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Today is a transitional Sunday, a liminal Sunday, if you will, meaning we’re on a 

boundary or a threshold to something else.  Like Advent. 

Today is sometimes called Christ the King Sunday, but that phrase is losing favor as a 

descriptor of the Prince of Peace.  We can also call it Reign of Christ Sunday but that’s going 

away too.  Let’s call it what it is, the twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost, the last Sunday in the 

liturgical church year. 

So, why are kings problematic? 

Well, you may recall we fought a war against the tyranny of a king and won.  If we 

hadn’t, we’d all be speaking English today. 

How humans have used power has always been a problem and a challenge for everyone, 

especially churches, throughout history.  Jesus’ message to care for the needs of the poor has 

political implications but Jesus himself never claimed political power.  And while the church is 

called to speak out whenever it can to resist abuse and oppression, it must trust in the hope Jesus 

gives us that God will bring justice, redemption, and reconciliation to the world. 

We personally might want salvation now from our suffering; we may want God to ‘do 

something’ to fix the world right now – and sometimes God does – but we are mostly called to 

trust in the LORD, as difficult as that may be when we see chaos all around us.  So: no kings. 

Moving on, the lectionary has seemingly gone wild.  For this week, it offered too many 

great readings to ignore, and it is our challenge to connect them. 

The passage from Jeremiah includes shepherd imagery and a reference to the future king 

being a descendant of David, and not just a descendant but ‘a righteous Branch,’ which means 

it’s a Messianic title. 

More than that, the future king will rule in a righteous – meaning legitimate – manner, 

and will be accepted by everyone, unlike Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, who ruled in a 

decidedly unrighteous manner.  So, thus says the LORD God, we’re going to do better this time. 
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When we know that back story, it’s easy to see that Jeremiah was writing in a particular 

time and place, to a specific audience for specific reasons. 

Christians, though, through the miracle of hindsight saw how Jeremiah might have been 

talking about Jesus, the good shepherd and a direct descendant of King David.  It all fits in with 

what we know about Jesus, the righteous Messiah. 

With that in mind, the first reading from Luke looks back at Zechariah’s prophecy. 

Zechariah, a priest, new father, and eventually Jesus’ uncle, is the first to hear the angel 

Gabriel’s good news.  The problem for him was, he didn’t believe it and so became tongue-tied.  

But after the birth, he acknowledged Gabriel’s prophecy when he named the boy John, which 

enabled him to regain his speech. 

And what he does with it summarizes and expands on Gabriel’s message.  His prophecy 

focuses primarily on the Messiah, not on John, and celebrates the fulfillment of God’s promises 

surrounding David and Abraham. 

God had a purpose in sending John and Jesus, clearly, and their significance unfolds in 

the rest of Luke’s Gospel.  But Luke’s audience would have already known that Jesus did not 

save Israel from its political enemies, that the Temple was in ruins – again – and yet they stayed 

to hear the rest of the story. 

All four Gospels mention that Jesus was crucified along with two others, as John put it, 

but only Luke includes the conversation we just heard.  Luke calls the two men criminals; 

Matthew and Mark call them bandits.  The Greek word used by Luke literally means evildoers.  

So, whether they are criminals, bandits, or simply others, these men committed together or 

separately a crime or crimes and now they find themselves crucified by Rome. 

They know they are guilty and deserving of their fate, and that’s the nature of justice – 

getting what we deserve.  The punishment may be harsh, but with a record like that, how do you 

expect to get into Paradise? 

In rabbinic theology, there are two kinds of good works: those that pertain to mercy, for 

example, burying the dead; and those that pertain to justice, as in charitable giving.  The apostle 

James wrote that ‘Faith without works is dead’ (2:17).  James was thinking more about works of 

charity than about obedience to covenant law, but, still, he makes a good point: it’s not that our 

works make us righteous before God, but that our good works demonstrate a real, saving faith. 
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Faith in Christ always results in good works.  The person who claims to be a Christian 

but who lives in willful disobedience to Christ has a false or dead faith.1  A false faith in Christ is 

one that does not feed the hungry, clothe the naked, or care for the widows and orphans, but still 

professes trust and reliance in Jesus. 

We can’t know for sure, but we can make a reasonable assumption that the two criminals 

crucified with Jesus – being criminals – had no works of charity on their resumés.  And yet, 

Jesus told one of them that “today you will be with me in Paradise.”  How does that work? 

This criminal may have known John the Baptizer and may have been baptized by him in 

the Jordan, but Luke doesn’t mention it.  So, another assumption: no baptism for this guy. 

Also, since they didn’t exist in the form they do today, this guy has had no Communion, 

no confirmation classes, no mission trips, no committee work, no suit he could call his Sunday 

best.  He may have known some prayers from his childhood, but he probably wasn’t a praying 

man either, unlike, say, a certain tax collector, or even a certain Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14). 

What we know about him for sure is that he was a thief, a bandit, a criminal, an 

anonymous ‘other,’ condemned to death.  No faith, no works, yet he has admitted his guilt, 

rebuked his fellow criminal, defended Jesus, and called Jesus by his name.2 

Then he walked into Heaven at about the same time Jesus did. 

And all he said was, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” 

Jesus didn’t take away his pain or heal his body or even get him down off the cross.  But 

the thief believed that Jesus was who he said was, and that was enough.  And that might be the 

whole point of including this reading on the last Sunday of the year. 

Salvation is the name of the game, so to speak. 

In his teachings, Jesus showed us the way to be just, caring, and righteous people. 

It’s not easy – he sets a high bar – but it’s also not difficult to live a righteous life, when 

you follow the most important two of God’s 613 commandments: Love the LORD thy 

God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.  Love thy neighbor as 

thyself. 

Follow the good shepherd.  Talk with him.  Be honest with him and let him guide 

you into the way of peace, to live in the reign of Christ. 

Amen. 
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1 https://www.gotquestions.org/faith-without-works-dead.html, accessed 30 March 2022. 
2 Amy-Jill Levine, Witness at the Cross (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2021), 47. 

https://www.gotquestions.org/faith-without-works-dead.html

