
What About the Thief on the Cross? - Luke 23
Intro:

A. WHICH FIGURE ON THE CROSS HAS BECOME THE STANDARD?
1. THE QUESTION: - IS the focus of One’s Salvation On Christ and His teachings?   OR
2. As the religious world has argued that salvation from one’s sins is NOT in the

death/burial and resurrection of Baptism but in the salvation of the THIEF ON THE
CROSS.
a.  “REMEMBER THE ‘NOT’S’ IN THE DEVILS TALE…” 

B. The question before us today “What about the thief on the Cross?” is a great question and
is often asked in discussions on the necessity of baptism in one’s salvation.
1. Christians in the churches of Christ (the body/called out of Christ) teach that baptism is

a prerequisite to receiving the remission of sins - Acts 2:38; Mk 16:16; Matt 28:19, and
therefore salvation cannot be attained apart from it nor the other important factors of
God’s Plan of saving man. 

2. However, a popular belief in the “Christian religious world” is that baptism is something
that comes after our salvation and is not necessary to ones salvation. 
a. Some would say it is a “outward sign of an inward faith.” 
b. In other words, salvation occurs internally and then is exemplified externally through

baptism. 
3. Now, this is were “The thief on the cross” is often used as one way to prove this theory. 

C. Certainly, if we can find even one soul that received salvation under Christ’s law that was
not baptized then we can prove baptism is not essential to salvation. 
1. The thief was told by Christ that he would be entering Paradise, the waiting place for

Heaven, which only the saved/righteous can inhabit (Luke 23:43)---- "And Jesus said
to him, “Assuredly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.”" (NKJV). 

2. Yet, there is no hint of any kind that he had to be baptized. 
3. So, let’s consider the thief on the cross together.

II. First of all, consider what the Bible tells us about the thief on the cross. 
A. Information about the thieves especially the one are found in three of the four Gospels.  -

Matt. 27:38-44; Mark 15:27-32; Luke 23:33,39-43.
1. The fact that Christ was crucified between thieves was indeed a fulfillment of prophecy.

a. Isaiah prophesied 700 years prior to the crucifixion. Isa. 53:12 ---- "Therefore I will
divide Him a portion with the great, And He shall divide the spoil with the strong,
Because He poured out His soul unto death, And He was numbered with the
transgressors, And He bore the sin of many, And made intercession for the
transgressors." (NKJV) 

b. Christ said that all things written concerning Him were to be fulfilled. Luke 24:44
---- " Then He said to them, “These are the words which I spoke to you while I was
still with you, that all things must be fulfilled which were written in the Law of
Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms concerning Me.”" (NKJV) 

c. At least 16 well-known prophecies were fulfilled during the last 24 hours of Christ's
life.
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B. Matthew tells us that both thieves reviled our Lord on the cross (27:38 - 44) ---- "Then two
robbers were crucified with Him, one on the right and another on the left. And those who
passed by blasphemed Him, wagging their heads and saying, “You who destroy the temple
and build it in three days, save Yourself! If You are the Son of God, come down from the
cross.” Likewise the chief priests also, mocking with the scribes and elders, said, “He saved
others; Himself He cannot save. If He is the King of Israel, let Him now come down from
the cross, and we will believe Him. He trusted in God; let Him deliver Him now if He will
have Him; for He said, ‘I am the Son of God.’ ” Even the robbers who were crucified with
Him reviled Him with the same thing." (NKJV). 
1. Mark and John do not mention anything other than their presence. 

C. Luke's account relates to us the most information. It is Luke who records a bit of the
conversation between our Lord and these thieves.
1. However, he does not give us any background information. 
2. We do not know the thief’s parents, his lifestyle, his hobbies, or even his name. 
3. We cannot be sure as to what this thief had done or not done up to this point in his life.
4. However, from Luke’s account we see that one of the thieves had a change of heart and

made a plea to the Lord. Luke 23:40-41 ---- "But the other, answering, rebuked him,
saying, “Do you not even fear God, seeing you are under the same condemnation? And
we indeed justly, for we receive the due reward of our deeds; but this Man has done
nothing wrong.”" (NKJV)  

D. All we know are his brief words spoken while on that cross. 
1. However, the words he speaks to our Lord do give us a bit of insight. 

a. He says, “Lord, remember me when thou comest into thy kingdom” (23:42 KJV).
b. Not only does he address Him as his Lord, but he mentions the kingdom. 

(1) Where had he heard about Christ’s kingdom? 
(2) Our Savior certainly was not having a Bible study with them on the cross.
(3) Apparently, he had heard the preaching of our Lord or John the Baptist prior to

this occasion. 
(a) After all, both were preaching “repent for the kingdom of Heaven is at hand”

(Matthew 3:2, 4:17). 
E. In response to the statement made to Christ by the thief in verse 42, Christ responded with

this statement in verse 43.
1. “… Today shalt thou be with me in paradise…” vrs 43

a. To what place were Jesus and the thief going on that day?
b. The original word that is translated "paradise" is defined as:

(1) “That part of Hades which is thought to be the abode of the souls of the pious
until the resurrection.” (Thayer).

2. In Acts 2:27,31 ---- "For You will not leave my soul in Hades, Nor will You allow Your
Holy One to see corruption." (Acts 2:27, NKJV) ; "he, foreseeing this, spoke concerning
the resurrection of the Christ, that His soul was not left in Hades, nor did His flesh see
corruption." (Acts 2:31, NKJV) - thus , we read of Christ after His death going to Hades,
to the spirit World, the place where disembodied spirits go.“

3. According to Luke 16:19-31, "Hades" has three places:
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a.  A place of comfort. This corresponds to Paradise.
b. A place of torment. This corresponds to “Tartarus” of 2 Pet. 2:4 ---- " For if God did

not spare the angels who sinned, but cast them down to hell and delivered them into
chains of darkness, to be reserved for judgment;" (NKJV) 

c. A great gulf (there is no passing from either place).
4. Thus, we conclude that when Christ went to Hades, He went to Paradise.

a. On the day of Christ’s death, the thief was going to Paradise with Christ and the
righteous of the ages.

F.  THESE ARE THE FACTS FROM THE SCRIPTURES
G. LET US CAREFULLY CONSIDER THE ARGUMENT THAT IS MADE REGARDING

THE THIEF
1. “I can be saved without being baptized because the thief was saved without being

baptized.”
2. There are at least three false assumptions made regarding this argument:

a. Many assume that the thief was never baptized.
b. Matt. 3:5-6 ---- "Then Jerusalem, all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan

went out to him and were baptized by him in the Jordan, confessing their sins."
(NKJV)  - Please note the people who came to be baptized.

c. Mark 1:4-5 ---- "John came baptizing in the wilderness and preaching a baptism of
repentance for the remission of sins. Then all the land of Judea, and those from
Jerusalem, went out to him and were all baptized by him in the Jordan River,
confessing their sins." (NKJV)  - Note the additional “all.”

d. John 4:1-3 ---- "Therefore, when the Lord knew that the Pharisees had heard that
Jesus made and baptized more disciples than John (though Jesus Himself did not
baptize, but His disciples), He left Judea and departed again to Galilee." (NKJV)   -
Note the fact that Jesus’ Disciples baptized more than John.

3. It is very possible he had already been baptized. 
H. We cannot know either way. 

1. Our question is, “Couldn’t the thief have been among this number?”
a.  I am not affirming that the thief was among them, only that he could have been.
b. No one knows for sure whether or not the thief was baptized; they “assume” that he

wasn't.
c. What is truly sad is that many are basing their entire salvation on something which

is assumed.
2. Therefore, it is unfair to say that the thief on the cross was for sure not baptized.

a. For one to be saved exactly as the thief, he must be on a cross along with the dying
Savior, and have Jesus say to him, “Today, you will be with Me in Paradise.”

b. BUT....  Hebrews 9:12 --- “Neither by the blood of goats and calves, but by his own
blood he entered in once into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for
us. For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of an heifer sprinkling the
unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the flesh:”
(1) Hebrews 7:27 ---  Who needeth not daily, as those high priests, to offer up

sacrifice, first for his own sins, and then for the people’s: for this he did once,
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when he offered up himself. 
(2) Of course, Jesus is not here today, and such could never be done.

c. Many assume they can be saved exactly like the thief.
I. Fortunately, though, knowing whether he was or wasn’t baptized is not necessary in solving

this dilemma.
1. Ultimately, it is irrelevant whether or not he had been baptized or not for two reasons: 

III. Firstly, and most importantly, consider our Lord’s message in the ninth chapter of
Matthew. 
A. A man who is sick of the palsy is brought to Christ for physical healing. Jesus often

personally forgave sins.
a. Mark 2:1-12 ---- " And again He entered Capernaum after some days, and it was

heard that He was in the house. Immediately many gathered together, so that there
was no longer room to receive them, not even near the door. And He preached the
word to them. Then they came to Him, bringing a paralytic who was carried by four
men. And when they could not come near Him because of the crowd, they uncovered
the roof where He was. So when they had broken through, they let down the bed on
which the paralytic was lying. When Jesus saw their faith, He said to the paralytic,
“Son, your sins are forgiven you.” And some of the scribes were sitting there and
reasoning in their hearts, “Why does this Man speak blasphemies like this? Who can
forgive sins but God alone?” But immediately, when Jesus perceived in His spirit that
they reasoned thus within themselves, He said to them, “Why do you reason about
these things in your hearts? Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are
forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Arise, take up your bed and walk’? But that you may know
that the Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins”—He said to the paralytic, “I
say to you, arise, take up your bed, and go to your house.” Immediately he arose, took
up the bed, and went out in the presence of them all, so that all were amazed and
glorified God, saying, “We never saw anything like this!”" (NKJV)  - The paralytic
who was carried by four others and let down through the roof.

2. Consider Matthews account - Instead of healing his palsy, however, Christ says, “Thy
sins be forgiven thee” (9:2).
a. Interestingly, the scribes think to themselves that this statement is blasphemy and our

Lord miraculously reads their minds. 
3. It is Christ’s next statement that must be emphasized in this discussion. 

a. While explaining himself to them He makes this statement, “…But that ye may know
that the son of man hath power on earth to forgive sins” (9:6 emp. added). 

4. Christ had a point to make. 
a. While He was on earth, He could look at anyone he pleased and save them from their

sin. 
B. While Jesus was alive on earth, He had the power to dispense of His Spiritual blessings any

way He saw fit.
1. Luke 7:36-50  ---- " Then one of the Pharisees asked Him to eat with him. And He went

to the Pharisee’s house, and sat down to eat. And behold, a woman in the city who was

Page 4 of  7



a sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at the table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an
alabaster flask of fragrant oil, and stood at His feet behind Him weeping; and she began
to wash His feet with her tears, and wiped them with the hair of her head; and she kissed
His feet and anointed them with the fragrant oil. Now when the Pharisee who had invited
Him saw this, he spoke to himself, saying, “This Man, if He were a prophet, would know
who and what manner of woman this is who is touching Him, for she is a sinner.” And
Jesus answered and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” So he said,
“Teacher, say it.” “There was a certain creditor who had two debtors. One owed five
hundred denarii, and the other fifty. And when they had nothing with which to repay, he
freely forgave them both. Tell Me, therefore, which of them will love him more?” Simon
answered and said, “I suppose the one whom he forgave more.” And He said to him,
“You have rightly judged.” Then He turned to the woman and said to Simon, “Do you
see this woman? I entered your house; you gave Me no water for My feet, but she has
washed My feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head. You gave Me
no kiss, but this woman has not ceased to kiss My feet since the time I came in. You did
not anoint My head with oil, but this woman has anointed My feet with fragrant oil.
Therefore I say to you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much. But
to whom little is forgiven, the same loves little.” Then He said to her, “Your sins are
forgiven.” And those who sat at the table with Him began to say to themselves, “Who is
this who even forgives sins?” Then He said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you. Go
in peace.”" (NKJV) - The woman who washed Jesus’ feet.

2. Consider what Jesus said to the rich young ruler. Mark 10:17-22 ---- “Now as He was
going out on the road, one came running, knelt before Him, and asked Him, “Good
Teacher, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?” So Jesus said to him, “Why do
you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God. You know the commandments:
‘Do not commit adultery,’ ‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do not steal,’ ‘Do not bear false witness,’
‘Do not defraud,’ ‘Honor your father and your mother.’” And he answered and said to
Him, “Teacher, all these things I have kept from my youth.” Then Jesus, looking at him,
loved him, and said to him, “One thing you lack: Go your way, sell whatever you have
and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, take up the cross,
and follow Me.” But he was sad at this word, and went away sorrowful, for he had great
possessions." (NKJV) 
a. Jesus did not require the rich young ruler to be baptized, at least, not at this time.
b. Why don’t people want to be saved like the rich young ruler?
c. The point is that Jesus, during His personal ministry, granted God’s blessings to

several individuals upon various conditions, and the thief was one of them.
C. What Jesus did for the thief, and various others, has nothing to do with our salvation.

1. That is exactly what He did with the thief.  

IV. Secondly, the thief was saved under the Old Testament law not the Law that We
Are Under today. 

A. Heb. 7:12 ---- "For the priesthood being changed, of necessity there is also a change of
the law." (NKJV) - shows us that there was a change in the Law. 
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B. The Bible teaches that for a testament, or will, to come into effect, “there must also of
necessity be the death of the testator” (Hebrews 9:16). 
1. A testament is of “no strength at all while the testator liveth” (Hebrews 9:17). 
2. Paul said in Romans 7:4 we have become dead to the Law - it is no longer an

authority in our lives but rather a tutor.
a. We are now under the “everlasting covenant.” Heb. 13:20
b. God will not change the conditions of the “everlasting covenant” to suit

our needs.
C. The testator of New Testament law is Christ.

1. Christ was still alive when the thief was saved. 
2. Therefore, the New Testament was not yet in effect when our Lord told the thief

he would join Him in Paradise (Heb 9:15-17) ---- "And for this reason He is the
Mediator of the new covenant, by means of death, for the redemption of the
transgressions under the first covenant, that those who are called may receive the
promise of the eternal inheritance. For where there is a testament, there must also
of necessity be the death of the testator. For a testament is in force after men are
dead, since it has no power at all while the testator lives." (NKJV)  .

D.  In the light of this, what does the argument “the thief was saved without being baptized”
prove?
1. Neither was Abraham, Moses, David, or any of the O.T. prophets baptized.
2. The Law, the New Testament, of Jesus Christ that we are now under, teaches that

we must be baptized.
a. With His own words, Jesus said - Mark 16:16 ---- "He who believes and

is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be
condemned." (NKJV)  .

b. We must be baptized in order to receive remission of sins, to have the
new life, and to have a clear conscience. Acts 2:38; 22:16; Rom. 6:3-4;
1 Pet. 3:21.
(1) "Then Peter said to them, “Repent, and let every one of you be

baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and
you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit." (Acts 2:38, NKJV) 

(2) "And now why are you waiting? Arise and be baptized, and wash
away your sins, calling on the name of the Lord.’" (Acts 22:16,
NKJV) 

(3) "Or do you not know that as many of us as were baptized into
Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? Therefore we were
buried with Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ
was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we
also should walk in newness of life." (Romans 6:3-4, NKJV)

(4) "There is also an antitype which now saves us—baptism (not the
removal of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good
conscience toward God), through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ," (1 Peter 3:21, NKJV)  
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V. Conclusion:
A. The fact is the thief on the cross cannot be used to disprove the necessity of baptism. 

1. For one, we have no clue about his background and therefore cannot conclude the
thief’s spiritual past and whether or not he was in fact baptized. 

2. Secondly, Christ was still alive when he saved the thief and therefore the Old
Law, which did not require baptism, was still in effect. 

3. Finally, and most significantly, Jesus had the power to save anyone He wanted
while on this earth which is what He did with this thief.

B. So what about the thief on the cross? 
1. Unfortunately, we cannot be saved in the same manner as the thief on the cross,

and therefore his salvation cannot be used in application to our spiritual welfare
today.

C. It is very foolish indeed to base one's entire Salvation on the assumption that one can be
saved like the thief on the cross.
1. Prior to the death of Christ, the Old Law was still in effect, but after His death, 

the New Law became binding upon all men.
2. What we need to do is humbly obey from the heart what Jesus has commanded

us.
3. H+B+R+C+Baptism = continued faithfulness - Salvation  

Ideas From An Article By Dalton Gilreath from “Giveadefense.com” - adapted for the sermon “The
Thief on The Cross, and TV Show WHKY 14 Word and Sword - Investigate the Thief preached
12/15/2013 JC.
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