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35 The people stood watching. The rulers were ridiculing him, saying, “He saved 
others. Let him save himself, if this is the Christ of God, the Chosen One!” 
36 The soldiers also made fun of him. Coming up to him, they offered him sour 
wine, 37 saying, “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!” 
38 There was also an inscription written above him: “This is the King of the 
Jews.” 
39 One of the criminals hanging there was blaspheming him, saying, “Aren’t you 
the Christ? Save yourself and us!” 
40 But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God, since you are under 
the same condemnation? 41 We are punished justly, for we are receiving what 
we deserve for what we have done, but this man has done nothing wrong.” 
42 Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingdom.” 
43 Jesus said to him, “Amen I tell you: Today you will be with me in paradise.” 
 
Dear Friends in Christ,  

Of all the forms of government that have existed throughout the history of the 
world (and there are a lot of them), the one often suggested as being the best 
when it comes to showing care and compassion to the people under it is called a 
“benevolent dictatorship.”  In practice this means a single person, usually a king 
or queen, answers to no one else but themselves, yet rules in a way completely 
devoted to the best interests of their subjects.  

Those who suggest this is the ultimate form of government also confess that it 
can’t happen.  While many indeed begin with this intention, sinful human nature 
being what it is, even the best and most committed ruler will carry out their role 
imperfectly.  So, we must consign the concept of the truly benevolent king to the 
realm of the impossible.  

Or maybe not.  In speaking about the great subject of salvation we remember 
how Jesus once told his disciples that things which are not possible with men are 
indeed possible with God.  This would be another case. 

What we are celebrating today is the fact that we do have a truly perfectly 
benevolent king in our Lord Jesus Christ.  And even better news yet is that we are 
his loyal subjects; that is, the ones to whom he is devoted.  So, we’re going to 
spend our time this morning rejoicing in and reflecting upon 
LIFE UNDER OUR BENEVOLENT KING 



1. The depth of his benevolence 
2. The result of his benevolence 

At first it may seem that today’s reading is misplaced.  We’d expect to hear this 
portion of Scripture during Lent or on Good Friday since it deals with Jesus’ 
crucifixion.  Upon further reflection, however, it is a more than appropriate text 
on which to end the church year.  Let’s review the scene. 
35 The people stood watching. The rulers were ridiculing him, saying, “He saved 
others. Let him save himself, if this is the Christ of God, the Chosen One!”  We 
know where we are.  We’re outside Jerusalem at a location known as the “Place 
of the Skull,” or, in the language of the day, “Golgotha.”  It is Good Friday. 

A few days earlier people had been hanging on Jesus’ every word.  He was their 
great hope then.  They had invested a lot of “maybes” in him.  Maybe he was the 
one who would restore Israel to the status of a great nation.  Maybe he was the 
one to lead them out from under the foreign domination of Rome.  With each 
“maybe” expectations grew.  
But that was then.  Now it was different.  Now they saw him as a dying failure. 

The religious rulers led the ridicule.  They had heard his talk about salvation and 
how he had come into the world to save sinners.  They had heard him, and others, 
make the claim that he was nothing less than the Messiah – the One chosen by 
God to do a great work.  

They understood exactly what he had said, but they didn’t comprehend it.  Now 
they throw it all back in his face.  They turned titles of truth and proclamations of 
praise into declarations of derision.  And they weren’t the only ones: 
36 The soldiers also made fun of him. Coming up to him, they offered him sour 
wine, 37 saying, “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!” 
38 There was also an inscription written above him: “This is the King of the 
Jews.” 
39 One of the criminals hanging there was blaspheming him, saying, “Aren’t you 
the Christ? Save yourself and us!”   

The Roman soldiers got in on the act.  Their offer of wine vinegar was neither an 
act of kindness nor a semi-sympathetic offer of a narcotic.  These were not 
sensitive men.  The Greek word indicates this was the sour, cheap wine fit only for 



common soldiers to drink. This was another taunt.  “Hey king, try this not-so-royal 
drink!” was what they meant.  Then they repeated the ridicule of the Jewish 
leaders. 

Pontius Pilate also weighed in.  He’s behind the sign tacked on the cross.  It was a 
double-barreled shot against both Jesus and the Jews, with whom he shared a 
mutual dislike.  Again, the point to be made was:  This pathetic man hanging on 
the cross is a king? 

Perhaps the greatest lack of respect came from what had to be the most unlikely 
place:  one of the criminals.  He also challenged Jesus to save himself and those 
hanging on crosses with him.  This taunt, however, brought a just as unlikely 
response: 40 But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God, since you 
are under the same condemnation? 41 We are punished justly, for we are 
receiving what we deserve for what we have done, but this man has done 
nothing wrong.” 

It is significant to note that in Matthew and Mark’s account of the crucifixion 
we’re told in the beginning hours both criminals heaped insults on Jesus.  But 
something happened to one of them.  A transformation took place.  Perhaps it 
was after he heard Jesus ask his Father to forgive those who nailed him to the 
wood.  Or perhaps it was the instinctive understanding of a hardened man who 
knew Jesus didn’t belong there. 

Whatever the case, there, on the cross, hours away from death, one of the 
criminals comes to faith.  This man knew he was a sinner.  No doubt he was afraid 
to stand before the judgment seat of God.  So he turned in faith to the only One 
who could save him.  And as an indication that he took his new faith seriously, he 
rebuked the other criminal – who was making fun of his Lord. 
42 Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingdom.”  This 
man knew to be true what all the others thought to be ridiculous.  Jesus was and 
is a king.  The world saw a defeated and dejected shell of a man minutes from 
death.  Not him.  Through the eyes of faith this new believer saw his Savior. 

And his Savior responds to his faith-filled request in a way that must have made 
him forget his pain and inwardly rejoice: “Amen I tell you: Today you will be with 
me in paradise.”  “Paradise” calls to mind the idea of a perfect place, like the 



Garden of Eden.  In this perfect place – heaven – the criminal would find rest from 
his suffering.  

Let us also note how Jesus doesn’t tell this man he might make it to paradise if 
he’s good enough or if he does this or that in the few hours he has left on this 
earth.  He says, “You will be with me…”  This late-blooming Christian’s salvation 
rested entirely on knowing and believing Jesus to be his Savior from sin.  Just as 
ours does. 

What lessons can we draw from this event on this Christ the King Sunday?  We’ll 
limit ourselves to two.  The first is this:  Though he is routinely misunderstood, 
misinterpreted, misread and mocked by many, Jesus Christ is our powerful and 
benevolent king.   

The people in today’s lesson mocked and ridiculed Jesus.  First the crowd, then 
the church leaders, then the soldiers, then Pontius Pilate, and finally one of the 
criminals.  They mocked him because they didn’t understand what he was all 
about.  They didn’t understand the depth of his benevolence.  They didn’t 
understand the depth of his commitment to the people of this world. 

They didn’t understand that he was on that cross by his own choice because this 
was an integral part of God’s plan for our eternal salvation.  They only saw him as 
being weak and powerless and very un-king like.  After all, they thought, if he has 
all that power at his disposal why doesn’t he use it to better his situation or those 
of his followers? 

The same sentiment is still expressed today, and my guess is we’ve all heard 
variations on this basic theme.  Tragedies are listed and then the taunting 
question:  If God is so great, why doesn’t he do something?  The implication, of 
course is that God is either unable or unwilling to intervene, neither of which 
seem particularly complimentary. 

The problem with that conversation, of course, is that it completely misses the 
point of who Jesus is and what he came to do.  Earlier Jesus had said to Pontius 
Pilate: “My kingdom is not of this world.”  His work transcends this world.  He is a 
spiritual king and he provides his followers with a spiritual kingdom.  And 
although he may not dismiss all earthly troubles from us, he has dismissed us 



from the eternally damning consequences of our sin and reserved a place in 
heaven for everyone who embraces him in faith.  

That’s the second great lesson for today:  the result of his benevolence on the 
cross is our eternal residence in heaven – the place Jesus himself refers to as 
“paradise.”  

What do you think it will be like in “paradise?”  The Apostle Paul talks about how 
the Lord at one time allowed him to be “caught up to Paradise.”  He goes on to 
say that there he heard “inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted 
to tell” because they are so wonderful. 

The Apostle John in the Book of Revelation describes the glimpse of heaven he 
was given in terms of beauty and grandness and as a place where there is no 
more mourning or crying or pain.  

Psalm 16 speaks of heaven as a place where God “made known to me the path of 
life, fullness of joy in your presence, pleasures at your right hand forever” (v. 11) 

For lack of a better term, “paradise” will be just that – a paradise… and it will 
never end.  And thanks to Christ, our Benevolent King, we’ll be right there with 
him. 

I’d like to end with an unlikely source but a fitting conclusion to our thoughts for 
today. 

Ernie Johnson is a long-time television announcer for professional sports.  Three 
years ago, on the night of November 10, he and two other commentators were 
working a professional basketball game when the subject turned to the recent 
presidential election.  After the two others weighed in with their personal 
thoughts, Ernie Johnson took his turn, and he said something rather 
unexpected.  Maybe you’re aware of this, because it’s received a lot of publicity. 

He talked about the personal dilemma he went through in casting his vote, but 
then he said this: “I never know who’s gonna be in the Oval Office, but I always 
know who’s gonna be on the throne.”  He then went on to declare himself to be a 
Christian, and made it clear he was talking about Jesus Christ. 
He said a mouthful.  



Our great assurance in life is that we live each and every day under the watchful 
eye of Christ the King and will eventually reign with him forever in heaven.  So, in 
our hearts and minds let us daily “crown him with many crowns.”  

And rather than becoming distracted by the things of this world that surround us, 
may God grant us the ability to continually remember who and whose we are; 
and the daily grace to simply enjoy the peace and comfort of life under Our 
Benevolent King.  Amen. 
 


