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Holiness, JC Ryle
Chapter 8: Christ’s Greatest Trophy

“One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at 
him: “Aren’t you the Messiah? Save yourself and us!”  
But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear 

God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence?  
We are punished justly, for we are getting what our 

deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 
Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come 

into your kingdom.”  Jesus answered him, “Truly I tell 
you, today you will be with me in paradise.” Luke 

23:39-43. 
There are truths in this well-known passage that no man 
can ever know too well.
I. Christ’s power and willingness to save sinners. 
1. He was a wicked man - a thief, if not a murderer
“And as he had lived wicked, so he seemed determined to 
die wicked - for at first, when he was crucified, he railed 
on our Lord.” p.190 
2. He was a dying man.
“If ever there was a soul hovering on the brink of hell, it 
was the soul of this thief! If ever there was a case that 
seemed lost, gone, and past recovery, it was his.” p.190 
Yet there was a wonderful change:
 ‒ he ceased to blaspheme;
 ‒ he prayed that “his soul might be cared for, his sins 

pardoned, and himself thought of in another world.” 
p.190

Some would have said that he was too wicked, it was too 
late, there was no room for mercy, but the Lord Jesus 
spoke kindly to him - assured him he should be with Him 
that day in paradise - pardoned him completely - cleansed 
him thoroughly from his sins - received him graciously - 
justified him freely - raised him from the gates of hell, 
gave him a title to glory. 
Thus we see:
 ‒ Christ is “able to save to the uttermost them that come 

unto God by Him”? (Heb. 7:25)
 ‒ Christ will receive any poor sinner who comes to Him 

with the prayer of faith, and cast out none?
 ‒ By grace ye may be saved through faith, not of works: 

fear not, only believe?
 ‒ The youngest faith will save a man’s soul, if it only be 

true?
II. If some are saved in the very hour of death, others 
are not 
There were two thieves, and we have no right whatever to 
say one was worse than the other.  Both:
 ‒ were wicked
 ‒ were receiving the due reward of their deeds
 ‒ hung by the side of our Lord Jesus Christ
 ‒ heard Him pray for His murderers
 ‒ saw Him suffer patiently. 
But:
 ‒ while one repented, the other remained hardened
 ‒ while one began to pray, the other went on railing

 ‒ while one was converted in his last hours, the other 
died a bad man, as he had lived

 ‒ while one was taken to paradise, the other went to his 
own place - the place of the devil and his angels. 

There is warning, as well as comfort in these verses.  They 
warn us:
 ‒ two men may have the same opportunities … be 

placed in the same position, see the same things, and 
hear the same things - and yet only one of the two 
shall repent, believe and be saved. 

 ‒ that repentance and faith are the gifts of God and are 
not in a man’s own power; and that if anyone flatters 
himself he can repent at his own time, choose his own 
season, seek the Lord when he pleases, and, like the 
penitent thief, be saved at the very last - he may find at 
length he is greatly deceived. 

I see many allowing that they ought to repent, but always 
putting off their own repentance. And I believe one grand 
reason is, that most men suppose they can turn to God just 
when they like! 
III. The Spirit always leads saved souls in one way
The steps by which the Lord leads souls to heaven are 
always the same. 
1. See how strong this man’s faith was
He called Jesus “Lord.” “He declared his belief that He 
would have a ‘kingdom.’ He believed that He was able to 
give him eternal life and glory, and in this belief prayed to 
Him. He maintained His innocence of all the charges 
brought against Him. “… this man,” said he, ‘has done 
nothing wrong.’” p.198 
And he exercised this faith when circumstances were 
against him: 
 ‒ the whole nation had denied Christ, shouting, ‘Crucify 

Him! Crucify Him!’ and ‘We have no king but 
Caesar,’

 ‒ the chief priests and Pharisees had condemned and 
found Him “guilty of death,”

 ‒ His own disciples had forsaken Him and fled
 ‒ Jesus was “hanging, faint, bleeding, and dying on the 

cross, numbered with transgressors, and accounted 
accursed” p.198

 ‒ he had seen none of the miracles of Jesus, or heard his 
teaching as the disciples had

2. See what a right sense of sin the thief had
“He acknowledges his own ungodliness, and the justice of 
his punishment. He makes no attempt to justify himself, or 
excuse his wickedness. He speaks like a man humbled and 
self-abased by the remembrance of past iniquities. This is 
what all God’s children feel.” p.199
(c) See what brotherly love the thief showed to his 
companion. 
“He tried to stop his railing and blaspheming, and bring 
him to a better mind. … There is no surer mark of grace 
than this! Grace shakes a man out of his selfishness, and 
makes him feel for the souls of others.” p.200
We must be careful in the assessment we make of 
deathbed conversions:
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 ‒ “It is very fearful to observe how little satisfies some 
persons, and how easily they can persuade themselves 
that their friends have gone to heaven.” p.201
 ‒ he made such a beautiful prayer one day
 ‒ he was so sorry for his old ways and intended to 

live so differently if he got better
 ‒ he liked people to read to him, and pray with him
 ‒ “Christ may never have been named - the way of 

salvation may never have been in the least 
mentioned. But it matters not; there was a little 
talk of religion - and so they are content!” p.201

“as a general rule, nothing is so unsatisfactory as deathbed 
evidences.”  Too often:
 ‒ they are the result of fear
 ‒ they are things said by rote; caught from the lips of 

ministers and anxious friends.
The clear proof of this is the way that the majority of 
people who makes such promises of amendment, and 
subsequently recover, go back to sin and the world. 
“Until I see conversion, and faith in Christ, I cannot and 
dare not feel satisfied. Others may feel satisfied if they 
please, and after their friend’s death say they hope he is 
gone to heaven. For my part, I would rather hold my 
tongue and say nothing. I would be content with the least 
measure of repentance and faith in a dying man, even 
though it be no bigger than a grain of mustard seed. But to 
be content with anything less than repentance and faith, 
seems to me next door to infidelity.” p.202
IV. When believers in Christ die - they are with the 
Lord
Paradise means a blessed rest from labour, sorrow, pain, 
and sin.
There are many details we do not understand, ““They are 
with Christ,” and when I see that, I see enough.” p.204
“If the sheep are with the Shepherd - if the members are 
with the Head - if the children of Christ’s family are with 
Him who loved them and carried them all the days of their 
pilgrimage on earth, all must be well, all must be right.” 
p.204
“It may be you do not think much about your soul … yet 
perhaps you hope to go to paradise when you die. … 
Paradise is a place where Christ is. Then can it be a place 
that you would enjoy?” pp.204-5
“It may be you are a believer, and yet tremble at the 
thought of the grave. … Fear not ... You are going to 
paradise, and Christ will be there.” p.205
V. The eternal portion of every man’s soul is close to 
him
Our Lord said “today you shall be with me in paradise” - 
“this very day in which thou art hanging on the cross.” 
p.205
“There is but a step, we may say, between ourselves and 
either paradise or hell.” p.205 
“There is no change after death”.  “As we die - so we shall 
receive our portion after death; as the tree falls - so it must 
lie.” 

 ‒ the unconverted die out of Christ, and open their eyes 
“at once in in hell, and in torment.” 

 ‒ true Christians, open their eyes “on a glorious rest, 
such as my tongue cannot describe.” p.207 

Conclusion
1. Are you a humble-hearted and contrite sinner? 
“See what the penitent thief did, and do likewise. See how 
he prayed; … see what an answer of peace he obtained.” 
p.208 
2. Are you proud and presumptuous? 
“See how the impenitent thief died as he had lived - and 
beware lest you come to a like end.” p.208
3. Are you a professing Christian?
“See that you know something of true repentance and 
saving faith, of real humility and fervent charity. Brother 
or sister, do not be satisfied with the world’s standard of 
Christianity.” p.208
4. Are you mourning departed believers?
“See how your beloved ones are in the best of hands. … 
They are with Jesus, whom their souls loved on earth.” 
pp.208-9
5. Are you an aged servant of Christ? 
“See … how near you are to home. … A few more days of 
labour and sorrow, and the King of kings shall send for 
you, and in a moment your warfare shall be at end, and all 
shall be peace.” p.209 


