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While a little less commonly seen than in the past, as you drive along interstate highways and other 

heavily traveled roads like I-79 or US 19 through W PA, WV and other parts of Appalachia, you're still 

likely to see three crosses, usually on a hillside, reminiscent of the crosses of Calvary   

 Coffindaffer Crosses 

  Marine veteran; lay pastor of a church in WV 

  Set up as a reminder of the crucifixion, forgiveness of sins, Christ's return 

  Over 1800 of these were set up in 29 states, DC, Zambia, Philippines 

  352 in WV alone 

             $3 million spent on the project 

  Last set was erected in 1993 and Mr. Coffindaffer died just a month later 

  Today, “Crosses across America” carries on the tradition 

 The crosses are there to speak to everyone who passes by 

  The cross of Christ is at the center with others on the right and left, reminding us that 

                            we, like those hung on the two crosses, have decisions to make about the one at the\         

                                center 

 

If you were to visit Jerusalem today you would find two locations that make claim to being the location 

of Calvary, where Jesus was crucified     



 
 The older tradition is the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, built over the one site 

  Very ornately decorated – administered by the Greek Orthodox Church 

  Steps lead up to the top of what is said to be the hill of Calvary where crosses are posted 

    
Nearby is a sepulcher believed by many to be the burial site of Jesus  

  Roman Emperor Constantine's mother had the church built on the site in 330 AD, so it  

                             is the longest standing traditional location 

 



 
Then, about 15 centuries later a German scholar named Otto Theni us proposed this alternate site as the 

possible location of Calvary 

 In 1882 British Major-General Charles Gordon looked upon the site and inspired by a dream, 

                began to advocate for this being the genuine site of Calvary; now known as Gordon’s Calvary 

 Like the other site, it meets the biblical criteria of being outside the city walls at that time and 

                 accompanied by the tomb nearby 

 Calvary was also known as Golgotha or The Place of the Skull 



 It's a more natural setting, but with a lot less tradition to back it up, so it's up to the pilgrim to 

                 decide for him/herself if one or the other is genuine 

 Catholics, Orthodox and Coptic Christians favor the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, while 

                  Protestants mostly gravitate to the other settings 

 

As the roadside crosses remind us, there were three crosses 

 On either side of Jesus, the one who was and is sinless and holy, were two criminals 

  Two men who had no time for religion, no time for humanitarian concern for others, 

   no time for building a better world, no time for anything but themselves 

 They had plundered and robbed others their entire adult life 

  They were criminals, and in every sense, sinful – a scourge on society 

 Whether they or anyone else might be deserving of the cruel fate of crucifixion can be debated, 

                  but they were, in fact, guilty as charged 

 

Two criminals, one on either side of Jesus – consider how they interact with the Lord in this fateful 

hour 

 All four gospels mention these on the crosses next to Jesus, so they are important to us 

 One challenges Jesus to save all three of them if he is, in fact, the Christ 

 The other silences the first; recognizing that they are guilty, while Jesus is falsely accused 

 It is emblematic of how people respond to the Cross today 

  Some mock the Cross; some abuse it as in some infamous works of art  

   Some wear a cross and yet live a life that is anything but redeemed by Christ 

  Others fall on their knees before this greatest of all symbols of God's love 

 Who, but Christ, could take something so grotesque as a cross, an implement of suffering, 

                  humiliation and death and turn it into a symbol of forgiveness, redemption and eternal love? 

 

The defiant thief is filled with bitterness and mockery 



 “Are you not the Christ?  Save yourself and us!” 

 He doesn't believe Jesus is anyone special, just another criminal receiving Roman justice  

 There is no repentance for past deeds, for lives effected by his actions – no remorse 

 In this man's opinion, the world is out to get him; things are stacked against him 

  He feels justified in the self-serving life he's led 

  His only regret is being caught, sentenced and now being put to death 

  He has no comprehension of what it means to forgive or be forgiven 

  He can't see beyond his own miserable self 

 Because of that intransigence, he can't be forgiven 

  To be forgiven one needs to acknowledge their sin, confess it, repent of it and then 

                               forgiveness is given without reservation; not in part, but in whole – gone for good 

 But that is something this man never experienced despite the unique opportunity available to 

                    him in the waning moments of his life 

 

On the other side of Jesus, we have the penitent thief 

 He was just as miserable a blight on society as the first, but this man comes to acknowledge his 

                 sin and guilt and asks Jesus to be forgiven by him 

 He has nothing whatsoever to offer to Jesus 

  Too late to make amends for his misdeeds; he can't repay his victims 

  Too late to do anything good in the way of helping others in days ahead – he has none 

  Too late to share a word of testimony of how his life was changed by Jesus 

 Yet Jesus offers complete forgiveness and promises him that on that very day they would be 

                   together in Paradise 

  There is no way this man deserved that gift of assurance; he never earned it 

  It was freely and graciously given by Jesus 

  It could be stated that this was, in fact, the first one saved by the crucified Christ 

 His salvation was simple - “Jesus, remember me when you come into your Kingdom” 

  He opened what was left of his life to Jesus and Jesus did the rest 

 

As I was preparing this message, I learned something I hadn't realized before 

 At first this man, the repentant thief, also reviled Jesus  

 Matthew 27:41-44  In the same way the chief priests, the teachers of the law 

and the elders mocked him. 42 “He saved others,” they said, “but he can’t save 
himself! He’s the king of Israel! Let him come down now from the cross, and we 

will believe in him. 43 He trusts in God. Let God rescue him now if he wants him, 
for he said, ‘I am the Son of God.’” 44 In the same way the rebels who were 

crucified with him also heaped insults on him. 
 

For whatever reason, this man, in contrast to the other, has a radical change of heart and repents 

 In some ways, this repentant thief outdoes the disciples! 

      For 3 years Jesus instructed them and still they had their doubts 

      To them, the crucifixion was the end – it was over; it would be back to Galilee and fishing 

      This thief, on the other hand, appeals to Jesus in the last moments of his life and believes and 

                        in doing so has a new start – an assurance of salvation he'd never known before 

      He must of heard Jesus' words somewhere along the way, but didn't get it until now 

      A robber understands Jesus better than his friends and followers, despite all they had heard 

                        and witnessed while this encounter was minutes or hours at most 

      Was his appeal out of desperation?  Maybe, but it doesn't matter – it was genuine 



 

Two criminals on two crosses next to Jesus 

 One mocks Jesus; the other appeals to him 

 One remains self-centered; the other is repentant and yielding 

 One remains in sin and hopelessness; the other experiences assurance and redeeming love 

 

The three crosses on the highway remind us of those contrasts and call us to examine ourselves 

 How bad were these two – pretty bad; they exploited others, caused misery and suffering, cared 

                about no one or anything beyond themselves and wound up getting sentenced to death 

 Are you any worse? 

  When we look at these two, no matter what you've done, no matter who you've hurt or 

                            taken advantage of, no matter what laws you've broken or what moral codes you've 

                                  violated, this story is for you 

 

All of us, like the thieves on the crosses, find ourselves separated from God through sin and 

disobedience – our sins may differ one from another, but we all have them and all stand in need of 

forgiveness 

 “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” Romans 3:23 

 “The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord”  

                     Romans 6:23 

  The thief was paying the wages of his sin – death, but Jesus provided eternal life 

 

That was possible because of the fact Jesus was on that other cross 

 “God demonstrates His love for us in this:  while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” 

  Romans 5:8     

 



 The Cross bridges the gap between our sinfulness and God's perfection – it's the only way 

                   across – not piety, not good works, not philanthropy, not even worship, but faith in Christ 

                      alone 

 

The repentant thief learned even before it was written in the gospel of John, “To all who did receive 

Him, to those who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God.”  John 1:12 

 

We can scoff, or we can believe; we can accept or we can reject;   we be assured of eternal life, or 

destined to remain in darkness 

 We can be like the thief on the right, or the one on the left 

 Which we are makes all the difference. 


