THE THIEF ON THE CROSS
By Brett Hickey

Some Bible students insist one must choose between 1)
following the example of the thief on the cross in being
saved without baptism, or, 2) obeying the Scriptures that
teach forgiveness is obtained by the baptism of penitent
believers. This false dilemma rests on two faulty
assumptions: 1) that the thief on the cross was never
baptized, and, 2) that men and women today are offered
the same teaching on salvation that Jesus presented to
the thief.

Neither Jesus nor the thief said the thief had not been
baptized. The assumption the thief was not baptized fails
to account for the large number of Jews baptized during
the ministry of Jesus and John. Another factor may be the
greater emphasis on baptism in the name of Jesus after
the cross. Although John’s preaching was overshadowed
by Jesus’ ministry, John had considerable influence on the
Jewish people. In fact, Jesus said there was no greater
prophet (Luke 7:28). This is quite a commendation
considering the work of Moses, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah
and Daniel.

Aware of John’s mission as a forerunner to Christ, many
people lose sight of how widely and how well John’s
teaching was received. Matthew 3:5-6, “Then Jerusalem,
all Judea, and all the region around the Jordan went out to
him [John] and were baptized by him in the Jordan,
confessing their sins.” Matthew used hyperbole here; not
everyone was baptized by John (Luke 7:29-30).

Nevertheless, McGarvey suggests Matthew’s description
accounted for a million Jewish baptisms. Add the larger
number of Jews baptized by Jesus’ disciples (John 4:1-3)
and there is little merit in concluding the thief was never
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baptized. The thief’s recognition that Jesus was on the
verge of establishing His kingdom (Luke 23:42) despite
Jesus’ then-present humiliating circumstances is evidence
the thief had previously heard the preaching of John,
Jesus, or both.

Another serious oversight by those who deny the
Scriptures teach baptism for the forgiveness of sins is the
anachronistic conclusion that the thief was under the
same covenant as sinners today. The thief was forgiven by
Jesus under the Mosaic covenant, not the new covenant;
the thief lived under the Law of Moses, not the law of
Christ. The thief lived during a time when God’s people
were obligated to be circumcised, keep the Sabbath, offer
animal sacrifices, and maintain Jewish dietary restrictions
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to demonstrate faith and obedience to God. We live on this side of
the cross.

The Holy Spirit pinpoints in Hebrews 9:15-17 when the transition
from the old covenant to the new covenant took place. The
argument is simple. Jesus is the Mediator of the new covenant and
the testator of the New Testament. Scripture says plainly a
testament does not go into effect until the testator dies. Since Jesus’
conversation with the thief took place before Jesus’ death, the
assurance Jesus offered was under the Old Testament. We cannot be
saved in the Christian era the same way people were saved under
the Law of Moses.

Also, it was impossible for the thief to be baptized in the name of
Jesus Christ; no one could submit to this baptism until after Jesus
issued it following His resurrection (Matthew 28:19). We live under
the New Testament and must obey Jesus’ command to be baptized
(Matthew 28:19; Mark 16:16; John 3:5). It is clear first century
Christians understood this truth (Acts 2:38; 22:16; Romans 6:3-5;

Galatians 3:27; Titus 3:5; 1 Peter 3:20-21).
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