
THE GAMBLERS
When You Are Focused on the Wrong Win

The Blacklist Series (Part 7)
Luke 23:32-49; John 19:23-24

I

It was a grisly task, but one which the soldiers had come to know well. The 
biblical texts don’t provide this level of detail but, in my imagination, I picture 
one of the soldiers – I’ll call him Festus – shoving the prisoner down to his 
knees, as the howls and taunts of bystanders grew louder.  His brother-in-arms, 
Hector, then joined him in kicking the condemned man till he splayed out across 
the wooden frame.  Grunting as he knelt to lash the prisoner’s limbs to the wood, 
Claudio then pinned the man’s hand with his own hand to keep it in place. Now it 
was Julius’ turn.  With practiced eye, the big man set the tip of the iron spike on 
the soft place between the bones of the prisoner’s wrist, then brought his mallet 
crashing down.  First the right arm, then the left, then the feet of the 
condemned man were pinioned like an insect on display.  At last, the cross was 
hoisted up and thudded into its socket in the ground. Three crosses now stood 
against the darkening sky.  

Although none of them confessed the fact until much, much later, each of the 
soldiers had been oddly affected by the third prisoner. Festus and Hector thought 
it strange that the prisoner hadn’t cursed them when their boots slammed into 
his ribs. Although Claudio tried never to look at a prisoner when tying him down, 
his eyes had momentarily played across the face of the Galilean. He was amazed 
to see not the terror or rage native to the condemned, but rather a look he 
would later describe with a word distasteful to Roman soldiers. The word was 
“surrender.”  Even Julius had been stunned that the prisoner had not screamed 
as the spikes plunged through his flesh. 

Each of them silently sensed that there was something different about this one.  
By the end of the day, the Centurion who was the leader of the execution squad 
would exclaim: “Surely he was the Son of God!” (Matthew 27:54).  But for 
now, of this much they were ALL sure: Jesus might be different from ordinary 
people, but he would DIE like all the rest.

And, so, the soldiers sat down to wait it out.  It could take as much as a day for 
someone on a cross to die.  Most expired by asphyxiation, as the strain on their 
muscles caused their chest to collapse.  A strong man could last awhile, but the 
two thieves on the outside didn’t look too burly.  The one in the middle – he had 
the arms and shoulders of a carpenter – but he was already so weakened from 
the savage beatings he’d received that he hadn’t even been able to carry his own 
cross up the hill.  No, none of these men were long for this world.

Which is probably why Claudio said, “Let’s get the game started.”  By “the game” 



he meant, of course, the dividing of the spoils.  From time immemorial, victors 
had considered it their proper right to take the belongings of the vanquished.  
John’s gospel suggests that it took hardly any time at all for the four soldiers to 
divide up most of the prisoners’ stuff.  The only question was who would get the 
Galilean’s robe.  It was an unusually nice garment – “seamless… woven in 
one piece from top to bottom” (John 19:23-24) -- the way the High Priest 
of the Temple’s was.  “Let’s not tear it,” they said to one another. “Let’s 
decide by lot who will get it” (John 19:25). So there the soldiers sat, 
gambling over the garment of God.

II

You know, there are two things about these Gamblers that strike me. The FIRST 
– and forgive me for being blunt -- is their almost suicidal stupidity.  I’m talking 
about their behavior there, in light of WHO this middle prisoner had claimed to 
be.  There’s an old song by the folk-writer, Jim Croce, that counsels even the 
toughest scoundrel against trifling with a particularly formidable man he once 
knew. To paraphrase the chorus: 

You don’t tug superman’s cape 
You don’t spit into the wind
You don’t pull the mask off that old Long Ranger 
and you don’t mess around with Him.” 

Everything that these soldiers did here – from their nailing HIM to the cross, to 
their stealing of HIS clothes, to their mocking of HIS apparent powerlessness, 
saying “If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself” (Luke 23:37) – all 
of this behavior ranks as the most dangerous gamble of all time.  It was a 
gamble that Jesus really isn’t who he said he was – that there would be no 
accountability for the way they treated or trifled with Him. 

And to be ruthlessly honest, I think that some of us bet on the same thing. We’re 
betting that we don’t have to take too seriously that stuff he said about our 
being judged by the harsh words we speak towards others and by our failure to 
act on behalf of the poor and the outcast.  We’re betting that we don’t have to 
worry too deeply about doing good to our enemies or letting him be Lord of our 
finances, our sex life, or our temper.  

Many of us are like those soldiers.  We’re living lives of practical agnosticism, 
predicated on the bet that Jesus might have been a savvy teacher and a good 
role model for kids and quite different from the thieves on either side of him, but 
he wasn’t really God.  Because if he was God, then we wouldn’t mess with his 
things.  We would give him all that we had and are.  We would fall on our knees 
before him in humble adoration, staggered by the wonder that when it was WE 
who deserved punishment for our blasphemy against God and our sedition 
against the one eternal kingdom in this universe, it was HE who chose to take 



our place on the cross.  I tell you, it is stupid to gamble before God.

III

But it’s not just the stunning stupidity of the gamblers that is so convicting.  It’s 
also their staggering short-sightedness. Less than ten feet away from them hung 
the being who had it in his power to robe them in righteousness itself, but all 
they cared about was who would get the coat of cotton. The One who could 
cover them with forgiveness for all their failings and wrap around them the belt 
of his truth… The One who could shoe them with assurance of eternal life and 
clothe them with priceless character – this One would have freely given them 
what they really needed, but instead they were obsessed with snatching from 
one another mere threads that moths or thieves could take away. How many of 
us do this? How many of us think the object of life’s game is to try to win things 
which, when compared to what God offers us, are shown to be mere rags?

Some of you will remember my telling a story that makes this point so well that it 
bears repeating. The story is of a wealthy man who, together with his devoted 
son, shared a passion for collecting art. Priceless works by the likes of Monet, 
Picasso, and Van Gogh, adorned the walls of the family estate. As the father and 
son travelled the art world together, the older man beamed with pride as he 
watched his son’s business mind and artful eye and business mind growing 
sharper and sharper. He’d make such a marvelous heir to his father’s fortune.

As winter approached, however, the young man left to serve his country in a 
Great War.  In time, his father received the catastrophic news that his son (his 
only child) had been killed. The old man fell into utter despair. All the 
masterpieces on his walls only served to remind him that his son had suffered 
and died.

Months passed by and the distraught man was awoken one morning by a 
summons to the door. There he was greeted by a young man in uniform with a 
large package in his hands.  “I was a friend of your son,” he explained. “At the 
time Joshua was hit and killed, he was protecting me with his body. I will never 
forget him, which is why I painted this and want you to have it.” 

With shaking hands, the old man unwrapped the package. As the paper gave 
way, it revealed a portrait of the man’s son. It wasn’t the kind of painting that 
anyone else would probably hang in a museum, but it featured the son’s face in 
striking detail. Overcome with emotion, the man thanked the soldier and ordered 
the portrait hung above the fireplace in the Grand Hall.

The following spring, the old man became ill and passed away.  The art world 
tittered in anticipation that with the collector’s passing, and his only heir dead, 
those paintings would soon be sold at auction. That day arrived and an elite 
crowd of private collectors and museum curators arrived at the estate to bid on 



what were, undoubtedly, some of the world’s most spectacular paintings. 

The auction began with a painting not on any museum’s list.  It was the portrait 
of the wealthy man’s son. “Who will open the bidding with $100?” the auctioneer 
cried.  But the room fell awkwardly silent. Painful moments passed, until 
someone from the back of the room shouted: “Who cares about that painting?  
It’s just a picture of his son. Forget about it! Move on to the masterworks!”  A 
chorus of voices echoed in agreement.

“No, we have to sell this one first,” replied the auctioneer. Finally, an older 
gentleman who’d worked as a caretaker on the family property meekly spoke up. 
“Will you take ten dollars for the painting?  That’s all I have.  But I knew and 
loved the boy, so I’d like to have him.” “I have ten dollars,” cried the auctioneer. 
“Who’ll go higher?”  More silence. “Going once, going twice, gone,” he said as his 
gavel pounded. Murmurs of relief filled the room and someone exclaimed: “Now 
we can get on with the bidding?!”

But the auctioneer calmly announced that the sale was over. “What do you 
mean, it’s over?” shouted one of the men in the front row. “What about all of 
these paintings?  There are millions of dollars-worth of art here! What’s going 
on!”  The auctioneer replied, “It’s simple. According to the will of the father, 
whoever takes the son... inherits it all.”

IV

My friends, it still works that way. Like the soldiers at the foot of the cross or the 
people in that auction room, many people today continue to gamble their lives in 
pursuit of earthly riches and rewards. Countless people spend their time and 
energy trying to win a place on this world’s A-List, failing to understand that their 
stupidity and shortsightedness only earns them a place on the Blacklist. 

But the Son of God came to usher in a better way. Jesus gave his life on THIS 
day, on THAT cross, in the ultimate battle between Good and Evil, so that a 
supreme inheritance could become available to those wise and humble enough 
to seek it. I’m talking about complete forgiveness. Reformed character. A 
wonderful purpose for living. A power for renewed relationships. Victory over 
death. Eternal life. These are the treasures you can count on, as you take Jesus 
into your heart. 

As we come tonight to this Table, remember THIS cross to which it steadfastly 
points.  Remember this Jesus who lay down his life for YOU and for ME. Humbly 
receive Christ tonight as your one Savior and Lord, because“According to the will 
of the Father, whoever takes the Son... inherits it all.”
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