
Eastwood Baptist (AM, 19/4/’19) “THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS” (Luke 23:26-49) 

Introduction Today is “Good Friday”. Do you think of today as a dark and solemn day? Or as 

a thankful and joyful day? Surely it is both. It is a day for remembering the darkness of Jesus’ 

crucifixion, the darkness of his unjust execution by the terrible, lingering method of hanging 

on a cross. It is a day for remembering the costliness of our salvation. But it is also a day for 

remembering our salvation itself, for giving thanks and rejoicing because of what Jesus did 

on the Cross. And Luke’s account of Jesus’ crucifixion is itself two-sided. Luke encourages us 

to face the darkness, but also affirms that this death is the saving death of Jesus the King. 

A Time for Weeping (23:26-31) Our passage begins by noting the seizing of Simon of Cyrene 

to carry Jesus’ cross, which reminds us how harshly Jesus has been treated, scourged so 

severely that he is not able to carry his own cross. But the emphasis falls on the tears that 

are shed, tears which mark the original Good Friday as indeed a day of grief. Read 23:27-31. 

Surely our hearts warm to the women who mourned and wailed for Jesus, women who 

showed themselves to be on the side of the man going unjustly to his death, not on the side 

of the powerful men who had unjustly brought about his death. But Jesus, although he no 

doubt responded to the strongly expressed sympathy of the women, tells them that they 

should weep instead for themselves and their children. So terrible is the coming disaster 

faced by the people of Jerusalem, the siege and fall of the city in AD 70, that the normal 

order of blessing and curse is overturned. Then it will be the childless who will be 

considered blessed because they do not have to see their children slaughtered. Looking 

beyond the women, the disaster is so terrible that people will consider it a mercy to have 

the mountains fall on them, and destroy them. Jesus’ final remark, about green and dry 

trees, is harder to interpret. I favour the view that Jesus is saying that he is the green tree, 

the innocent man unfit for burning. So if the innocent man is crucified, what fate can be 

expected for guilty Jerusalem, the dry tree fit for burning? 

The Crucified King Who Saves (23:32-38) The crucifixion account proper begins here. The 

language is simple, even bare. The Gospel writers don’t have to load their narratives up with 

emotive language – they trust the power of their story. But there is another reason for the 

bareness of the language – their original audience knew about crucifixion; they knew how 

horrific it was. So there is real value for adolescent or adult Christians (not children) to find 

out what it was like, by reading about crucifixion or by seeing a film like The Passion of the 

Christ. Luke immediately pays attention to the men crucified on Jesus’ right and left, but the 

reason for this will become clear later. In the meantime, Luke focuses on the contrast 

between Jesus and the people who are watching him die. First there is Jesus – read 23:34. 

Jesus prays for his persecutors, including the Roman soldiers who have inflicted upon him 

the indignity of dividing up his clothes. This detail is especially significant because it echoes 

Psalm 22, v.18 – read. This is the very psalm which Jesus will quote just before he dies 

(although Luke doesn’t record this), and we are reminded that this is not a random, 

meaningless death, but part of God’s plan of salvation, a plan foreshadowed in the Old 



Testament. Then there is the contrast of the behaviour of many of the witnesses. Read 

23:35-37. The leaders, in particular, sneer at Jesus, mocking what they see as his false claim 

to be God’s Messiah, God’s chosen King and Saviour. And the soldiers also mock him, 

challenging him, like the Jewish leaders, to save himself. Luke, I am sure, expects anyone 

who has been reading his whole Gospel to notice the unintended message of this mockery. 

It is precisely because Jesus is the Saviour that Jesus cannot, must not, save himself. It is 

only by dying his unjust death that Jesus can save others. And the final word in Luke’s 

account of Jesus’ being mocked comes in 23:38. The written notice above him was supposed 

to declare the offence of the one being crucified, the truth about why he was being put to 

death. John’s Gospel tells us that the chief priests were alert to the implication of this 

notice, and unsuccessfully protested to Pilate, demanding that he change the notice to read, 

“This man claimed to be king of the Jews”. So on the cross itself there is a declaration of the 

truth about Jesus – he was crucified because he was indeed God’s Messiah King. 

The King Saves a Criminal (23:39-43) Luke now turns back to the two criminals. Read 23:39-

43. Here Luke plainly asserts what he had only implied before – it is the King who dies for 

others, and only this dying King, who is able to save others. The first criminal echoes the 

mockery of the bystanders, but with a fresh note. At this point he is ready to grasp at any 

straw of hope, so he is frustrated that there is no sign of his last hope being fulfilled. I think 

that his mockery of Jesus isn’t trivial and unfeeling, but the harsh cry of a dying man who 

has fallen into despair. Nonetheless, there is a sharp contrast with the other criminal. He is 

honest, and perceives the great difference between Jesus and himself. More than that, he 

has somehow come to the realisation that Jesus is not only innocent but truly a King. He has 

the faith to call upon Jesus to remember him when he comes into his kingdom, which only 

makes sense if he genuinely believes that Jesus’ story does not end on the cross, that Jesus 

will indeed come into his kingdom. And then there is Jesus’ response. An unhesitating 

promise that this criminal will be with Jesus in paradise. Jesus is the King who offers 

salvation to every person who has faith in him. Even a criminal who confesses to deserving 

execution. The gospel of Jesus Christ does not offer salvation only to the fairly good, as 

though Jesus will make up the difference for those who get close. The gospel of Jesus Christ 

says that none of us get close, and offers salvation to every person who puts their faith in 

Jesus. 

The King Breathes His Last (23:44-49) We now come to the last few hours before Jesus’ 

death, then his actual death. First there are two events before Jesus’ death. Read 23:44-45. 

Here Luke records, without explanation, three hours of darkness in the middle of the day. 

This is a strange event, and one which must have filled those present with fear. But Luke 

probably wants us to see more in this than simply a frightening event. He may be suggesting 

that this is a reflection in the natural world of the terrible event taking place. He may be 

suggesting that God’s judgment is foreshadowed – read Amos 8:9. Certainly he is 

underlining the fact that this is no ordinary death. Then there is the tearing of the temple 

curtain in v.45, which Matthew tells us was caused by an earthquake. Some see this as 



expressive of God’s coming judgment, anticipating the destruction of the temple in 70 AD. 

Others see it as speaking of Jesus as opening the way to God. Both are possible, but the fact 

that the Writer to the Hebrews uses the language of Jesus going behind the curtain as our 

forerunner encourages us to give priority to the second meaning. Then comes the moment 

of Jesus’ death – read 23:46. He dies as the obedient Son who has drunk the cup, who has 

completed his task. And after that the declaration of the Centurion – read 23:47. At first 

glance this is a little disappointing to those who remember Matthew and Mark, where the 

Centurion uses the title “Son of God”. I think that the best explanation is that they record 

the actual words, whereas Luke provides the Centurion’s meaning. Luke greatly emphasises 

Jesus’ innocence, for two main reasons. Historically, it was important to the early church 

that they not be seen as followers of a revolutionary opposed to Rome. Theologically, it was 

and is important that the one who died for the sins of others was guilty of no sins himself. 

Finally Luke records the reactions of two kinds of onlookers – read 23:48-49. We can 

identify with reaction of the disciples, and reflect thoughtfully on Luke’s account of Jesus’ 

crucifixion. But we can do more than this. We stand on the other side of Jesus’ resurrection, 

so we can rejoice that Jesus’ death was victorious. And we can rejoice in the fact that all 

who put their faith in Jesus, and only those who put their faith in him, share in his victory 

over sin and death. 

  

 


