
 

 “Criminal or Saviour – Jesus’ Crucifixion”      Brian D Lima 

Today, in our continuing series in Lent, we are looking at the account of Jesus’ crucifixion as described in the 
Gospel of John. We all know that Jesus died on the cross so that we wouldn’t die, so that we wouldn’t be 
judged by God. We know this. But what else is John saying in this account? Remember John said at the 
beginning of his account that Jesus came into the world, that everything was made through him, and yet no 
one recognized him for who he was. 

We will see today that this truth applied not only to the beginning of his ministry but also at the end, on the 
cross. While Jesus is led and then crucified on the cross, no one seems to understand the significance of this 
event for all of creation! Through this one event, an entire new heaven and earth will eventually emerge. And 
yet, in today’s story, people are blind.  

They think Jesus is just one of three criminals being punished for local crimes. Some hope to make use of 
Jesus’ belongings, his clothes, and take them for themselves. No one seems to see God’s hand moving faithfully 
and in such a powerful way in their midst. God is revealed in this account as faithfully fulfilling His Word, His 
promises. God is in control of history and humanity never notices. 

May this passage encourage us as it reminds us that God will carry out His glorious purposes through us as we 
follow His Son by relying on His Holy Spirit. May this passage encourage us to serve others today and this 
week even when others around us don’t see it’s importance. 

First, let’s remind ourselves of a bit of the context of today’s account. 

At Creation, God told the man and the woman not to take of something that was prohibited to them. He said 
that if they didn’t trust in Him and took what was prohibited, they would die. They wouldn’t die because the 
object which was prohibited was poisonous, they would die because God would judge them to be not worthy 
to remain united to Him. Not being united with God, they would perish and return to dust from which they 
were created. 

But God didn’t desire to only judge the man and the woman. His desire was to restore them. So, God promised 
that an offspring from the man and the woman would one day defeat evil, would defeat temptation. An 
offspring would remain faithful to his Heavenly Father. This promise would be fulfilled because God promised 
that He cause it to happen. When Cain killed his brother Abel, God gave Eve a new child which they named 
Seth. And through Seth’s line, “people began to call on the name of the LORD.” But even these in the line of 
Seth children born into judgment because of sin. 

God later showed Abram that He was a God that provides a sacrifice for sin. Remember the account, when God 
tells Abraham to bring his son, Isaac, so that might go to the land of Moriah. There Abraham was to sacrifice 
his son on a mountain that God would show him. But there on the mountain God provided a sacrifice for sin. 
“Abraham raised his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram caught in the thicket by its horns; and 
Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering” (Genesis 22). 



In our passage today, we see God fulfilling His will by providing both an offspring that will defeat sin and 
death. This pure and holy offspring will also be offered as a sacrifice for the sins of the world. This passage is a 
fulfilment of God’s will and promises to humanity. But the interesting thing is that no one really seems to 
notice! John writes that Jesus is crucified with “two others—one on each side and Jesus in the middle.” Jesus is 
being treated just like another random criminal. Have you ever noticed how non-Christian scholars, non-
Christian leaders during the growth of the early church only give Jesus scant recognition? He is treated as a 
blip in history of Israel. 

Pilate prepares a notice for Jesus that calls him, “the king of the Jews.” It is written Aramaic, Latin and Greek 
for all to read. But clearly Pilate doesn’t see God fulfilling his word to provide humanity a perfect and holy 
sacrifice for sin. Instead, Pilate seems to only use Jesus as a means to mock and judge the Jews, because they 
cry out that Pilate should not write out that Jesus is the “King of the Jews,” but that he only claimed to say that. 
Pilate refuses their request and says, “What I have written, I have written.” 

What is important to notice, is that Pilate and the religious leaders seem unaware of the will of God moving 
events forward. The religious leaders think they are ridding themselves of a political troublemaker who will 
endanger Israel’s existence under Roman rule. Pilate sees the leaders of a conquered and submissive nation 
beg for help in a situation they themselves can’t deal with. Neither is seeing events as they really are. Neither 
is seeing God’s provision for sin being offered. 

In John 19:23–24, neither do the soldiers understand that God is fulfilling His will and establishing His 
Kingdom. The soldiers take Jesus’ clothes and, because Jesus’ garment was seamless, they decide to cast lots to 
see who could keep it. How many of the multitudes there would have taken the time to notice what the 
soldiers were doing? This would have seemed such an insignificant event, and yet John says this seemingly 
insignificant record was in fact directed by God’s hand. John says that this casting lots for Jesus’ garment, 
“happened that the Scripture might be fulfilled that said, ‘They divided my clothes amoung them and cast lots 
for my garment.’” 

In 2 Kings 6, there is a similar account of how God’s Kingdom goes unnoticed. In this account there is a king 
over Aram who is at war with Israel. He strategically sends his armies out to kill the king of Israel. But each 
time the king of Aram plans his attacks, he finds that the king of Israel has been forewarned and therefore 
avoids the place where the attack was planned. This happens again and again until the king of Aram says to 
his officers, “Tell me! Which of us is on the side of the king of Israel?” The officers tell their king that Elisha, 
the prophet, is the one telling the king of Israel about their intent and plans. 

The king of Aram finds out that Elisha is in Dothan and therefore sends horses and chariots, a strong military 
force to Dothan. Once there they surround the city. The text says, “When the servant of Elisha got up and went 
out early in the morning, he saw that an army with horses and chariots had surrounded the city.” The servant 
runs to Elisha and cries out, “What shall we do?” 

In the eyes of the armies of Aram in even in the eyes of the servant of Elisha, they only look at their 
surroundings from a worldly perspective. They imagine that humanity is in control of history. The servant 
imagines that he and Elisha are lost because they are only two compared with an army. The armies of Aram 
think they will easily overpower the unprotected prophet. 

But Elisha doesn’t view history from only a worldly perspective. He doesn’t think and humanity is in control. He 
knows that God is in control. He knows this because God has showed him. And now Elisha shows his servant 
what was really taking place in the history of Dothan that day. Elisha prays that his servant will see the truth 
and when God opens the servant’s eyes, the servant looked again and “saw the hills full of horses and chariots 



of fire all around Elisha.” It is then not the armies of Aram that lead Elisha out of Dothan as a prisoner, but 
Elisha who subdues the armies and leads them back to the king of Israel. 

In John 19:25–27, God reveals his faithfulness in fulfilling his promises to defeat sin and death by providing a 
sacrifice for all. He also reveals his faithfulness to ensure the wellbeing of the vulnerable as well. Jesus sees 
his mother and instructs one of his disciples to care for her needs as a son to his own mother. God reveals in 
this act his faithfulness to shepherd and care for his own even on the cross. God isn’t only providing for 
humanity’s spiritual needs. God shepherds over all our needs. His desire is to provide for us body and soul. 

There is another account in the Old Testament where a prophet, this time Elijah, provides a helpful example. 
Elijah had just challenged the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel and God had glorified Himself through Elijah 
with a great display of power. Fire from the LORD fell down from heaven and burned the sacrifice, wood, 
stones and even the soil around the altar that the sacrifice was placed upon. Elijah then had all of the 
Israelites gathered put to death all of the prophets of Baal. 

Ahab, the king of Israel, and his wife, Jezebel, had courted the prophets of Baal and were enraged at this afront 
to their authority. Jezebel promises to kill Elijah and fearing for his life, he flees. A day of running in the 
wilderness, he comes to a point where he wants to die. “I have had enough, Lord,” he says. He then lays down 
and falls asleep. What is God’s first response? Does He teach Elijah some truth of His kingdom? Does He scold 
him for his lack of faith? No. Instead, He sends an angel who wakes Elijah and he says, “get up and eat.” The 
account in 1 Kings 19 says that Elijah, “looked around, and there by his head was some bread baked over hot 
coals, and a jar of water. He ate and drank and then lay down again.” Later, strengthened by the food, Elijah 
reached Mount Horeb to speak with God in prayer. 

Are we only concerned for our children’s spiritual health? Aren’t we concerned also for their physical wellbeing 
and protection. Even more so is God. 

What’s our application for today? 

Be encouraged that your walk with Jesus is bringing about God’s Kingdom even when others around you don’t 
it. Even when people argue that their view of reality is right and yours is wrong. Be encouraged that God is in 
control of history and fulfilling His will through you as you walk with Jesus in the power of His Spirit. 

Jo and I have been meeting our neighbours since we have moved in. We have really good conversations with 
two neighbours in particular because our yards are next to each other. We were talking about the new building 
going up near our house and through our conversation I brought up the fact that I was the pastor at Milford 
Baptist. My neighbour talked a bit about their beliefs and their thoughts about Christianity. I shared more 
about my faith and when I did I could tell my neighbour was beginning to get uncomfortable.  

 

We shared a bit more, wished each other a good day and parted. At first, I was concerned that I overshared 
even though I was only sharing my thoughts. I wasn’t viewing her like a project. I was just being myself. 
Through this passage, I think I’m challenged to have a truer view of events like this. I think God did use me, as 
I was being myself, to reveal His Word, which is always true. I may not have said things perfectly correct, but I 
do believe that God directed me to share my life as a follower of Jesus. I believe it is a truth God calls us to 
share with others even if they may misunderstand our intent. 

 



Be encouraged to keep on praying. Often when people are suffering they don’t see God. They can be tempted 
to think there is no God and no love in the world. They may miss God’s hand in their life. Recently I heard that 
someone was given the shocking news that their spouse was seriously ill. As I desired to do whatever I could 
for that person, one of our prayer warriors came to mind. This prayer warrior is someone who faithfully serves 
through pain and suffering everyday.  

I felt compelled to ask this person to write a prayer for the spouse who had received the shocked news from 
their doctor. The prayer this prayer warrior wrote, was filled with understanding and, more importantly, grace. 
It was like wisdom from God and when I did send it, it was received with thankfulness. Be encouraged to pray 
even when those around you don’t notice or even think that God responds to prayer. God is in control of history 
and working even when others don’t see it. 

Be encouraged, brothers and sisters in Christ, to continue in your service of others as Jesus leads you. Your 
work in him is never in vain. God is using us to fulfill His purposes, to glorify His Kingdom and reign. 

 

 

 

 


