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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

“Christ the King” Sunday; November 27th, 2016 

Luke 23: 33-43 

“The Last Words of a World-class Loser” 

~~~~~~~~ 

When they got to the place called Skull Hill, they crucified him, 

along with the criminals, one on his right, the other on his left. 

 Jesus prayed, “Father, forgive them; they don’t know what 

they’re doing.” 

 Dividing up his clothes, they threw dice for them.  The 

people stood there staring at Jesus, and the ringleaders made 

faces, taunting him, “He saved others.  Let’s see him save 

himself!  The Messiah of God – ha!  The Chosen – ha!” 

 The soldiers also came up and poked fun at him, making a 

game of it.  They toasted him with sour wine: “So you’re King 

of the Jews! Save yourself!”   

 Printed over him was a sign:  

   THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. 

 One of the criminals hanging alongside cursed him: “Some 

Messiah you are!  Save yourself!  Save us!” 

 But the other one made him shut up. “Have you no fear of 

God?  You’re getting the same as him.  We deserve this, but 

not him – he did nothing to deserve this.” 

 Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you enter your 

kingdom.”  

 (Jesus) said, “Don’t worry, I will.  Today you will join me 

in paradise.”(From The Message by Eugene Peterson) 

~~~~~~~~ 

The Gospel of the Lord.  Praise to you, O Christ. 

The worldly end of Jesus is the hard part of the story to tell. The 
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easier parts of the story are his wisdom and strength in dealing 

with Satan in the desert; his sparring with the religious 

authorities and leaving them stammering in the face of his 

teachings; his domination of evil spirits; his transfiguration on a 

mountain top; his teachings on compassion and love; his 

healings of the sick; his glorious entry into Jerusalem.  These 

are the stories that are easier to tell because Jesus, our Lord and 

Savior, has power in these parts of the story.  Jesus is more like 

the King of kings in the stories about his life as a traveling 

teacher, healer, man of confrontation against the powerful and 

the privileged. The story of Jesus’ life, however, has a very 

difficult ending and that is the one before us on this day – Christ 

the King Sunday. 

 

Jesus died violently at the hands of the state between two 

criminals.  Jesus’ death was a public execution that took hours 

to bring to completion.  Jesus suffered. He was humiliated. He 

died a convict between convicts with hardly a soul left to 

support him.  Jesus’ end as a human being on this earth and 

among his fellow Jews and the on-looking citizens of the Roman 

Empire was an end fit for a world-class loser.  Jesus, jokingly 

named “King of the Jews” by the scoffing soldiers and 

spectators, died in a manner that indicated his powerlessness.  

He was a failure.  He was a loser.  He was a reject.  It is the 

hardest part of the story to tell, but it must be told again and 

again and again because we need to reminded of something 

crucial about God and about human nature. 

~~~~~~~~ 

The last words of the world-class loser, Jesus, can teach us about 

the importance of character – the importance of developing a 
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deep sense of who we are at our core such that even in the midst 

of defeat and humiliation and death our hearts and minds 

continue to engage the world and our adversaries as beloved 

children of God – never returning evil for evil.  Jesus, that loser, 

speaks of forgiveness and hope even as he hangs on the cross – 

Father, forgive them; they don’t know what they’re doing.  And 

to the criminal –Today you will join me in paradise. 

~~~~~~~~ 

An interlude of practical wisdom... 

It is a challenge, I think, to be gracious in victory because it is 

easy to be so caught up in celebration that you forget those who 

have lost and the pain they are experiencing.  It is a challenge to 

be gracious as the one who comes out on top of a struggle, but it 

is even more challenging to be gracious in defeat.  To lose and 

not become bitter but rather extend a hand of congratulations 

and support – in sport, business, politics, life – is a sign of real 

depth of character. 

 

It was touching to see the note George H.W. Bush left for Bill 

Clinton in the Oval Office.  After being sworn into the 

presidency, President Clinton walked into the Oval office and on 

his chair was a note written by outgoing President Bush – the 

one who had lost the tough and often bitter election.  In the 

midst of that pain and what probably felt like humiliation, 

President Bush wrote this:  

January 20, 1993  

Dear Bill,  

When I walked into this office just now I felt the same sense 

of wonder and respect that I felt four 

years ago. I know you will feel that too. 
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I wish you great happiness here. I never felt the loneliness 

some Presidents have described.  

There will be very tough times, made even more difficult by 

criticism you may not think is fair. I’m not a very good one 

to give advice; but just don’t let the critics discourage you 

or push you off course.  

You will be our President when you read this note. I wish 

you well. I wish your family well.  

Your success now is our country’s success. I am rooting 

hard for you.  

Good luck,   

George 

The graciousness of that note is a fine example, I think, of depth 

of character that shines forth in defeat.  It is an example of how 

to act in the midst of disappointment.   

~~~~~~~~ 

There was an article that came out in the USA Today paper prior 

to the election about how to deal with the election results if your 

candidate lost.  It was helpful.  There were 12 suggestions 

ranging from “Feel free to scream,” to “Take action to support 

an issue important to you,” to “Manage your exposure to media 

and people who keep talking about the election,” to “Be 

Thankful – feed your brain with positive information.”  All of 

this, I think, is good advice and there was more, but the final 

item on the list is relevant here.  The author’s final suggestion is 

“Model Good Behavior.”  She writes – “This is a great 

opportunity to show children how to deal with disappointment.”  

Quoting psychologist Mary Alvord she wrote – “We can teach 

kids to be a gracious loser” (from USA Today, by Laura 
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Petrecca).    

End of interlude... 

~~~~~~~ 

Losing and pain and suffering and disappointment and 

humiliation can bring out the worst in human behavior, but such 

circumstances can also show forth the best in us.  As Christians 

we understand that nothing can separate us from the love of God 

and that nothing can diminish the deepest truth about us – 

namely, we are beloved children of God.  Difficult situations, 

then, become for any of us opportunities to bring light into 

darkness, grace into pain, joy into sorrow. 

 

Losing graciously shows good character.  Now this is a rather 

small point to be made about the death of Jesus – I know Jesus’ 

crucifixion is far more than a lesson on how to accept defeat.  

He was, after all, suffering and dying at the hands of soldiers 

enacting unjust laws in efforts to silence a critic who might lead 

other people in the occupied territories to rise up and out of an 

allegiance to another deity besides the Emperor of Rome.   

 

I understand the political and social weight of Jesus’ death; so, I 

am not intending to lessen that weight by speaking now of the 

example he gives us in how to handle less important defeats.  I 

do, however, see a consistency with Jesus that is instructive to 

us as we face smaller defeats and put downs in our ordinary 

lives.  Jesus shows us that it is possible as human beings to rise 

above whatever pain or injustice or suffering comes our way.  

This is a positive note to make as we examine the difficult story 

of Jesus’ death. 

~~~~~~~~ 
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There is also, however, in this story a deeply disturbing 

revelation about human nature.  We are capable of some very 

ugly behavior.  We are capable of collective evil that turns a 

blind eye to injustice.  We are capable of being so tribal that we 

see anyone or anything that threatens our established comforts 

and norms as expendable.  We are capable of racism, sexism, 

homophobia, xenophobia... we are capable of evil by omission 

or commission.  

 

The crowds, the soldiers, the Roman leadership, the religious 

leadership saw Jesus as a threat to the status quo and therefore 

one who needed to be eliminated.  Out of fear we, as human 

beings, can act in dramatically violent and selfish ways.  We are 

capable of great beauty and acts of self-giving, but we must 

remain vigilant in our awareness that we are also capable of 

great evils and of a blindness to goodness in our midst. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Eric Fair wrote about his wartime experiences in Consequence. 

He admits that he engaged in torture at Fallujah and Abu Ghraib 

and says he believed that he had the support of the American 

people.  Fair comes from a “long line of Presbyterians who 

valued their faith and marched off to war.”  He says more 

public discussion is needed about what it means to have an 

army.  His own experience has reshaped his understanding of 

human nature.  We do bad things, he says, not because it is the 

nature of warfare, but because it is the nature of human 

beings(Church Times, September 9, 2016, as quoted in Christian 

Century, October 26, 2016, p. 9). 

~~~~~~~~ 

The death of Jesus is a reminder of how far we will go in the 
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direction of evil if we do not pay close attention to the inner 

workings of our minds and hearts and seek to open ourselves to 

the transforming power of love at work in the world.  The 

criminal at Jesus’ side who asked to be remembered by Jesus in 

his kingdom had clear eyes about his own nature – he said he 

deserved what was happening to him – but he also had a vision, 

a glimpse, into the power of God at work in Jesus.   

 

God’s nature is revealed in the story of Jesus’ death.  Jesus 

knew deep down within him that God would never let him go.  

God’s care, grace, love cannot finally be buried.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Fred Craddock told this story –  

A young woman said to me, during her freshman year of college, 

“I was a failure in my classes; I wasn’t having any dates; and I 

didn’t have as much money as the other students.  I was so 

lonely and depressed and homesick and not succeeding.  One 

Sunday afternoon,” she said, “I went to the river near the 

campus.  I had climbed up on the rail and was looking into the 

dark water below.  For some reason or another I thought of the 

line, ‘Cast your cares upon him for he cares for you.’” She said, 

“I stepped back, and here I am.” 

 Craddock replied, “Where did you learn that line?” 

 She said, “I don’t know.” 

 He said, “Do you go to church?” 

 She said, “No...Well, when I visited my grandmother in the 

summers we went to Sunday school and church.”  

 Craddock said, “Ah...” (From Craddock Stories, edited by 

Mike Graves and Richard F. Ward, page 33).  

~~~~~~~~ 
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As the residents of the Kingdom of Christ, our call in large and 

small ways is to give voice to the passion and love Christ has for 

all God’s beloved children.  We are called to make space for the 

better angels of our human nature and to trust that God will take 

our open hearts and minds and bring to fruition the kingdom of 

God on earth as it is in heaven.   

     

May it be so. Amen. 


