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“Gathered at the Cross” 

Luke 23:27-43 

Last Sunday in the Church Year + November 20, 2022 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 The world is rapidly progressing toward its goal.  The Last Sunday in the 

Church Year reminds us that someday there will come the last Sunday—

period.  There will come a week which is left uncompleted because the Lord will 

return—the same Lord who the first time came in lowliness and quietness, will 

return in glory with all the holy angels with Him, publicly trumpeted so that the 

entire human race will at once be aware of His return.  All time will stop, the 

dead will be raised, and all nations will stand before Him for the Great 

Judgment.  Every human being who ever lived—including you and I—will 

stand before Him and He will separate us human beings as a shepherd 

separates the sheep from the goats.  The only thing that will matter on that day 

is whether or not we ended our lives with true faith in Christ.  (Faith alone 

saves, but because it is a living faith it is evidenced in love toward God and our 

neighbor.)  Only those who trusted in Him as the One crucified in payment for 

their sins will be counted as the sheep fit to spend eternity with their risen Lord.  

They—by God’s grace let us say “we”—will inherit the kingdom prepared for 

us from before the foundation of the world.  The rest will be told to depart from 

the presence of the Lord into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his 

angels (Matthew 25:31-46).  The outcome for us at that pivotal moment when 

history ends will depend on what we do with Christ crucified in this life.  What 

happens with us at the end of our course depends on how we take Jesus when 

He had finished His earthly journey at the placed called “The Skull.”  This 

morning may God the Spirit attend our speaking and listening as we consider 

three groups of people who were present that day.  Those GATHERED AT 

THE CROSS include:  (1) those who weep, (2) those who scoff, and (3) those 

who pray. 

---  I  --- 

 First of all, gathered at the cross, are those who weep:  “And there 

followed Him a great multitude of the people and of women who were 

mourning and lamenting for Him” (v.27).  It appears that some of these people 



 

Page 2 
 

may simply have been curious bystanders who just now, at nine in the morning, 

have heard that Jesus of Nazareth has been condemned to die at an early 

morning hearing before the Roman governor Pontius Pilate.  There was a 

group of women, however, that was genuinely distressed about this miscarriage 

of justice.  They wept out loud and lamented over the sad scene unfolding 

before their eyes.  Apparently they are very sincere.   

 So it is today that there are many who consider what happened to Jesus a 

great tragedy.  They consider that He was indeed an innocent man who was 

caught in the cross fires of political turmoil and was unjustly murdered by 

jealous authorities.  They look at pictures of the crucifixion and they see the 

nails in His hands and feet and the crown of thorns on His head and they are 

moved to shake their heads at the terrible things that happened to Jesus.  But 

what does Jesus say?  He replies:  “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for 

Me, but weep for yourselves and for your children” (v.28).  He wants to turn 

their sympathy for Him into genuine mourning over their sins and the 

punishment that is coming because of the sins of Jerusalem.  “For behold, the 

days are coming when they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren and the wombs 

that never bore and the breasts that never nursed.’”  Normally having children 

was considered a great blessing, but in this case the horrific suffering coming 

upon Jerusalem would be such that the pain would be increased for mothers, 

because, not only would they themselves suffer, but they would also have to 

watch their own children suffer.  It would be so difficult that people would 

rather have the mountains fall on them than face the fierce anger of God 

Almighty.  And Jesus concludes by saying, “For if they do these things when the 

wood is green, what will happen when it is dry?” (v.31).  Scripture often 

pictures dry wood ready for the fire as a picture of sinners ready for the 

judgment.  If Jesus, God’s beloved Son who is truly innocent, is being treated 

this way—a green sapling thrown into the fire—what will it be like when God’s 

anger is vented on those who themselves are ripe for judgment?  Indeed, for 

those who refused to heed Jesus instructions to flee Jerusalem, the destruction 

upon the city in 70 A.D. by the Romans was complete.  So also, it will be fearful 

and horrific for those who face condemnation and hellfire on the Last Day.  

Therefore the Lord Jesus says to us who weep and are distressed by events in 
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the world and in our own lives:  examine yourselves, repent of your sins, trust 

in My sacrifice as payment for your sins, and you will be spared all this.   

 The troubles and sorrows that bring us to tears are meant to show us that 

something is wrong.  It is Christ’s will that then the Law of God diagnose the 

problem to be the sin with which we are born and upon which we act each day.  

Then the Gospel applies the ointment of forgiveness so that we can be at peace 

knowing that before God we stand impeccable and pure through the 

righteousness of Christ. 

---  II  --- 

 Secondly, we see the scoffers gathered at the cross.  “And the people stood 

by watching, but the rulers scoffed at Him, saying, ‘He saved others; let Him 

save Himself if He is the Christ of God, His Chosen One!’” (v.35).  These rulers 

should have been the first to welcome and believe in Jesus; they knew the 

prophecies of His coming better than anyone.  They heard Jesus’ teaching; they 

asked Him questions.  Many of them were eyewitnesses of the raising of 

Lazarus from the grave.  And yet, stubbornly, they refused to put their trust in 

Him.  Instead they scoffed at Him, fearful that He would ruin the religious 

racket that they were running.   

 But that is not all; also among the scoffers were the Roman soldiers 

themselves, who picked up on all this:  “The soldiers also mocked Him, coming 

up and offering Him sour wine and saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jews, 

save yourself!’” (vv.36-37).   

 Pilate joined in with the inscription over the cross “This is the King of the 

Jews”—certainly not made to confess Him as king, but to taunt the Jewish 

rulers who witnessed Christ's death.   

 Still today, there are many who scoff at the name of Jesus.  They have 

heard the story of His crucifixion, Christian teaching has come into their ears, 

but they tune Him out saying, “I can't believe in a God who would allow such a 

thing to happen” or “I don’t need Him” or “He was a fine teacher, but I can’t 

believe He was the Son of God.”  Even some church people are irritated by the 

message of the cross.  They would like to see us move on to other things and just 

forget about that for awhile—it is a trap that pastors can fall into, as well.  They 

would rather hear sentimental stories or have a sermon full of jokes and humor 
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rather than hear about the Savior who died to forgive them for their damnable 

sins.   

 The scoffers at the cross were so numerous that even one of the criminals 

hanging on his own cross was verbally harassing Jesus:  “Are you not the 

Christ?  Save Yourself and us!” (v.39).  

---  III  --- 

 But the other criminal did not join in.  He was among that third group 

gathered at the cross, the group in which we want to be included:  those who 

pray.  “But the other [criminal] rebuked him, saying, ‘Do you not fear God, 

since you are under the same sentence of condemnation?  And we indeed justly, 

for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has done 

nothing wrong.’  And he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your 

kingdom.’”  This man prayed from a genuine contrite heart.  He understood 

that he was indeed guilty, and the sentence handed down to him by the 

government was fitting.  He also knew that he stood condemned before God.  

From this lowly position He begged the Lord Jesus for mercy:  “Jesus, 

remember me when you come into Your kingdom.”  Jesus responded very 

solemnly:  “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise” (v.43).  

How that criminal must have cherished those words and turned them over 

again in his heart even as the lifeblood drained from his veins:  “Today you will 

be with Me in Paradise.”  Just think!  On the Last Day when Christ returns, 

this poor criminal will be sitting with the Lord on His right!  Many outwardly 

religious people who scoffed at Him will be on the other side, eternally lost!  

The first will be last and the last first!  Why?  Because He gave up trying to 

justify himself and threw Himself on the mercy of Christ.   

 Friends, of all the people at the cross described here, is not this thief the 

one with whom we want to be aligned?  When we consider the cross, do we not 

do well to consider that it was for my sins that Christ died?  Will not the Lord 

Jesus hear our prayer when we cry out, “Lord, remember me when You come 

into Your kingdom?”  Earlier in Luke’s Gospel we read about the tax collector 

who cried out, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.”  Jesus tells us that he went 

home justified, that is forgiven, acceptable to God. 
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 Among those who pray we must include the Lord Jesus Himself.  His 

thoughts were totally for the well being of those who had put Him on the cross:  

“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (v.34).  “They” 

includes, not only the Roman soldiers who pounded the nails, not only the 

governor Pilate, not only the Jewish leaders, but also the whole human race.  

He prays that the Father would forgive us all.  Here He is, God’s dear Son, 

numbered with sinners, taking our sins upon Himself, bearing the curse of sin, 

so that we might be free from the curse and punishment of sin.  As sealed by 

His resurrection from the grave, we can be certain of His forgiveness freely 

offered to us. 

 So, dear Christian, let us be confident as we face the judgment seat of 

Christ.  For those who truly lament over their sins, for those who, instead of 

scoffing, call upon Him from their condemned position and plead for His mercy 

and forgiveness—for us who gather around the cross with a heart like the 

penitent thief—for us there is only the joyous waiting for the word of the Savior 

to be fulfilled.  When the last day of our lives dawns, we hear His voice in the 

Gospel say to us:  “Today you will be with Me in paradise.”  And when He 

returns, we will be among those receiving the promised inheritance for us to 

enjoy for all eternity with our resurrected bodies.  Amen. 
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