the Latin Iesus (EE-sus), which 

comes from the Greek Iesous (Ye-soos), which comes from the Hebrew 

Yeshua, which means to rescue or to deliver and is a short form of 

Yehoshua which is translated God is salvation or He saves. The name Jesus 

means He saves.  

In his description of the crucifixion, Luke wants us to know that Jesus 

saves. The leaders scoffed at him, saying, “he saved others; let him save 

himself!” The soldiers mocked him, saying, “save yourself!” The criminal 

beside him derided him, saying, “save yourself and us!”  

According to Luke, the first of three things that Jesus says from the 

cross is, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” 

Jesus taught us to forgive others, including our enemies. Now, even in the 

depth of humiliation and suffering on the cross, Jesus forgives those who 

are crucifying him. “For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the 

lost.” Jesus saves those crucifying him because they are lost, and “do not 

know what they are doing.” 

The second thing that Jesus says from the cross is his response to the 

penitent criminal’s request, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your 

kingdom.” Jesus replies, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in 

Paradise.” Jesus moves from saving the lost in general terms to saving this 

particular penitent criminal. The other criminal derides him with mocking 
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sarcasm about Jesus’ role as saviour and the repentant criminal rebukes 

him. Earlier in Luke, Jesus said that “if another disciple sins, you must 

rebuke the offender, and if there is repentance, you must forgive.” Jesus 

hears the heartfelt faith of the repentant criminal’s “remember me” and 

invites him to Paradise, while the other criminal dies in bitter cynicism a 

few feet from the Saviour. 

Jesus promises to the penitent criminal that “today you will be with me 

in Paradise.” Today! Not at some uncertain end time, but today! The 

repentant criminal is the first to realize that Jesus’ death is not a denial of 

his divinity. Hanging just a few feet from Jesus, the repentant criminal sees 

something that others will only recognize after the resurrection: that Jesus 

is the Christ, the Messiah, the Saviour who has come to seek out and to 

save. 

A few sentences after the end of our reading today, Jesus says his 

third and final words, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.” 

Having said this, Jesus breathed his last. The final words of grace and our 

final lesson. If the story ended here though, with Jesus’ crucifixion, despite 

the incredible wisdom of Jesus’ teaching, we might not have Christianity 

today; just a prophetic crucified criminal claiming to be the Messiah. But 

the story doesn’t end here. In three days, our resurrected Saviour, Jesus 

the Christ rises on Easter morning, fulfilling God’s promises to us, including 

the saving grace of eternal life in Paradise! Hallelujah! … But, before we get 

to the celebrations of Easter – we have the exciting journey toward the 

birth of Jesus at Christmas; a journey of Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 


