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35 The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him.  They said, “He saved 

others; let him save himself if he is God’s Messiah, the Chosen One.” 
36 The soldiers also came up and mocked him.  They offered him wine vinegar 37 and 

said, “If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.” 
38 There was a written notice above him, which read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. 
39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Messiah?  

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, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.” 

 

Different families have different traditions when it comes to celebrating the holidays.  

When I was growing up I knew some families that opened all of their Christmas presents on 

Christmas Eve.  It was killer going to the Christmas Eve service with the kids from those 

families and hearing about all of the awesome presents they had already been able to open 

because in my family the tradition was that we waited to open the presents on Christmas 

morning.  After a certain number of years either out of the charity of their hearts or maybe just to 

get my sisters and I to leave them be, my parents gave in and bent the rules.  They said we could 

open one present that year on Christmas Eve, but the rest would still have to wait until the 

morning.   

Now there were three, big, identical looking gifts that year, one for me and one for each 

of my sisters.  They were the biggest presents under the tree.  I can’t explain why, but my sisters 

didn’t seem all that excited about them.  They both picked something smaller and they were both 

pretty satisfied with their picks.  But I wasn’t going to wait.  I couldn’t.  I had to know what that 

big present was.  My excitement built as my dad brought it over and with eager anticipation I 

opened up the packaging to reveal… a sleeping bag.  If I’m honest with you, it wasn’t quite what 

I had expected.  I was a little bummed.  But what I didn’t know then and wouldn’t until my 

sisters had both unwrapped their sleeping bags was that my parents had a big, exciting camping 

trip planned for us that summer, so while it wasn’t a gift that I expected, it was still something I 

needed. 

On the very first Christmas, God gave the very first Christmas present when He sent His 

Son Jesus into the world to redeem us from our sins.  And while the coming of the Savior had 

been long awaited, Jesus wasn’t quite what people were expecting.  When the wise men traveled 

from a far off eastern land looking for the King that had been born they expected to find Him in 

Jerusalem, the city of kings.  Instead, they found Him in the humble little village of Bethlehem, 

not quite what they expected. 

When Jesus started His ministry, and people heard of the miracles He was performing, 

thousands and thousands flocked to Him because they thought He could be the one.  He could be 
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the Messiah, the chosen and anointed King that God had foretold who had come at long last to 

deliver them.  On one occasion, when Jesus miraculously fed more than five thousand of them 

with just five rolls of bread and two little fish, the people were ready to crown Him right then 

and declare Him as their king.  But then Jesus explained that He had come to bring them into a 

heavenly kingdom and to give them spiritual blessings not physical prosperity, and one by one 

the turned away and left Him.  He wasn’t quite what they had expected. 

And so finally, we come to the scene from our Gospel lesson this morning.  A scene 

which you might not exactly expect on Christ the King Sunday.  Because when we think of 

Christ the King, we think of our Risen and Ascended Lord, seated on His heavenly throne at the 

right hand of the Father in the full radiance of His glory, or coming on the clouds of heaven on 

the Last Day accompanied by the trumpet blasts of the angels as He comes to usher us into His 

kingdom: the new heavens and new earth which He will prepare for us.  Instead, today we see 

Christ the King—Jesus, the long-awaited Messiah, the King of all Creation, and our eternal 

God—as He is hanging on a cross to die.  And gathered around Him, an assortment of the very 

people that He had come into the world to save, begin to mock and ridicule Him. 

The rulers of Israel, the Jewish leaders, weren’t satisfied to watch in silence as the man 

whose teachings had threatened their power and authority and position with the people was about 

to die.  He saved others; they said, let Him save Himself if He is God’s Messiah, the Chosen 

One.  They don’t even deny the fact that Jesus had performed all of those amazing miracles, that 

He had healed the sick and even raised the dead to life.  Sure, He saved others; but let’s see 

Him save Himself. 

The Roman soldiers came up to the foot of the cross and joined in with their own insults, 

If You are the king of the Jews, save Yourself, they said.  They didn’t really think He was the 

king.  These were the same soldiers who had dressed Him in a purple robe, placed a crown of 

thorns on His head and then whipped, beat, and spat on Him, forced Him to carry His cross 

through the streets of the city, and then nailed His hands and feet to the cross.  There was nothing 

but mockery in their words as they said, If You really are the king, save Yourself. 

Even Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, couldn’t help himself; just like all the others he 

wanted to get in His last little jab, so above Jesus’ head on the cross, he had a sign posted which 

bore the inscription: THIS IS JESUS OF NAZARETH, THE KING OF THE JEWS. 

And finally, even the criminals who were being crucified with Jesus hurled insults at 

Him: Aren’t you the Messiah? one of them asked.  Save yourself and us! 

It’s hardly the situation in which you would expect to find any king, let alone Christ the 

King, isn’t it?  To be honest with you I have mixed emotions about this Gospel account, I don’t 

whether it makes me angry or terrified.  I’d like to think that if I had been there, I wouldn’t have 

done it.  Right?  We’d like to think that we would never do anything as terrible as insult Jesus the 

King our Creator and Redeemer.  I’d love to look at all the indignities that Jesus endured that day 

and let the anger swell up inside me toward the people that let it happen.  But then I have to stop 

myself, we all have to stop ourselves and ask why Jesus was on that cross.  Jesus was on that 

cross because just like that criminal and the Jews, and just like Pilate and those Roman soldiers, 

you and I are sinners.  And just like them you and I have insulted Jesus and spat in His face by 

returning the love He shows us as our King and Creator with disobedience and rebellion.  That 

why this scene isn’t what you would expect.  Our sins are the reason why Christ the King was 

nailed to that Cross.   

And then in the midst of all the cries of scorn and ridicule, another voice chimes in.  One 

of the two criminals comes to his senses; he stops mocking Jesus and even rebukes his 
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companion asking him, Don’t you fear God since you are under the same sentence?  We are 

punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve.  But this man has done nothing 

wrong.”  And then he said, “Jesus, remember me when You come into Your kingdom.” 

And then something else entirely unexpected happened.  Jesus, turned to that sinful man, 

a criminal who was being justly executed for a life of rebellion and sedition, and He answered, I 

tell you the truth, today you will be with Me in paradise.  As unexpected as it is to find a king 

dying on a cross, isn’t it even more unexpected to find that king pardoning a criminal of his 

crimes?  But that was exactly why Jesus our King was dying on that cross, so that He could save 

sinners like you and me, sinners like the criminal dying next to Him, by not saving Himself. 

In all of those voices that called out to mock Him, the voice of Satan was there too, 

tempting Jesus to do the one thing He could not do: Save yourself.  Now don’t get me wrong, 

Jesus was able to save Himself, but He couldn’t do it because that was not reason for which the 

Father had sent Him into this world.  Jesus was here to save sinners.  So instead of accepting 

those challenges to sacrifice His mission, take the easy way out, and come down off the cross, 

He stayed and sacrificed Himself.  He took on the guilt of every sin that any of God’s creatures 

had ever or would ever commit against Him and atoned for them by offering the only sacrifice 

that could pay for such a multitude of sins: the blameless life of God the Son made flesh, the 

innocent blood of Christ the King which was worth more than all Creation. 

Jesus the Christ, our King, may not be quite what we expect when we think of a king, but 

He is exactly the King we need.  In the depths of your sin, if you call out to Him, Jesus 

remember me, as You come in Your full, Kingly power, you can be confident that He will 

remember you.  He will remember you but He will remember your sins no more, because He did 

away with your sins through His death on the cross.  And so, as you call out to your King to 

remember you, and to forgive you, His promise is there in His Word: I tell you the truth, I have 

remembered you, your sins are forgiven, and you will be with me in My kingdom. 

So, let us then give thanks to God for the amazing gift which He has given us in His Son, 

Christ the King. 

Amen. 

 


