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In Luke, when Jesus is nailed and raised on the cross 
between two wrongdoers. The three are naked, beaten, 
bleeding, and in great and terrible pain.1 Jesus said, 
“Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they 
are doing.”2 Jesus had nothing to say to the rulers who 
came “to the place named Skull”3 to see him 
suffering—who said, “He saved others; let him save 
himself, if this is the Messiah of God.”4 
 
The soldiers who crucified Jesus picked up their 
theme: “If you are the King of the Jews, save 
yourself.”5 And then the desperate wrongdoer, “Are 
you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us.”6 Like the 

                            
1 For a description of crucifixion see Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah: 
From Gethsemane to the Grave, 2 vols. (Doubleday: New York, 1994), II:945–52. 
2 Luke 23: 34. Brown, II:934. 
3 Luke 23:33. Ibid. 
4 Luke 23:35. Brown, II:982. 
5 Luke 23:36. Brown, II:983. 
6 Luke 23:39. Ibid. 
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rulers and the soldiers, this wrongdoer did not realize 
that Jesus needed no saving. 
 
Then the other wrongdoer spoke, first to his 
companion, “Do you not even fear God? . . . we are 
receiving what is worthy of what we did, but he did 
nothing disorderly.”7  
 
Then this man spoke to Yeshua—Jesus—the person 
whose Hebrew name means, “The Lord is help” or 
“The Lord is salvation.”8 He is the only person in the 
New Testament to address Yeshua so intimately, 
simply by his name.9 He says, “[Yeshua], remember 
me whenever you come into your kingdom.”10 From 
Luke’s Jesus came words equal in grace and power to 
any in Scripture, “Amen, I say to you, this day with me 
you shall be in paradise.”11 For Luke, a wrongdoer, 
who committed a crime so terrible that he was 
crucified, was the first of Jesus’ brothers and sisters to 
be saved by Jesus’ blood.  

                            
7 Luke 23:40–41. Brown, II:983. 
8 New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, 
An Ecumenical Study Bible, ed. Michael D. Coogan, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 1748, n.1. 
9 Brown, II:1005. 
10 Luke 23:42. Brown, II:983. 
11 Luke 23:43. Ibid. 
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I learned the song about Zacchaeus the tax collector 
when I was a little boy in Southern Baptist Sunday 
School, and I still remember the words. I can also 
remember the first sermon I wrote on Jesus’ visit to 
Zacchaeus. It began, “Jesus tells us in his own words 
who he is and what he is about. He said, “The Son of 
man came to seek and to save the lost.’ ”12 
 
So I went back to the beginning of Luke to see who 
the first person was who knew that he was a sinner, 
who was lost. I didn’t remember that it was Simon, 
that is, Simon Peter. After Jesus’ rejection in the 
synagogue in Nazareth, he went to Capernaum, 
Simon’s town, on the shores of the sea of Galilee. 
There his words and deeds were welcomed. Luke tells 
us that Jesus left the synagogue and went to Simon’s 
house, where Simon’s mother-in-law was ill. She was 
healed. 
 
In the morning, before he left Capernaum, Jesus 
found Simon and his companions, James and John, 
cleaning up after a night of fishing with no success. 
On Jesus’ word, Simon grudgingly sent his 
companions back to their nets. When he saw the great 

                            
12 Luke 19:10. RSV hereafter, except where noted. 
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haul of fish, he fell on his knees (a gesture of worship), 
and said to Jesus, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful 
man, O Lord.” Jesus responded, “Do not be afraid; 
henceforth you will be catching men and women.”13 
The evangelist tells us that “[Simon, James, and John] 
left everything and followed him.”14  
 
Next, Jesus sought out his first tax collector, Levi. To 
him Jesus only needed to say, “Follow me,” and he left 
his old life behind.15 At this, the criticism that Jesus ate 
with tax collectors and sinners was spoken for the first 
time.16  
 
In the heart of Luke’s gospel is the chapter where the 
evangelist tells us that “tax collectors and sinners were 
all drawing near to hear [Jesus].17 Jesus responded to 
the Pharisees and scribes’ criticism by speaking about a 
lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son.18 
 

                            
13 Luke 5:10. The Greek word here, ἀνθρώπους, means “humans,” which I choose to 
translate as “men and women.” 
14 Luke 5:11. 
15 Luke 5:11. 
16 Luke 5:30. 
17 Luke 15:1. 
18 Luke 15:3–32. 
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The Greek verb translated here as “lost,” ἀπόλλυμι, is 
a strong word. Its first meaning is to ruin or destroy 
someone.19 In Luke’s parable of the vineyard, this verb 
is used to describe what the owner does to those who 
have killed his beloved son: he destroys them.20 I think 

it’s fair to say that ἀπόλλυμι is a strong way of saying 
someone has lost something that was his or hers. The 
cross is Jesus’ way of finding humankind, of finding 
us.  
 
Luke’s Jesus knows who he is. God is his Father, sent 
to do his Father’s will. The temple is his Father’s 
house. In Luke, on the cross there’s no, “My God, my 
God, for what reason have you forsaken me?”21 At the 
end, after crying a loud cry—through his pain—he 
said, “Father, into your hands, I place my spirit.”22 
Then, he “breathed out his life/soul.” Active verb. We 
might say, at the right time, the one who raised others 
from the dead, he returned to his Father. 
 

                            
19 A Greek-English Lexicon of New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 

3rd ed. (BDAG) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “ἀπόλλυμι,” 115–
16. 
20 Luke 20:16. 
21 Mark 15:37; also Matthew 27:46. Brown, II:1031. 
22 Luke 23:46. Ibid., II:1032. 
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From this passion gospel this year, I take away three 
words that I hope may always be strong in my heart, 
mind, and soul: Jesus, remember me. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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