November 24, 2019
Luke 23:33-43
Kings Never Die
Jesus Christ, King of kings and Lord of lords!

##

JESUS CHRIST
JESUS AS LORD

##

AT A GLANCE: 
We begin with some figurative kings and speculate as to what might have happened had they not died when and in the manner they did. Truth is, all kings — literal or figurative — die. But when they die prematurely or in unexpected ways, we wonder, “What if?” So, what if Jesus had not died on a cross, a cross on which the words “King of the Jews” were written on a placard placed above his head? What if?  
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “Mappa Mundi Christiana,” November 24, 2013.
For an alternative idea pertaining to Luke 1:68-79, see “Benedictus.”

The rapper Eminem has a song, “Kings Never Die,” inspired by the movie Southpaw. It ends with the words, Here to stay / Even when I’m gone / When I close my eyes / Through the passage of time / Kings never die.
But he’s wrong. Kings die. They really do.
Elvis Presley was the “King of Rock ‘N’ Roll,” and he died at age 42 from cardiac arrest. Martin Luther King Jr. was killed by an assassin at age 39. Jesus was described as “King of the Jews” (v. 38), and died on a cross in his early 30s.
Kings die. All the time.
But what if they were able to avoid such tragic ends? 
The Atlantic magazine (September 2018) recently asked the question: “Whose untimely death would you most like to reverse?” If you could turn back time and save a great leader, who would you pick? And what difference would it make?
Buddy Holly wasn’t the King of Rock ‘N’ Roll, but is often described as the Father of Rock ‘N’ Roll. His great songs — including “That’ll Be the Day,” “Rave On,” and “Peggy Sue” — make you wonder how many other classics he would have written and recorded if he had not died in a plane crash at age 22.
Although not a true king, Robert F. Kennedy was a member of a family considered to be political royalty. Author Thomas Cahill wonders what America would look like today had he not died in 1968.
Actor Ashley Eckstein would like to reverse Walt Disney’s death. “Disney changed the world,” she writes. “Imagine how much more happiness and magic he could have spread had he not passed away early.”
And producer Alison Sweeney writes that “Abraham Lincoln’s assassination changed the trajectory of the United States. We’ll never know what could have been if he’d been able to finish his second term.”
Elvis. MLK. Buddy Holly. RFK. Walt Disney. Abraham Lincoln. All were kings in their respective fields, and the world would certainly be different if they had not suffered untimely deaths.

But what about Jesus? 
And Jesus? On this Sunday called “Christ the King,” Luke tells the story of the death of Jesus on the cross. A sign over the head of Jesus reads, “This is the King of the Jews,” and soldiers mock him, saying, “If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!” Even one of the criminals crucified next to Jesus said, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” (vv. 36-39).
The crucifixion was an excruciating and humiliating way for a king to die. And in the case of Jesus, it was an unjust sentence. The criminal on the other side of Jesus rebuked his fellow criminal, saying, “We indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done nothing wrong” (vv. 40-41). Jesus was killed for crimes he did not commit.
So what if the untimely death of Jesus had been reversed? What if Jesus the King had gone on to live a long and happy life? Would the world be a better place?
You have to wonder. Since the crucifixion of Jesus was such an abomination, it is tempting to think that the world would certainly have improved if his death sentence had been overturned. But sometimes, terribly shocking tragedies can have unexpectedly good results.
Think back to November 1963, 56 years ago, and the assassination of John F. Kennedy. This killing was a hinge point in history, on par with Pearl Harbor and 9-11. It pivoted America from the calm of the 1950s to the upheaval of the 1960s.
John F. Kennedy was no Christ-figure — far from it. Jesus was sinless, while JFK had deep, personal flaws. But his death, like the death of Jesus, changed history.
Initially, reaction to Kennedy’s assassination was nationwide shock and sorrow. Then the American people rallied around his vision of putting a man on the moon by supporting the Apollo program. JFK’s call for civil rights was amplified by his successor Lyndon B. Johnson, who invoked Kennedy’s memory as he advocated for the Civil Rights Act.
In the end, the death of JFK was not only a tragedy but a catalyst. His murder led to advances that might have become bogged down, or not occurred at all, had Kennedy served two full terms during the chaos and conflict of the 1960s.
We’ll never know if Kennedy would have been effective in a full presidential term — or two. In the same way, we’ll never know if Jesus would have expanded his ministry beyond Israel, although he always was quite clear that his kingdom was “not from this world” (John 18:36). As the great Christian thinker Henri Nouwen observed, “For Jesus, there are no countries to be conquered, no ideologies to be imposed, no people to be dominated. There are only children, women and men to be loved.”
All we know for sure is that the earthly ministry of Jesus ended on a cross. And because he died and then rose on Easter, we followers of Jesus Christ now make up the world’s largest religious group, with more than two billion adherents. We accept the tragic death of Jesus as part of our religious history, and we understand — in a variety of ways — that the evil that was done to him eventually resulted in great good.

On a practical level, Christians are motivated to fight injustice because it was a completely innocent Jesus who was nailed to a cross with criminals on either side of him. Across the country, people are now working with the Innocence Project to exonerate wrongly convicted individuals.
In South Africa, after the apartheid era, Christians such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu led the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which allowed victims and perpetrators to speak in public hearings and move toward reconciliation. Such a Christian focus on forgiveness comes from what Jesus said about his killers from the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” (v. 34).
Could such enormous good have been done without the cross? Perhaps. But the crucifixion of Jesus, like the assassination of JFK, is both a shock and a stimulus. Kennedy’s death motivated the American people to work for progress, while the crucifixion inspires Christians to fight injustice and do the hard work of forgiveness and reconciliation. Both tragedies point us toward the possibility that death is not the end, and that good can come out of evil.
The death of Jesus also forces us to confront our own mortality and to prepare for eternal life with God. After the second criminal defends Jesus from the cross, he says, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” And Jesus replies, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (vv. 42-43).
No earthly king can make this kind of promise, because no earthly king can offer us forgiveness and eternal life. But Jesus the King is both human and divine, so his words give us the assurance that we will be with him in paradise. The struggles of this world will be over, and we will be forgiven and made whole, eternally united with God and with each other.
Each of us is going to come to the end of our life with feelings of guilt and regret. We will have done some evil things that we should not have done, and we will have failed to do some good things that we should have done. 
And if we haven’t done anything nakedly evil, then surely we’ve done some spectacularly stupid things we now regret. 
Even if we work hard to fight injustice and do the hard work of reconciliation, we are going to make bad choices and crazy, stupid mistakes. Life is chaotic and complicated, and no one can live it without sin. Some of us will even feel as guilty as the criminal on the cross, who said to his fellow lawbreaker, “We indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds” (v. 41).
But if we trust in Jesus, we can be given forgiveness and eternal life. The criminal shows his trust by saying, “Jesus, remember me,” and Jesus rewards this trust by saying, “today you will be with me in Paradise” (vv. 42-43). The criminal can do nothing from the cross to change his past. All he can do is put his faith in Jesus to be his Savior, completely relying on God’s grace. And fortunately, that is enough. 
Enough for him, and enough for us.
The criminal believes that King Jesus is going to continue to live and to come into his kingdom. And more than anything else, the man wants to be with him. He teaches us to accept that our lives are going to end, and that we can be given forgiveness and eternal life by a king who continues to rule from heaven.
So maybe Eminem is right after all. Jesus is Here to stay / Even when I’m gone / When I close my eyes / Through the passage of time / Kings never die. 
Henry G. Brinton, Stephen W. Gaines, Jarrod Neal, Michael G. Wallen and Carl Wilton contributed to this material. 

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Forgiving the people who do not know what they are doing
· Why Jesus does not save himself
· The eternal significance of being remembered by Jesus

Sources:
[bookmark: _GoBack]Dear, John. “Henri Nouwen’s Spirituality of Peace.” National Catholic Reporter, October 17, 2006, ncronline.org.
“The Big Question: Whose untimely death would you most like to reverse?” The Atlantic, September 2018, 100.

Animating Illustrations
The gospel is not about choosing to follow advice, it’s about being called to follow a King. Not just someone with the power and authority to tell you what needs to be done — but someone with the power and authority to do what needs to be done, and then to offer it to you as good news.
—Timothy Keller, King’s Cross: The Story of the World in the Life of Jesus (New York: Penguin Books, 2011), goodreads.com.
##
Pius XI instituted the Feast of Christ the King in 1925. … The world was in bad shape after World War I ended. To come was more — World War II, Communism swallowing several countries, and today’s extreme secularism ruling societies. Pius XI saw — and foresaw — the problems, but most importantly he knew and gave the solution to all these horrendous ills in his 1925 encyclical Quas Primus (On the Feast of Christ the King). …
Sounding up-to-the-minute, Pius XI noted when individuals and states rebel against Christ’s authority, the results are “discord … bitter enmities between nations … insatiable greed … unity and stability of the family undermined … society in a word, shaken to its foundations and on the way to ruin.”
—Joseph Pronechen, “Christ the King is the answer to today’s evils,” National Catholic Register, November 25, 2018, ncregister.com.
##
Lincoln had always been willing to work closely with all factions of his party, including the Radicals on numerous occasions. I think it is quite plausible to imagine Lincoln and Congress agreeing to a Reconstruction policy encompassing basic civil rights for blacks (as was enacted in 1866) plus limited black suffrage, along the lines he proposed just before his death. The Radicals would have demanded more, but moderates, not Radicals, dominated Congress. Ironically, it was [Andrew] Johnson’s intransigence that pushed moderates toward the Radical position, resulting in the Reconstruction Acts. Had Lincoln and Congress reached an agreement in 1866, universal black male suffrage would not have followed, at least not immediately.
Would a more moderate Reconstruction, backed by a united Republican Party and overseen by Lincoln, have sunk deeper, more permanent roots than the more radical plan eventually implemented? No one, of course, can say. The vast majority of white southerners, supported vociferously by the Democratic Party of the North, were deeply opposed to any equality for the former slaves. Johnson encouraged them to resist the implementation of congressional measures, helping to set the stage for the wave of terror by the Ku Klux Klan and kindred groups that did much to undermine Reconstruction.
Perhaps, confronted by a united Republican Party and a president willing to enforce the law, white southerners would have accepted the basic rights of the former slaves. In that case, the nation might have been spared the long nightmare of disenfranchisement, segregation and racial violence that followed the end of Reconstruction.
—Eric Foner, “If Lincoln hadn’t died ...” American Heritage, vol. 58, issue 6, Winter 2009. americanheritage.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
In 1999, at age 39, John [F. Kennedy Jr.] was trying to sell his magazine. He had new plans. According to Gary Ginsberg, a close collaborator who was with John the night before he died, “That last night he was very focused on two things: finding a buyer for George and his political future.”
Christopher Andersen writes in his biography The Good Son: “There seemed little doubt in the minds of those who knew him that John was on the brink of a bright political future. ‘He was probably a more natural politician than any of the other Kennedys,’ David Halberstam said, ‘and that includes his father. John had all the makings of a political superstar — once he decided that’s what he wanted.’”
In July 1999, his decision was made. His closest friends have testified that he was preparing to enter an election contest. Pierre Salinger, who knew him well, declared on French radio Europe 1, on July 19, 1999: “I felt that in the coming year John Junior would also become a politician. It’s my point of view. And with other people, we thought he was going to be a Democratic candidate for the next presidential election.”
—Laurent Guyenot, “The broken presidential destiny of JFK, Jr.,” The Unz Review, February 11, 2019. unz.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
Where are his courtiers and who are his people?
Why does he bear neither sceptre nor crown?
Shepherds his courtiers, the poor for his people;
with peace as his sceptre and love for his crown.
—From John Rutter, “Christmas Lullaby” rockol.com. Retrieved May 30, 2019.
##
It is difficult for people who live in the United States to relate to the idea of kingship, for we have no king. Yet what if we substituted, instead, the word “hero”?
Millions of us file into movie theaters to watch the exploit of CGI-enhanced superheroes. These spandexed wonder-workers have super powers that enable them to bend the laws of nature — or, at the very least, bash their foes — be they earthbound or extraterrestrial.
Generations past were fascinated by the figure of the Western hero: a larger-than-life man’s man like Alan Ladd’s taciturn Shane, or Gary Cooper’s Will Kane from High Noon, who outdraw the black-hatted gunslinger, making the town safe from desperados.
There’s a part of us that hungers for such heroes. We yearn for them to show up unexpectedly to make the world right. Hollywood knows it, and has made untold millions from these archetypal characters.
Is this the savior we need? Is this the sort of salvation we’re looking for?
Jesus is not that kind of hero. But he is the Hero we truly need.
##
How amazing that God in Christ should do all this; that the Most High, the Most Holy should be All Loving too; that the ineffable Majesty should stoop to take upon himself our flesh, subject to hunger and cold, death and desperation. We see him lying in the feedbag of a donkey, laboring in a carpenter’s shop, dying a derelict under the sins of the world. The gospel is not so much a miracle as a marvel, and every line is suffused with wonder.
—Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (Abingdon, 2013), 49.

Commentary
Luke 23:33-43
Crucifixion was a common and shameful form of execution in the first century. It was an agonizing and extended death, compounded by the sneering, mocking and scoffing of onlookers. Because of this, the challenge facing the gospel writers was to make clear to their readers the distinctive significance of Jesus’ crucifixion — one that was, in no way, the death of a common criminal. To accomplish this goal, Luke makes full use of the roles of the various characters in the story, the structure of three mockings (vv. 35, 36-37, 39), repeated references to the Scriptures (vv. 34, 36), selected Christological titles (vv. 35, 37, 38, 39), the mysterious phenomena that accompany the death of Jesus (vv. 44-49), the ironic truths of the taunts hurled at Jesus (vv. 35, 37, 39) and Jesus’ three pronouncements from the cross (vv. 34, 43, 46). 
The first thing one notes in today’s lesson from Luke’s account of what took place on “The Place of the Skull” is the backward and sideward glances at the OT — in particular the psalms of the abused, which feature the shaking of heads (Psalm 22:7), the drinking of sour wine (Psalm 69:21b), the mocking and reviling (Psalm 69:7ff), the criminals (Isaiah 53:12) and the casting of lots over the garments (Psalm 22:18). Luke, like the other gospel writers, is remarkably brief in his description of the logistics of the crucifixion, providing no details regarding the size or shape of the cross or the manner in which Jesus was fastened to it. Nothing is said of the charges against the two criminals crucified with Jesus, although Jesus’ conversation with the penitent thief will become one of the distinctive features of Luke’s crucifixion story. Instead, there is a focus on how the death of Jesus fulfills the Scriptures of Israel. 

Scholars have debated the authenticity of Jesus’ prayer from the cross in verse 34a (“Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing”) with inconclusive results. Some of the earliest and most geographically diverse manuscripts omit it. Yet, other ancient authorities include it. The NRSV compromises by enclosing the sentence in double brackets. The NIV provides a footnote expressing the prayer’s doubtful heritage. Although it is unclear whether Jesus is praying for the Romans, the Jewish leaders or both, it is fair to say that the prayer is consistent with both Luke’s characterization of Jesus and Luke’s style. Jesus prays repeatedly to God the “Father” in Luke, and his emphasis on forgiveness would make it likely that Jesus would ask for forgiveness for all who were involved in his death.
This prayer and the final one in verse 46 (“Father, into your hands I commend my spirit”) serve to “bracket” the crucifixion. Both prayers address God as “Father.” In one, Jesus addresses the horizontal dimension of life — his opponents. In the other, Jesus addresses the vertical dimension of human existence — his relationship with God.
Note the three distinct groups of mockers: the public rabble including the leaders, the Roman soldiers and one of the criminals. Each party challenges Jesus to do for himself what he has maintained all along he could do for them. The provocateurs had no faith that Jesus could indeed save himself; their comments are gratuitous barbs tossed at Jesus in the form of mockery (v. 36), sneers (v. 35) and insults (v. 39). The ironic truth of these taunts is that those who mock him declare his messianic identity and the saving significance of his death — “King of the Jews,” “the Messiah,” “Save yourself and us!” — but they do not grasp the truth they speak.
In verses 39-43, Luke makes some unique contributions to our understanding of the crucifixion story. This gospel is the only one to record the words of the men crucified with Jesus, or to report a conversation among the three dying men. Here, one criminal takes a different tack from the other — the “penitent thief” delivers what is arguably Christianity’s first sermon, a speech from the cross in which this outcast understands things the disciples could not yet comprehend.
Given the shame of crucifixion, the disciples never could figure out how a Messiah could be rejected and executed. This outcast gets it. The bandit understands that precisely because Jesus is on the cross, he is the Messiah. It wasn’t the disciples who “got it.” It wasn’t Jesus’ family who “got it.” It was this “criminal” (v. 40), this outsider, who “got it” and gave witness to whom Jesus was when everyone else had deserted, double-crossed and derided him and then gone into hiding. Believing Jesus to be the Messiah, he says, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (v. 42). His request echoes the cries of those in need and those dying in ages past (Genesis 40:14; 1 Samuel 1:11; Nehemiah 5:19; Job 14:13; Psalm 25:7; Jeremiah 15:15).
Jesus replies, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (v. 43), and in this verse the power of the words “be with me” should not be taken lightly. This is not only an offer of forgiveness, but also of friendship. Although the criminal’s request was rather open-ended (“Remember me when you come into your kingdom”), Jesus is specific: “Today you will be with me in Paradise.” Paradise, a word which has a rich history in Greek via Old Persian, as well as the Hebrew, at the very least refers to a blissful place or state of the righteous after death. Like the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame in Jesus’ parable of the great banquet (14:21), the criminal would feast with Jesus that day in paradise. Like the wretched Lazarus who died at the rich man’s gate (16:19-31), he would experience the richness of God’s mercy.
Thus, at the precise moment Jesus is saving the whole world, he takes the time to save one person. Jesus never sacrificed the one for the many, or the many for the one. He kept the one and the many together at all times in his life ... and death.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found online (Scripture Index).

Conversation with the Children:	Luke 23:33-43
Show the children your passport, and point out your picture, your name and the words at the top, “United States of America.” Anyone who wants to travel to a foreign country must have a passport, and it has to be given by the government of the United States. Stress that you cannot give yourself a passport, but it needs to be given to you by people in power in the government. Did the United States government exist in the time of Jesus? No, it didn’t. Back then, kings were in charge, and Jesus himself was called “the King of the Jews” (v. 38). Hold up your passport, and say that Jesus didn’t give anyone permission to travel to a foreign country, but he did do something very special for a man who was on a cross right next to him. Tell them that the man trusted Jesus, and he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (v. 42). Ask the children to guess what Jesus said in reply, and then tell them that he replied, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (v. 43). Point to your passport again, and say that Jesus gave the man a passport to heaven, which is more wonderful than any foreign country. Tell them that Jesus the King had the power to help him to travel there, and all the man had to do was put his faith in Jesus. Close by saying that we can all get a passport to heaven, but we cannot give it to ourselves. We have to trust Jesus the King to help us. 
												
Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — Special Days and Times
Christ the King Sunday
Leader: Come to worship Jesus Christ, Alpha and Omega, the One who is, who was, and is to come (Revelation 1:8). 
People: We come to worship the One who rules justly (2 Samuel 23:34). 
Leader: Come to worship Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, the ruler of the kings of the earth! (Revelation 1:5). 
People: Bread of heaven, God with us! (John 6:51, Matthew1:23). 
Leader: Good shepherd, True vine! (John 10:11; 15:1). 
People: Eternal Word, great I am (John 1; 8:58).
 Leader: Wonderful Counselor, Prince of Peace! (Isaiah 9:6). 
All: We come to worship Jesus Christ, King of kings and Lord of lords! (Revelation 19:16).
To him be glory and dominion forever and ever! Amen. (Revelation 1:6). 
—Safiyah Fosua, and posted on Discipleship Ministry website, umcdiscipleship.org. 

Invocations — Special Days and Times
Christ the King Sunday 
Leader: God of Eternity, we stand with the courage of those who insisted, even in perilous times,
that not even the most powerful rulers of this earth hold our eternal destiny in their hands.
We are secure in Christ, whose reign is just, whose power is endless, and whose love is unfathomable.
God of Eternity, we join the chorus of saints who continue to declare that Christ is our King. 
People: Amen.
—Safiyah Fosua, and posted on Discipleship Ministry website, umcdiscipleship.org. 

Affirmations of Faith — General
Leader: Let us affirm our faith.
People: I believe in God, Creator of heaven and earth, and in his Son, Jesus.
Leader: He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; 
for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, 
things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers
—all things have been created through him and for him. 
People: He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 
He is the head of the body, the church; 
he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, 
so that he might come to have first place in everything. 
Leader: For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 
and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, 
whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. 
People: I believe in the Holy Spirit who comes forth from and is one with the Father and the Son and who regenerates, dwells within, sanctifies, teaches, empowers for service, intercedes and comforts all who believe in Jesus Christ, who ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right hand of God the Father Almighty;
from there he will come to judge the living and the dead and bring all of his saints into the joy of their true eternal home. 
All: Amen.
—Based on Colossians 1:15-20 and the Apostles’ Creed.
							
Benedictions — General
May you be strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience, while joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light. For he has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. Amen.
—Based on Colossians 1:11-14

Hymns
O Worship the King
Crown Him with Many Crowns
All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name

Worship and Praise 
How Great is Our God (Tomlin/Reeves/Cash)
Our God Reigns (Smith)
Majesty (Hayford)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Christ the King Sunday, Cycle C
Jeremiah 23:1-6*
Luke 1:68-79*
Colossians 1:11-20*
Luke 23:33-43*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online.






