
When the New Comes, the Old Passes 

Luke 23:33-43 

On the church's calendar, this is the last week of the year. It is called Reign of Christ. The day points to the 

culmination of history. On that last day, every knee shall bow. Death will be defeated. God will raise up God's 

people and the whole world will rejoice in the coming of God's reign. 

The gospel reading for the day, Luke 23:33-43, tells of a conversation Jesus had with two convicted criminals as 

all three were hanging on crosses. The conversation is rich in nuance and meaning. The Lord asks that his 

tormentors be forgiven. One of the criminals repents and seeks forgiveness. The other remains unrepentant, 

even recalcitrant. Appropriate to Reign of Christ Sunday, there is an element of gazing toward the future when 

the repentant criminal says, "Jesus, remember me, when you come into your kingdom." He replied, "Truly I tell 

you, today you will be with me in paradise" (vv. 42-43). 

Preceding this observation about life after the cross is a crucial snippet of conversation. The unrepentant 

criminal mocks Jesus. If you are the Messiah, save yourself and us. The second criminal rebukes the first 

saying, "Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation (as Jesus and I)? And we 

indeed have been condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done 

nothing wrong" (vv. 39-41). 

Notice the implication of what is said here. All three men, Jesus and the criminals, are sentenced to death. That 

reality of this world extends to all of us. Every person lives under this same condemnation. Notwithstanding the 

promise of resurrection and heaven, we are all going to physically die. On Reign of Christ Sunday, we 

acknowledge that the time has come for this church year to end, and the time will come when the life of each of 

us will end. 

 The days of our lives flit by. Months pass quickly. The years fuse together. We die. Time swallows us. 

The comedian, Mel Brooks put it well. "One day when I was about 21 years old," he said, "I stopped for coffee 

and a bagel on the way to work. I got to talking with friends and when I came out of the bagel shop, I was 65 

years old. I don't know where my life went." Mr. Brooks was, of course, just being funny. He knows where his 

life went. Time sweeps everyone away. 

Sherwin Nuland, in his best-selling book, How We Die, writes from his perspective as a physician when he 

contends our attempts to find a Fountain of Youth will always be futile because the human body is not designed 

for endless use. Therefore, physical life will always be limited. Even if we created a perfect environment and 

cured or eliminated every disease, science will never move the average life expectancy much beyond 110 years. 

To put that in a different way, the human body compares to a Buick. With good care and maintenance, we can 

get a lot of miles out that car. There is, however, a limit. 

Nuland goes on to assert that rather than a curse, the inevitability of death is a blessing. "Far from 

irreplaceable," he writes, "we should be replaced. Fantasies of staying the hand of mortality are incompatible 

with the best interest of our species and the continuity of humankind's progress. More directly, they are 

incompatible with the best interests of our very own children." 

The poet, Lord Alfred Tennyson concurs with the man of science. The inevitability of death offers great benefit 

to our species, to our society, and to our family. Tennyson writes, "Old men must die; or the world would grow 

moldy, would only breed the past again." 

The poet and the physician agree that death is inevitable but insist this is a good thing. Our first reaction may 

well be emotional. "Oh, yeah? What do you guys know? Death is not a great idea. The pain is too great. 

Tennyson may think 'Old men must die,' but when the old man to whom he refers is my old man it feels like the 

full swing of a baseball bat landing between the shoulders. How is that beneficial? Even more to the point, it is 



one thing for scientists and poets to wax eloquently in the abstract about the inevitability of death but quite 

another when Time stands outside my door waiting to swallow me." 

Unfortunately, railing against the inevitability of death is neither effective nor helpful. It is not effective, in that 

endless complaining does not change reality. Time continues to march on. No matter how much we may argue 

against it, death will still come one to a customer. Additionally, it is not helpful, in that our constant 

complaining only intensifies our anxiety about death. Resistance only postpones our coming to terms with the 

reality. We may not appreciate what Tennyson said, but he was right. If the next generation did not replace the 

last, "the world would grow moldy and would only breed the past again." 

When the new comes, the old passes. On this last Sunday of the ecclesiastical year, we are reminded not only of 

how true this is, but we are reminded of how necessary and beneficial it is. 

As people of faith, we begin with the fundamental assumption that God is good. The scripture assures us that 

when God created the world, God stopped at the end of each day and declared, "It is good." God created a world 

in which death is an inevitable part of life. Every one of us and every one of the people we love has a limited 

earthly existence. With Nuland, the physician and Tennyson, the poet our faith concurs: The changing of 

generations and the inevitability of death are good. 

Quickly, we must add that a Christian perspective is not fatalistic. It is not that we believe a person is born, 

grows up, grows old, dies, is replaced by an incoming generation and there is no more. Our faith does not teach: 

first life, followed by death, and then annihilation. Instead, our faith teaches us: first life, then death, and then 

resurrection. 

The conversation Jesus had with the crucified criminals tells the truth well. We are all "under the same sentence 

of condemnation" (v. 40b). This earthly life will end for each of us. Yet, by faith, we can abide confidently in 

the promise of Christ, "Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise" (v. 43). 

This week the present church year ends with The Reign of Christ Sunday. Next week, a new year begins with 

Advent. 

The new comes even as the old passes. It can be a hard truth, but it is good. We offer thanks for the goodness of 

God, Amen and Amen. 


