The Funeral of the Foolish Criminal


Luke 23:39-43 (NIV) 
39 One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: "Aren't you the Christ? Save yourself and us!" 
40 But the other criminal rebuked him. "Don't you fear God," he said, "since you are under the same sentence? 
41 We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong." 
42 Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom." 
43 Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise." 

Luke 16:19-31 (NIV) 
19 "There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and lived in luxury every day. 
20 At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus, covered with sores 
21 and longing to eat what fell from the rich man's table. Even the dogs came and licked his sores. 
22 "The time came when the beggar died and the angels carried him to Abraham's side. The rich man also died and was buried. 
23 In hell, where he was in torment, he looked up and saw Abraham far away, with Lazarus by his side. 
24 So he called to him, 'Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.' 
25 "But Abraham replied, 'Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. 
26 And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.' 
27 "He answered, 'Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father's house, 
28 for I have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.' 
29 "Abraham replied, 'They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.' 
30 "'No, father Abraham,' he said, 'but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.' 
31 "He said to him, 'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.'" 

Introduction:
Dear Family and Friends, I have attended a large number of funerals over the years and I have preached many of them myself. In every case, whoever the preacher was the deceased person was heaven bound. It did not matter if the person wasn’t a churchgoer; it did not matter if the person lived a very wicked life; it did not matter if the person had nothing to do with God at any time in his or her life we always gave them the benefit of the doubt that somewhere along their journey that they might have asked Jesus Christ into their heart and we just did not see  evidence in their life. 
I know that this goes contrary to what the Scripture tells us in the Gospel of Matthew. Matthew 7:13-14 (NIV) 
13 "Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. 
14 But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it. 

And I understand our reasoning for proclaiming just the opposite of what that Scripture tells us. We reason that God is the ultimate judge and we are not and so we conclude:  give the person the benefit of the doubt on this side of eternity. But by Jesus’ silent about the fate of the foolish criminal and His vocal  proclamation that the other thieve will be with Him in Paradise,  we understand that Jesus has judged the foolish criminal, and we know that his fate is eternity in hell.
And so we know that the one who lies in this coffin that he has never made a profession of faith in Christ. We know that to the very end he was mocking Jesus. "Aren't you the Christ? Save yourself and us!" We know that we can not give him the benefit of the doubt. We know that he is sentenced to spend eternity in hell.  

And it ought to sadden us who are alive; it ought to cause us to self exam our relationship or our lack of relationship with Christ; it ought to motivate us who are alive to witness to our family to our co-workers and to our friends with even a greater sense of urgency. 

Knowing what the foolish criminal now knows having spent some time on the other side of eternity he would want us to tell us several things this morning to help us fully comprehend our need for urgency.
1. He would tells us don’t get caught in the same terrible circumstance that I have found myself in.   
Luke 16:23 In hell, where he was in torment
A. When asked to describe an unpleasant circumstance we do our best to frame it the best way possible. “We will say things like: “It is bad but it could be worse. It is bad right now but in time it is going to get better.”  “In time, it will get better.”
B. But a love one in hell does not describe their situation with any measure of hope. Twice in our passage of Scripture from Luke 16 the word “torment” is used; twice the word “agony” is used; and once the word “flame” is used. These words speak of no hope; they speak of no change; they just speak of a terrible circumstance that just isn’t going to get any better. Time is not going to make their situation better. Can you image “torment” “agony” and “fire” that never end? 
C. My friend, the foolish criminal got caught in that terrible circumstance. I can not say this morning that he has had a difficult life but now he is in a better off because he isn’t.” I can’t use the words like “he is in a better place” or “he is at peace” or “he has no more pain or suffering” anywhere in this funeral message.  I got to tell you the truth that he is torment, agony and the fire that never goes out. Please, don’t allow yourself to be caught in that same terrible circumstance!
2. He would tell us that he had the perfect opportunity but he let it slip away  without acting upon it and he would tell us don’t let that happen to you.
Luke 23:40But the other criminal rebuked him. "Don't you fear God," he said, "since you are under the same sentence? 41We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong." 

 A. There he is hanging next to the Son of God about ready to die and his lack of faith is confronted by the other thief. It is the most perfect time to acknowledge Jesus as God, embrace Him as His Savior and enter into an eternity of heaven. 41We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong." And he doesn’t seize the moment. He just couldn’t do it.
B. I wonder how many times since he arrived in hell that he had played that story over and over in his mind wishing that every time it was replayed that there could be a different ending. But death sets our fate and the ending can never be changed.

C. In the passage of Scripture from Luke 16 that Brother Greg read Abraham tells the rich man that 'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.' " 

D. Obviously, Abraham is trying to tell us that many people’s lives are filled with missed opportunities- opportunities that are golden but missed. The foolish thief, the rich man and his family, the rich young ruler are all examples of people that have had golden opportunities but yet they ended up  missed opportunities. It is dangerous to say that “I will wait until I get my life together before I ask Christ in my heart.” It is dangerous to say that “I am going to sow a few more wild oats before I turn my life over to him.” It is dangerous to say that “I got tomorrow.”  It is dangerous to say that “that my wealth and my possessions is all that I need to keep me save.”
E. Don’t be a person who misses the opportunity to ask Christ in your heart as Savior! If the thief could speak to us he would tells us not to miss our opportunity to know Christ like he did.
3. He would tell us that he became desperate on the wrong side of eternity and there is nothing to satisfy his desperation and he would tell us get desperate for God on this side of eternity.
Luke 16:24 (NIV) 
24 So he called to him, 'Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.' 

A. The rich man and the thief had something else in common besides spending hell in eternity together. These two men probably never were desperate in their entire earthly lives.

B. The rich man could buy whatever he needed. His money and all his possessions kept him from ever being desperate in this life.  The thief now he could just steal whatever he wanted. His ability to steal and to take what was not his kept him from being desperate in this life.
C. But both now know what desperation is and they would plead with us who are alive “you need to get desperate for God in this life.” Let me explain why. 
D. The thief  has now entered in eternity. How do you describe eternity? I don’t really know. It’s certainly longer than a lifetime. It’s longer than a millennium or several millenniums. It is longer than the entire history of man. In fact, think of the longest period of time that you can think of and it is longer than that. Actually when you reached the end of that time that you just thought of  you have no less days remaining. Now that is eternity.

E. If the punishment of hell lasted only  a week, perhaps the thief  could endure it without crying out for mercy. If the punishment of hell lasted only a year at least he could dream of a time when it would be over. But to imagine completing one day of agony, torment and fire and still having no less days remaining that, my friends,  is a desperate situation. That is where the thief has chosen to spend his eternity. I would rather get desperate for God on this side of eternity. I hope you will too.

Let us pray.  
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