
THREE CROSSES 
 
 → The crucifixion of Jesus; the cross of Calvary.  What images or words 
come into your mind as you reflect on those phrases?  Hillsides, darkness, agony, 
love, injustice?  Other things too maybe?  But how many crosses are there in the 
picture in your mind?  Is there just one – the one on which Jesus hung?  Or are there 
more? 
 
……….I guess that most of the time when we think of the cross of Calvary, we are 
naturally focused on the cross on which Jesus hung.  But of course there were three 
crosses on that hillside that day.  Luke says, “Two other men, both of them criminals, 
were also led out to be put to death with Jesus.”  Have you ever wondered why there 
were two other crosses next to Jesus that day?  Have you ever thought about why 
Jesus was placed in the centre, between two thieves who deserved to be there 
because of the crimes they had committed?  Well, we may never know for sure the 
answers to those questions, but there are perhaps things for us to learn from those 
who hung on each of these crosses. 
 
 → Some of you will no doubt have heard me use an illustration with the young 
people when we have shared in all-age communion which talks about the symbolism 
of crosses in our everyday lives.  First of all we have that horrible cross that appears 
in red ink against the work that we have done in school or college – we’ve got it 
wrong, we’ve made a mistake, we’ve not grasped what we’ve been taught. 
 
……….Then there’s the cross that we place on a ballot paper at the time of an 
election.  We use that symbol to indicate the person that we have chosen; the one 
that we want to win the election or the prize.   
 
……….And finally there’s that little cross that we put after our name when we’ve 
written a greetings card or sent an e-mail or a text.  It’s an expression of our love and 
our affection for the person that we’re communicating with.  We want them to know 
how we feel and the cross somehow captures that as we sign off our message.  So, 
three different crosses that we often use in our daily lives and in some ways 
symbolic of the three crosses that we see on the hillside at the time of Jesus’ 
crucifixion! 
 
 → Let’s explore that a little more.  On one side of Jesus stands a cross that 
we could call the cross of rebellion, the cross of getting things wrong and not taking 
on board the lessons that are there to be learned.  Verse 39 of the passage of 
scripture that we have heard this evening says, “One of the criminals hanging there 
hurled insults at him: “Aren’t you the Messiah?  Save yourself and us!”  Apparently it 
wasn’t enough that Jesus had been convicted of crimes he didn’t commit.  Neither 
was it enough that he had been beaten and mocked and abused.  It wasn’t enough 
that he had been stripped of his clothing and nailed to a wooden cross.  Still as he 
hung there, even one of those who hung next to him was hurling insults at him and 
not recognising Jesus for who he was!  
 
……….I’m thankful that there is so much in the human nature that is wonderful and 
loving and kind and generous, but I’m sure that you, like me, are sometimes amazed 
at the awful things that we humans are capable of doing to one another.  How many 



times have you read the paper or watched the news and found yourself shaking your 
head in utter amazement at the behaviour of some of our fellow human beings?  The 
shootings that have taken place in schools, the random acts of violence against 
people in the street, the atrocities facilitated by those that have allowed power to go 
to their heads in their leadership roles.       
 
……….Sadly we live in a world where pain and suffering are an everyday part of life 
and perhaps even more sadly, it has always been so.  Our history books and our Old 
Testament would give testimony to the fact that there has always been violence and 
tragedy because we live in a world where not everyone is choosing to live the way 
that God intended us to live.  Still there are those who have not yet recognised who 
Jesus is and what his death on the cross has achieved. 
 
 →Then, of course, there’s the thief hanging on the cross on the other side of 
Jesus.  Just like the thief who hurled insults at Jesus from the cross, he’s there 
because he deserved to be.  He’s there because he’s committed crimes and in 
Matthew’s account of these events we hear that both of these thieves were hurling 
insults at Jesus as they made their way to the place of their crucifixion.  But 
something must have happened to make this second thief change his mind about 
Jesus.  Maybe it was when he heard Jesus speak words of forgiveness to those who 
were crucifying him “Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing.”  
Or maybe it was something that isn’t even recorded for us to know about.  But 
somehow this man came to recognise Jesus for who he said he was. 
 
………..As the first thief was throwing his insults at Jesus, this second thief 
responded by asking, “Don’t you fear God?  You received the same sentence he did.  
Ours, however, is only right, because we are getting what we deserve for what we 
did; but he has done no wrong.”  And then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you 
come into your kingdom.”   
 
……….The first criminal hung on the cross of rebellion, but this thief changed his 
mind and so we could say that he is hanging on the cross of repentance.  This 
second thief knew what it felt like to be chosen and accepted as he heard Jesus 
respond and say, “I promise you that today you will be in Paradise with me!”  This 
conversation is a wonderful reminder of the truth that it’s not who we are or what 
we’ve done that achieves our salvation or enables us to receive God’s gift of new life 
or makes it possible for us to know God.  No, it’s all about our willingness to trust 
God and to rely on him for forgiveness for the past and hope for the future. 
 
 →So that’s the cross of rebellion and the cross of repentance, the crosses on 
the right and the left of that scene on the hillside which remind us of the choices that 
we are faced with as we consider the cross in the middle.  It’s the cross in the 
middle; the cross of Jesus that really matters because it’s the death of Jesus that 
makes the difference, it’s the death of Jesus that expresses God’s love to us all and 
makes it possible for our relationship with God to be restored to how God originally 
intended it to be.  It’s the cross of restoration.   
 
……….Yesterday afternoon I was privileged to be among a large gathering of people 
invited to share in the opening of the Message Enterprise Centre in Sharston.  Yet 
another fantastic initiative from the Message Trust where they are establishing 



businesses in which they employ young people who have become Christians whilst 
in prison.  With jobs, homes and mentors from local churches provided by the 
Message Trust these young people are being helped to sustain the new life that they 
have found in Christ and it was so moving to hear some of these young people talk 
about the changes that have taken place in their lives as they have placed their trust 
in Christ.  Like this second thief, those young people have moved from the cross of 
rebellion to the cross of repentance and are truly experiencing the new life that Christ 
offers to all who trust in him. 
 
……….In John 10 Jesus is recorded as saying, “The Father loves me because I am 
willing to give up my life, in order that I may receive it back again.  No one takes my 
life away from me.  I give it up of my own free will.  I have the right to give it up and I 
have the right to take it back.”  This morning we remembered how Jesus willingly 
allowed himself to be led away to one terrible experience after another, culminating 
in him hanging on the cross.  If Jesus really was who he said he was, nails couldn’t 
have held him to that wooden cross.  But if Jesus really was the Son of God with all 
the power in the universe at his disposal, then he gave his life.  It wasn’t taken from 
him and he did that for us.         
 
 → Tonight we gather to worship, to praise and adore the one who loved us 
enough to give himself on the cross in the person of Jesus Christ.  Tonight in bread 
and in wine we re-member that loving sacrifice and give thanks for it.  But because of 
that cross, the one in the middle nearly 2000 years ago, we are all faced with the 
same choice that those two criminals faced as they hung on either side of Jesus that 
day?   
 
……….Is there a little bit in any of us that is still on that cross of rebellion?  Oh, we 
may not be in the position of hurling insults at Jesus like that thief, or we may never 
have been in prison like those young people at the Message Enterprise Centre 
yesterday, but maybe we are holding back from fully acknowledging who Jesus is 
and really allowing him to be Lord in every part of our lives. 
 
……….The wonderful thing for all of us is that because of Jesus’ love for us and his 
willingness to hang on that cross in the middle, we do have a choice.  We can dig 
our heels in and do it our way if we want to, or like the thief on the cross of 
repentance we can recognise that actually we’ve got it wrong and there’s everything 
to gain by reaching out to Jesus and seeking his forgiveness and his healing and his 
restoration in our lives.  It’s a choice that will not only fill our lives in the here and now 
with meaning, but it will also fill our eternity with joy and privilege.  It’s not something 
that we deserve, but it’s something offered freely by the love of God for those who 
will acknowledge just who Jesus is and respond to his love and mercy.   
 
………..Lord Jesus, thank you for the cross. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 


