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¢ But the other answering rebuked him, saying, Dost not thou fear God, seeing thou
art in the same condemnation ? And we indeed justly ; for we receive the due reward
of our deeds: but this Man hath done nothing amiss. And he said unto Jesus, Lord,
remember me when thou comest into thy kingdom.””—Luke xxiii. 40—42.

A GREAT many persons, whenever they hear of the conversion of the dying
thief, remember that he was saved in the very article of death, and
they dwell upon that fact, and that alone. He has always been quoted
as a case of salvation at the eleventh hour; and so, indeed, he is. In his
case it is proven that as long as a man can repent he can obtain forgive-
ness. The cross of Christ avails even for a man hanging on a gibbet,
and drawing near to his last hour. He who is mighty to save was
mighty, even during his own death, to pluek others from the grasp of the
destroyer, though they were in the act of expiring.

But that is not everything which the story teaches us; and it is
always a pity to look exclusively upon one point, and thus to miss every-
thing else—perhaps miss that which is more important. So often has
this been the case that it has produced a sort of revulsion of feeling
in certain minds, so that they have been driven in a wrong direction by
their wish to protest against what they think to be a common error. [
read the other day that this story of the dying thief ought not to be
taken as an encouragement to death-bed repentance. Brethren, if the
author meant—and I do not think he did mean—that this ought never
to be so used as to lead people to postpone repentance to a dying bed,
he spoke correctly. No Christian man could or would use it so in-
juriously : he must be hopelessly bad who would draw from God’s long-
suffering an argument for continuing in sin. I trust, however, that the
narrative is not often so used, even by the worst of men, and I feel
sure that it will not be so used by any ome of you. It cannot be
properly turned to such & purpose : it might be used as an encourage-
ment to thieving just as much as to the delay of repentance. I might
say, ‘1“1 I mlay be a thief because this thief was saved,” just as rationally as
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I might say, “I may put off repentance because this thief was saved
when he was about to die.” The fact is, there is nothing so good but
men can pervert it into evil, if they have evil hearts : the justice of
God is made a motive for despair, and his mercy an argument for sin.
Wicked men will drown themselves in the rivers of truth as readily as
in the pools of error. He that has a mind to destroy himself can
choke his soul with the Bread of life, or dash himself in pieces against.
the Rock of ages. There is no doctrine of the grace of God so gracious
that graceless men may not turn it into licentiousness.

1 venture, however, to say that if I stood by the bedside of a dying
man to-night, and I found him anxious about his soul, but fearful that
Christ could not save him because repentance had been put off so late, T
should certainly quote the dying thief to him, and I should do it with
good conscience, and without hesitation. I should tell him that, though
he was as near to dying as the thief upon the cross was, yet, if he repented
of his sin, and turned his face to Christ believingly, he would find
eternal life. I should do this with all my heart, rejoicing that I had
such a story to tell to one at the gates of eternity. Ido not think that
I should be censured by the Holy Spirit for thus using a narrative which
he has himself recorded,—recorded with the foresight that it would be
go used. I should feel, at any rate, in my own heart, a sweet con-
viction that I had treated the subject as I ought to have treated it,
and as it was intended to be used for men n exfremis whose hearts are
turning towards the living God. Oh, yes, poor soul, whatever your age, or
whatever the period of life to which you have come, you may now find
eternal life by faith in Christ !

« The dying thief rejoiced to see
That fountain in his day ;
And there may you, though vile as he,
Wash all your sins away."”

Many good people think that they ought to guard the gospel; but it
is never 8o safe as when it stapds out in its own naked majesty. It
wants no covering from us. When we protect it with provisos, and
guard it with exceptions, and qualify it with observations, it is like
David in Saul’s armour: it is hampered and hindered, and you may
even hear it cry, “I cannot go with these.” Let the gospel alone, and
it will save ; qualify it, and the salt has lost its savour. I will venture
to put it thus to you. I have heard it said that few are ever converted
inold age ; and this is thought to be a statement which will prove exceed-
ingly arousing and impressive for the young. It certainly wears that
appearance; but, on the other hand, it is a statement very discouraging
to the old. I demur to the frequent repetition of such statements, for
I do not find their counterpart in the teaching of our Lord and his
apostles, Assuredly our Lord spake of some who entered the vineyard
at the eleventh hour of the day; and among his miracles he not only
saved those who were dying, but even raised the dead. Nothing can be
concluded from the words of the Lord Jesus against the salvation of men
at any hour or age. I tell you that, in the business of your acceptance
with God, through faith in Christ Jesus, it does not matter what age
you now are at. The same promise is to every one of you, “ To-day if
ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts” ; and whether you are in
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the earliest stage of life, or are within a few hours of eternity, if now
you fly for refuge to the hope set before you in the gospel, you shall
be saved. The gospel that I preach excludes none on the ground
either of age or character. Whoever you may be, “ Belizve on the Lord
Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved,” is the message we have to deliver
to you. If we address to you the longer form of the gospel, “ He
that believeth and is baptized shall be saved,” this is true of every
living man, be his age whatever it may. I am not afraid that this story
of the dying and repenting thief, who went straight from the cross to
the crown, will be used by you amiss; but if you are wicked enough so
to use it, I cannot help it. It will only fulfil that solemn Scripture
which saith that the gospel is a savour of death unto death to some,
even that very gospel which is a savour of life unto life to others.

But I do not think, dear friends, that the only speciality about the
thief is the lateness of his repentance. So far from being the only point
of interest, it is not even the chief point. To some minds, at any rate,
other points will be even more remarkable. I want to show you very
briefly that there was a speciality in his case as to ths means of his
conversion ; secondly, a speciality in Aés faith; thirdly, a speciality in the
resull of his faith while he was here below ; and, fourthly, a speciality in
the promise won by his faith—the promise fulfilled to him in Paradise.

1. First, then, I think you ought to mnotice very carefully THE
SINGULARITY AND SPECIALITY OF THE MEANS BY WHICH THE THIEF
WAS CONVERTED.

How do you think it was? Well, we do not know. We cannot tell,
It seems to me that the man was an unconverted, impenitent thief when
they nailed him to the cross, because one of the Evangelists says, “ The
thieves also, which were crucified with him, cast the same in his teeth.”
I know that this may have been a general statement, and that it is recon-
cilable with its having been done by one thief only, according to the
methods commonly used by critics ; but I am not enamoured of critics
even when they are friendly. I have such respect for revelation that I
never in my own mind permit the idea of discrepancies and mistakes;
and when the Evangelist says « they ” I believe he meant * #2ey,” and
that both these thieves did at their first crucifixion rail at the Christ
with whom they were crucified. It would appear that by some means
or other this thief must have been converted while he was on the
cross. Assuredly nobody preached a sermon to him, no evangelistic
address was delivered at the foot of his cross, and no meeting was held
for special prayer on his account. He does not even seem to have had
an instraction, or an invitation, or an expostulation addressed to him ;
and yet this man became a sincere and accepted believer in the Lord
Jesus Christ.

Dwell upon this fact, if you please, and note its practical bearing upon
the cases of many around us, There are many among my hearers whe
have been instructed from their childhood, who have been admonished,
and warned, and entreated, and invited, and yet they have not come
to Christ ; while this man, without any of these advantages, never-
theless believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, and found eternal life. O you
that have lived under the sound of the gospel from your childhood, the
thief does not comfort you, but he accuses you! What are you doing
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to abide 8o long in unbelief ? Will you never believe the testimony of
divine love ? What more shall I say to you ? What more can any
one say to you ?

What do you think must have converted this poor thief? It strikes
me that it may have been—it must have been, the sight of our great
Lord and Saviour. There was, to begin with, our Saviour’s wonderful
behaviour on the road to the cross. Perhaps the robber had mixed up
with all sorts of society, but he had never seen a Man like this.
Never had cross been carried by a Cross-Bearer of his look and fashion.
The robber wondered who this meek and majestic Personage could be.
He heard the women weep, and he wondered in himself whether anybody
would ever weep for him. He thought that this must be some very
singular Person that the people should stand about him with tears in
their eyes. When he heard that mysterious Sufferer say so solemnly,
“ Daughters of Jerusalem, weep not for me, but for your children,” he
must have been struck with wonder. When he came to think, in
his death-pangs, of the singular look of pity which Jesus cast on the
women, and of the self-forgetfulness which gleamed from his eyes, he
was smitten with a strange relenting : it was as if an angel had crossed
his path, and opened his eyes to a new world, and to a new form of man-
hood, the like of which he had never seen before. He and his companion
were coarse, rough fellows : this was a delicately-formed and fashioned
Being, of superior order to himself ; yes, and of superior order to any
other of the sons of men. Who could he be? What must he be?
Though he could see that he suffered and fainted as he went along, he
marked that there was no word of complaining, no note of execration, in
return for the revilings cast upon him. His eyes looked love on those
who glared on him with hate. Surely that march along the Via
Dolorosa was the first part of the sermon which God preached to that
bad maun’s heart. It was preached to many others who did not regard
its teaching ; but upon this man, by God’s special grace, it had a
softening effect when he came to think over it, and consider it. Was
it not a likely and convincing means of grace ?

When he saw the Saviour surrounded by the Roman soldiery—saw
the executioners bring forth the hammers and the nails, and lay him
down upon his back, and drive the nails into his hands and fect, this
crucified criminal was startled and astonished as he-heard him say,
« Father, forgive them ; for they know not what they do.” He himself,
probably, had met his executioners with a curse ; but he heard this man
breathe a prayer to the great Father ; and, as a Jew, as he probably
was, he understood what was meant by such a prayer. But it did astound
him to hear Jesus pray for his murderers. That was a petition the like
of which he had never heard, nor even dreamed of. From whose lips
could it come but from the lips of a divine Being ? Such a loving,
forgiving, Godlike prayer, proved him to be the Messias. Who else
had ever prayed so ? Certainly not David and the kings of Israel, who,
on the contrary, in all honesty and heartiness imprecated the wrath of
God upon their enemies. Elias himself would not have prayed in that
fashion, rather would he have called fire from heaven on the centurion
and his company. It was a new, strange sound to him. I do not sup-
pose that he appreciated it to the full ; but I can well believe that it
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deeply impressed him, and made him feel that his Fellow-Sufferer was a
being about whom there was an exceeding mystery cf goodness.

And when the cross was lifted up, that thief hanging up on his own
cross looked around, and I suppose he could see that inscription written
in three languages,— Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” If
80, that writing was his little Bible. his New Testament, and he inter-
preted it by what he knew of the Old Testament. Putting this and
that together—that strange Person, incarnate loveliness, all patience and
all majesty, that strange prayer, and now this singular inscription, sur-ly
he who knew the Old Testament, as I have no doubt he did, would
say to himself, “ Is this HE? Is this truly the King of the Jews ? This
is he who wrought miiracles, and raised the dead, and said that he was
the Son of God ; is it all true, and is he really our Messiah ?” Then
he would remember the words of the prophet Isaiah, ¢ He was despised
and rejected of men, a Man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief.
Surely, he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows.” “ Why,”
he would say to himself, “I never understood that passage in the
prophet Esaias before, but it must point to him. The chastisement of
our peace is upon him. Can this be he who cried in the Psalms—*they
pierced my hands and my feet’?’” As he looked at him again, he felt in his
soul, “ It must be he ? Could there be another so like to him ?”” He
felt conviction creeping over his spirit. Then he looked again, and
be marked how all men down below rejected, and despised, and hissed
at him, and hooted him, and all this would make the case the more
clear. ¢ All they that see me laugh me to scorn: they shoot cut the
lip, they shake the head, saying, He trusted on the Lord that he would
deliver him : let him deliver him, seeing he deligited in him.”

Peradventure, this dying thief read the gospel out of the lips of
Christ’s enemies. They said,—“He saved others.” “Ah!” thought
he, “did he save others? Why should he not save me?” What
a grand bit of gospel that was for the dying thief,—*“He saved
others”! I think I could swim to heaven on that plank,—* He saved
othera” ; because, if he saved others, he can of a surety save me.

Thus the very things that the enemies disdainfully threw at Christ
would be gospel to this poor dying man. When it has been my misery to
read any of the wretched prints that are sent us out of scorn, in which
our Lord is held up to ridicule, I have thought, * Why, perhaps those
who read these loathsome blasphemics may, nevertheless, learn the
gospel from them!” You may pick a jewel from a dunghill, and find
its radiance undiminished; and you may gather the gospel from a
blasphemous mouth, and it shall be none the less the gospel of salvation.
Peradventure this man learned the gospel from those who jested at our
dying Lord ; and so the servants of the devil were unconsciously made
to be the servants of Christ.

But, after all, surely that which won him most must have been to
look at Jesus again, as he was hanging upon the cruel tree. Possibly
nothing about the physical person of Christ would be attractive to him,
for his visage was more marred than that of any man, and his form more
than the sons of men ; but yet there must have been in that blessed face
a singular charm. Was it not the very image of perfection? As I con-
ceive the face of Christ, it was very different from anything that any






