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CRUCIFIXION AND THE VIOLENCE OF THE CROSS
“Many are wowed by his miracles;
few are wooed by his cross.”1
— INTRODUCTION —
There is no doubt that the cross of Jesus occupies the central position in the message
of the New Testament. Peter’s first sermon could not have been clearer:
Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you
by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you
yourselves know. This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and
foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing
him to the cross. But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of
death … God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.”2
Before any letters were written, before any theology was put forth, the centerpiece
of the first Christian sermon was not simply the death of Jesus. It was the crucifixion of
Jesus. When Jesus died everyone involved was either demoralized by its hideous finality,3 or
hopeful4 that its offensive reality would quickly kill his movement.5 And with this ugly event
just 50 days in the past6 it is clear that the cross didn’t accidentally find its way into Peter’s
message. It was carefully placed there. The Christian movement began with the violent
death of Jesus at center stage, “by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge,”7 and the biblical
writers made no attempt to soften, cover, or conceal what they understood to be the very
definition of their faith.
This is even more significant when we consider just how bizarre it was for the cross
to become a symbol for any emerging religious movement. It was, after all, the means of
capital punishment in the ancient world — the equivalent of the electric chair, the guillotine,
or the hangman’s noose. Nevertheless, the apostles confidently spread their message of
the resurrection of a crucified Messiah wherever they traveled. The question was, which
message would overcome the other? Would the violence of the cross offend and spoil the
1

Scot McKnight, The Jesus Creed (Brewster: Paraclete Press, 2004), p. 274. Compare with the words of
Thomas à Kempis, Of The Imitation of Christ (New York: D. Appleton & Company, 1881), p. 87. “Jesus has now
many lovers
of the heavenly kingdom, but few bearers of his cross.”
2
Acts
2:22, 36. See also 4:10; 5:30; 10:39-40; 26:23 [emphasis mine].
3
“The
disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews …” (John 20:19).
4
“The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for evidence against Jesus so that they could
put him to
death …” (Mark 14:55).
5
Martin Hengel, The Atonement: The Origins of the Doctrine in the New Testament (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1981), p. 43. “The Messiah of Israel could never … be the one who according to the words of the
Torah was accursed by God. It was perhaps for this very reason that the leaders of the people and their clientèle
had pressed
for the execution of Jesus by crucifixion. This was the … way to refute his messianic claim.”
6
C. K. Barrett, Editor, The New Testament Background, (San Francisco: Harper Collins Publisher: 1989),
p. 199. “This feast, held seven weeks (fifty days) after Passover, retained its primitive character as a harvest
festival. Passover marked the beginning, Pentecost the end, of the ingathering.” Evertt Ferguson, Backgrounds of
Early Christianity, Third Edition, (Grand Rapids: William B. man’s Publishing Company: 2003), p. 558. “The name
Pentecost (‘the fiftieth day’) was common in Greek sources for the Old Testament Feast of Weeks.”
7
Acts 2:23.
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character of Jesus, or would the amazing life and words of Jesus refocus and repurpose the
violence of the cross? In their preaching, in their writing and in their worship experience the
early Christian leaders chose to keep the ruthlessness of the cross at the forefront. They
never covered it up. This is not always true today.
— THE UNCOMFORTABLE CROSS —
A common Easter tradition is the “flowering of the cross.” In many churches a
rough, wooden cross is erected on Ash Wednesday. Sometimes it is draped with the purple
of Lent and a crown of thorns made of thorny vines. On Good Friday, the cross is draped in
black and then on Easter Sunday the black drape is removed and the cross is covered with
real flowers. And the covering is so complete that the original rough, bare wood can no
longer be seen. The point is to visually highlight the life of the resurrection. It is a beautiful
tradition, although it began six centuries after the death of Jesus.8 In contrast, consider that
the only ceremony that Jesus himself put in place was designed to graphically rehearse and
highlight the violence of the rough, bare cross — “broken body, shed blood”9 — not to cover
its graphic viciousness with enough beauty that it could no longer be seen. Yes, I
understand (and completely accept) resurrection’s answer to death. But the violence of the
cross and the power of the resurrection are partners, not enemies. One does not replace
the other. We live the empowered, resurrected life, but we also live the sacrificial, serving,
crucified life. Some may be uncomfortable with the violence of the cross, but it helps me to
think through a series of statements by John R.W. Stott:10
“Before we can begin to see the cross as something done for us,
we have to see it as something done by us.”
“Why did Jesus Christ die? My first answer was that he did not die; he was killed.
Now, however, I have to balance this answer with its opposite.
He was not killed; he died, giving himself up voluntarily to do his Father's will.”
“As we face the cross, then,
we can say to ourselves both ‘I did it, my sins sent him there’
and ‘he did it, his love took him there.’”
And so, the cross was God’s response to the “circumstances” that the human race
created,11 so that even the murder of his son was repurposed and God’s final goal, salvation
for humanity, was achieved, “not simply in spite of the cross, but through it.”12
8

The flowering cross first began to appear in Christian art in the sixth century. It is based on a legend
that says the cross itself burst into bloom the moment Jesus died. The legend describes how the wood of the
cross came from a tree that sprang from a seed taken from the Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden.
9
Mat. 26:26-29; Mk. 14:22-25; Lk. 22:19-20.
10
John R. W. Stott The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2012). p. 59-62.
11

Leslie Weatherhead proposes this division for God’s Will: (1) his intentional will, (2) his circumstantial
will and (3) his ultimate will. He explains that God’s “intention” was the Garden of Eden. But because of
“circumstances” created by the evil of humanity God began working in spite of our violence and that
“ultimately” God’s purpose cannot be thwarted. The Will of God (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1944), pgs. 6-8.
12
Weatherhead, p. 8.
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There is clearly a connection between feeling uncomfortable with the starkness of
the cross and feeling troubled with the idea of God’s wrath. After all, in scripture they are
connected.13 God’s wrath is his holy reaction to evil. And we cannot dismiss or confuse this
issue with the so-called Old Testament “angry-God” versus New Testament “loving-God”
viewpoint14 because both God's love and God’s wrath are clearly seen in both testaments.
As the Greek scholar R. V. G. Tasker has written:
It is an axiom of the Bible that there is no incompatibility between these two
attributes of the divine nature; and for the most part the great Christian
theologians and preachers of the past have endeavored to be loyal to both sides of
the divine.15
Yet the concept of an angry God continues to raise problems in some Christian minds.
How can an emotion which Jesus equates with murder, and which Paul declares to be one of
the “acts of the sinful nature,” possibly be attributed to the all holy God?16 One explanation
comes from seeing how the biblical writers use the terminology. For example, alongside
general references to God's love Paul will also write that God specifically “loves” us. But
alongside general references to God's anger Paul never writes that God is specifically
“angry” with us. Also, both the verb “to be angry” and the noun for “anger” or “wrath” are
consistently used by Paul “in a curiously impersonal way.”17 He does not use “wrath” or “the
wrath,” to describe God’s personal attitude towards humanity, but to describe a completely
just and fair “cause and effect” process used by a completely just and fair God.18 After all,
how else could our holy, holy, holy God respond to something as unholy as humanity and
still remain holy?19
There has also been a misunderstanding of the anthropomorphic20 language of
scripture, especially with the terms “anger” and “wrath.” When the Bible is straightforward
13

“While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since we have now been justified by his blood, how
much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through him!” (Rom. 5:8-9). “Jesus, who rescues us from the
coming wrath.” (1 Thess. 1:10). “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our
Lord Jesus Christ. He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him.” (1
Thess. 5:9-10).
14
John MacArthur, J., The God Who Loves (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1996), pgs. 43-45. “His wrath is
not inconsistent with his love. Because he so completely loves what is true and right, he must hate all that is false
and wrong. Because he so perfectly loves his children, he seeks what blesses and edifies them, and hates all that
curses and debases them. Therefore, his wrath against sin is actually an expression of his love for his people.”
15
R. V. G. Tasker, Biblical Doctrine of the Wrath of God (London: Tyndale Press, 1951), p. vii.
16
17

Mt. 5:21-26; Gal. 5:20; Eph. 4:31; Col. 3:8.
C. H. Dodd, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans (Lincoln, UK: Fontana Press, 1959), p. 21.

18

Dodd, Romans, p. 23.
Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, trans. John W. Harvey (London: Oxford University Press, 1923), p.
18. “… for them [religious men of the Old Covenant] the Wrath of God, so far from being a diminution of His
Godhead, appears as a natural expression of it, an element of ‘holiness’ itself, and a quite indispensable one.”
20
This literally means “human shaped” from the Greek anqrwpos (human being) and µorfh (shape).
Anthropomorphism ascribes human characteristics to non-human beings, like God.
19
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about the anger of God and some feel awkward, troubled, or embarrassed, even to the
point of avoiding the whole topic, it is because they are incorrectly thinking of God as simply
a larger version of themselves. But God was not created in our image. We were created in
his image. Road rage, temper tantrums, hateful outbursts and irritated blowups describe
human anger, not God’s anger.21 Imagine what our world would look like if God’s anger
were simply a larger, stronger version of our own. The face of our planet would look like the
moon. There would be craters everywhere as God, in a supernatural temper tantrum, threw
meteors at the earth.22 God’s wrath in scripture is never the unpredictable, self-indulgent,
irritable emotion that we regularly see in ourselves. He is never out of control, irrational,
reacting with wounded pride or nursing a bad temper. Instead, his anger is a correct and
necessary response to objective, moral evil.23 There have been those few times, for all of us,
when we had the correct information regarding something truly evil and we experienced
true, righteous indignation. God has the correct information regarding every person and his
indignation is always righteous. His wrath is always judicial, meaning it is the wrath of the
judge administering justice. Our distorted picture of wrath, which has made our view of
substitutionary atonement and the cross of Jesus uncomfortable, has come from ourselves,
not from God. As J. I. Packer has written:
No doubt it is true that the subject of divine wrath has in the past been handled
speculatively, irreverently, even malevolently. No doubt there have been some
who have preached of wrath and damnation with tearless eyes and not pain in
their hearts. No doubt the sight of small sects cheerfully consigning the whole
world, apart from themselves, to hell has disgusted many. Yet if we would know
God, it is vital that we face the truth concerning his wrath, however
unfashionable it may be, and however strong our initial prejudices against it.
Otherwise we shall not understand the gospel of salvation from wrath, nor
the propitiatory achievement of the cross, nor the wonder of the redeeming love
of God.24

21

Hosea 11:9 “I will not carry out my fierce anger, nor will I devastate Ephraim again. For I am God, and
not a man — the Holy One among you.”
22
In Greek Mythology there were temper tantrum gods and goddesses who did display the worst form
of human anger. For example Lyssa was the Greek goddess of raging fury and madness. Her family of origin
was both outrageous and chaotic. She personified mad rage and frenzy. Many of the Greek deities in her life
were filled with vengeance, envy and out-of-control anger. See Justina Gregory, Euripides and the Instruction
of the Athenians (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 19970, pgs. 137-138.
23
As John R. W. Stott has written: “Human anger is usually arbitrary and uninhibited; divine anger is
always principled and controlled. Our anger tends to be a spasmodic outburst, aroused by pique and seeking
revenge; God's is a continuous, settled antagonism, aroused only by evil, and expressed in its condemnation. God is
entirely free from personal animosity or vindictiveness; indeed, he is sustained simultaneously with undiminished
love for the offender.” The Cross of Christ, p. 106.
24
J. I. Packer, Knowing God, (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973), p. 156.
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Feeling theologically uncomfortable with the violence of the cross is also not a new
thought. It is as old as ancient Gnosticism.25 In commenting on the gnostic gospels, Luke
Timothy Johnson notes that, unlike the canonical gospels, the gnostic gospels not only lack
a narrative structure they also lack the passion accounts.26
The death of Jesus is either omitted or touched on only lightly. Their emphasis is
on the revelation of the divine. In the canonical Gospels [by contrast] the
passion accounts play a central and decisive role. The emphasis … is on the
suffering of the Messiah. … In Gnostic Christianity, the enlightenment of the
mind enables the avoidance of suffering.
— THE STORIES OF THE CROSS —
The real story of Jesus is very different from the Gnostic story. It is highly significant
that the canonical Gospels allocate an extraordinary amount of space to telling the story of
Jesus’ death. Matthew gives 8 of his 28 chapters to Jesus final week. Mark gives 6 of his 16
chapters and Luke gives 6 of his 24 chapters. But John’s Gospel is the most dramatic. He
devotes nine of its twenty-one chapters (almost half of his Gospel) to one long weekend,
ranging from Jesus’ last evening with the Twelve (the Passover meal) to his resurrection.
This devotion of sheer space, together with Jesus’ own hints, early forecasts and predictions
of his suffering and death, make it abundantly clear that the cross of Jesus is fundamentally
central to the Christian faith. This is why, more than a century ago, Martin Kähler describes
the Gospels as “passion narratives with extended introductions.”27
Of course, the clearest picture of this cross-centered message comes from Paul.
Whether we read his sermons or his letters, the crucified Lord dominates.28 For example,
Luke reports cross-centered preaching at Thessalonica where Paul spent at least three
weeks “explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead.”29 All of
Paul's letters revolve around the cross, as they bring its meaning and power to bear on the
25

Edwin M. Yamauchi, “The Crucifixion and Docetic Christology,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 46.1
(January 1982):1-20.
26
Luke Timothy Johnson, The Real Jesus: The Misguided Quest of the Historical Jesus and the Truth of
the Traditional Gospels, (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), p. 150-151. See also J. B. Green, “Passion Narrative” in
Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, Edit. Joel B. Green and Scot McKnight (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
1992), pgs. 601-604. John R.W. Stott is even more specific. “The evangelists devote a disproportionate amount
of space of Christ’s last week and death, in comparison to His life and ministry. Two-fifths of the first Gospel, threefifths of the second, one-third of the third, and almost one-half of the fourth, are allotted to an account of the
events between His triumphal entry into Jerusalem and His triumphant ascension into heaven.” See Basic
Christianity (Grand Rapids: William B. man’s Publishing Company: 1958), p. 87.
27
Martin Kähler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic, Biblical Christ, trans. Carl E. Braaten
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), p. 80 n. 11. See also, Ben Witherington, The New Testament Story, Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1965), p. 75 “Some 30 percent of Mark’s narrative is
devoted to the Passion Narrative, while John’s account devotes more than 40 percent to the events of the last
week of Jesus’ life.”
28

James Denny, The Death of Christ (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1902), p. 109; Vincent Taylor, The
Atonement in New Testament Teaching (London: The Epworth Press, 1945), p. 55. Leon Morris, The Cross in
the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1965), pp. 180ff.
29
Acts 17:3.
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lives of those living in the Christian communities he planted throughout Italy, Macedonia,
Greece and Asia Minor. This is especially clear when he describes becoming a disciple of
Jesus, which consistently has the cross, as its central theme. Whether Paul highlights Jesus’
cross,30 his blood,31 his death,32 his crucifixion33 or his resurrection34 he is simply reflecting,
again and again, the terms of discipleship given by Jesus himself:
“If any man would come after me,
35
let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”
Paul also introduces a first and second Adam analogy to describe the indispensable
value of the cross of Jesus.
So it is written: “The first man Adam became a living being”; the last Adam, a
life-giving spirit. The spiritual did not come first, but the natural, and after that
the spiritual. The first man was of the dust of the earth; the second man is of
heaven.36
Notice how Paul begins with “the first man Adam” using a quote from Genesis 2:7, and then
provides his own antithesis, “the last Adam.” Using his own words, Paul carefully crafts an
unmistakable theological contrast with a first/second Adam analogy. But why does he make
Jesus a second Adam? Why not simply start over? Paul’s Christology of the two Adam’s
shows that God’s answer to humanity’s failure was not to simply scrap the previous model
and start over with a new humanity completely independent of the old. He didn’t want to
scrap them, but to save them. So instead, Jesus followed though with Adam’s predicament
all the way to the end (the cross). By suffering the consequence of the first Adam’s failure
and by killing death with his resurrection Jesus became the last Adam and thereby provided
an escape for the Adam line. He became the last Adam by following the course of the first
Adam. He became what Adam was in his fallenness so that Adam (humanity) could become
what Jesus was in his righteousness.37 As James D. G. Dunn writes: 38
In each case therefore the idea is of Jesus sharing the fallenness of sinful man, of
Adam, so that his death might become a means to creating a new man, a new

30

Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:20.

31

Rom. 5:9; Eph. 1:7; 2:3.
Rom. 6:2-4, 7; cf. Rom. 5:6ff.; 8:34; 14:9, 15.

32

33

Rom. 6:6; I Cor. 1:23; 2:2; Gal. 2:20; 3:1; 5:24.
Rom. 6:5; 2 Cor. 4:14; Phil. 2:10.
35
Mt. 16:24; Mk. 8:34.
34

36

1 Cor. 15:45. See also Rom. 5:12-17. For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more
did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many! …For if, by
the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s
abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ!
37

2 Cor. 5:21. “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.”
38
James D.G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry into the Origins of the
Doctrine of the Incarnation (London: SCM Press, 1989), pgs. 112-113.
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humanity. In other words, before he became [the] last Adam Jesus shared
wholly the lot of the first Adam.
— THE WORDS OF CRUCIFIXION —
Two helpful of approaches have been brought to the study of the cross of Jesus. The first is a
contextual study of several atonement related words, particularly the words: lu/tron (to ransom, to
redeem)39 i˚lasth/rion (propitiation, appeasement)40 and katalla¿ssw (reconciliation,
reunion)41. The second approach is the rational ordering of New Testament data into
discussible categories,42 which is once again, a study of words. Many of these categories have
the unavoidable side effect that frequently occurs when classifying: they overlap. But the
substance of most of the categories can be summarized in one term — “substitution.” 43 Leon
Morris describes it well: 44
Redemption is substitutionary, for it means that Christ paid that price that we
could not pay, paid it in our stead … Justification interprets our salvation
judicially and as the New Testament sees it, Christ took our legal liability, took it
in our stead. Reconciliation means the making of people to be at one by the
taking away of the cause of hostility. In this case the cause is sin, and Christ
removed that cause for us. We could not deal with sin. He could and did, and did
39

lu/tron (ransom) is commonly used throughout antiquity and can refer to the money paid to ransom
prisoners of war, to release slaves or to release someone from a bond. It occurs in the New Testament in Mk.
10:45 and Mt. 20:28 where Jesus uses the title “Son of Man” and expounds on the purpose of his work and the
Messianic meaning of his death. See F. Büchsel, “lu/tron” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed.
Gerhard Friedrich, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1971), 4:340-349.
40
According to Ex. 25:17–22, the ark of the covenant was to have a “lid” of pure gold. At both ends,
facing each other and covering their faces, were the cherubim. They covered their faces because on the space
between was where Yahweh met Moses. On that golden lid, Aaron burned incense on the Day of Atonement.
On that atonement plate, the sin offering was brought as near to Yahweh as possible (Lev. 16:14). In the New
Testament this space is called i˚lasth/rion, “propitiation” or “place of satisfaction” (Rom. 3:25) and “mercy seat”
(Heb. 9:5). See J. Herrmann, “i˚lasth/rion” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard
Friedrich, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1971), 3:318-323.
41
In ancient Greek marital records katalla¿ssw is a technical term for the “reconciliation” of married
couples. In the language of the Rabbis it meant “to placate” “to be reconciled” or “appeased” “to be kindly
disposed towards.” In the New Testament only Paul uses the word katalla¿ssw to describe the relationship
between God and man. God reconciles us to Himself (2 Cor. 5:18-20). He is not reconciled to us. Instead, we are
reconciled to God by the death of Jesus (Rom. 5:10). As Jesus was made sin for us, we were made the
righteousness of God in Him (2 Cor. 5:21). On Christ’s behalf God appeals: “Be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).
See F. Büchsel, “katalla¿ssw” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Friedrich, trans.
and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1971), 1:254-255.
42
Substitution, satisfaction, imputation, sacrifice, vicarious suffering, propitiation and redemption are a
few of the words representing the categories of substitution.
43

Fleming Rutledge, The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 2015). pgs. 462-535.
44
Morris, The Cross in the New Testament. p. 405. See also A. M. Hunter, The Work and Words of
Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1956), p. 100.
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it in such a way that it is reckoned to us. Propitiation points us to the removal of
the divine wrath, and Christ has done this by bearing the wrath for us.
In Paul's correspondence, the cross is of tremendous importance. It is clearly the
central message of his own personal life, “I received,” and of his preaching, “I passed on.”45
He presents the cross as the saving message46 that is “of first importance.”47 The crucified
Lord is so important to Paul that we see it reflected again and again in his writings. And his
words are filled with very personal substitution language:48
“While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”49
“He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all.”50
“Christ loved us and gave himself up for us.”51
“Christ redeemed us … by becoming a curse for us.”52
“I have been crucified with Christ … who loved me, and gave himself for me.”53
“Christ died for our sins.”54
“Grace and peace … from the Lord Jesus Christ who gave himself for our sins.”55
“He was delivered over to death for our sins.”56
“He died for us.”57
“We are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died.”58
“God made him who had no sin to be sin for us.”59

45

I Cor. 15:3.
I Cor. 15:2.

46
47

I Cor. 15:3.
Joseph Henry Thayer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, (New York: American Book,
1886), p. 639. uper — “in the place of, instead of, which is more precisely expressed by anti; hence the two prepositions are
interchanged by Irenaeus.” See also G. Abbott-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New Testament, (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1922), p. 457. uper — “For, on behalf of” “instead of.” See also James Hope Moulton and George Milligan,
The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament, (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1914), p. 651. uper — “It is an easy transition to
uper in a substitutionary sense, as when one man writes a letter for another, seeing that he is unable to write it for himself.’”
Charles Cousar, A Theology of the Cross: The Death of Jesus in the Pauline Letters (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1990), p. 56. While acknowledging the difficulty of assigning a precise meaning to the
preposition uper, that sometimes has one sense and sometimes another, nevertheless states that in some
verses uper “clearly denotes ‘in place of,’ a replacement of one party for another … and thus a vicarious death.”
49
Rom. 5:8.
50
Rom. 8:32.
48

51

Eph. 5:2.

52

Gal. 3:13.
Gal. 2:20.

53

54

I Cor. 15:3.
Gal. 1:4.

55

56
57

Rom. 4:25.
I Thess. 5:9-10.

58
59

2 Cor. 5:14.
2 Cor. 5:21.
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In other words, the very one who did not deserve to die, died so that those who do
not deserve to live can live. This the essence of substitutionary atonement, Jesus died as the
substitute for all mankind. As Gerard S. Sloyan has written:
Paul is the earliest witness we have to the effects the early believers thought
Jesus’ death and resurrection could achieve in them. He says … that the
community members in Thessalonica “await God’s Son from heaven, whom God
raised from the dead, Jesus, who delivers us from the wrath to come” (1
Thessalonians 1:10) [emphasis mine].60
In addition to Paul, the substitutionary purpose of Jesus’ death on the cross is
described by an even wider group of biblical writers in a variety of ways:
“But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we
are healed …and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.”61
“Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”62
“The Son of Man came … to give his life as a ransom for many.”63
“Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many.”64
“He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross.”65
“Christ died once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”66
But, beyond the study of atonement related words and phrases, there is the stark,
offensive reality of what crucifixion meant in ancient history. Paul admitted to the
Corinthian Christians that “the message of the cross is foolishness” to many.67 More
specifically, a crucified Lord is a “stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”68
Thus, we will use these two divisions (Jew and Gentile) taken from Paul’s own words in I
Corinthians 1:23 as a paradigm for what crucifixion meant in the first century. But first,
consider a brief history of the practice of crucifixion itself.

60

Gerard S. Sloyan, The Crucifixion of Jesus, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), pgs. 46-47. “For Paul’s
references to Jesus’ death (often, ‘the cross’) or resurrection elsewhere in his correspondence, see I Thessalonians
1:10; 4:14; 5:9-10; Galatians 1:4; 2:20-21; 3:13; 6:12-14; Philippians 2:6-11; I Corinthians 1:13, 18, 23-24; 2:8; 5:7b; 7:23; 8:11,
32; 10:16; 11:26; 15:1-7, 12-17, 20; 2 Corinthians 1:5; 4:10; 5:14, 15, 21; Romans 1:3-4; 3:25-26; 5:6-8; 6:3-4, 9-10; 8:32,
34. This formidable array of citations, if explored, would show that whenever Paul speaks of Jesus’ death or his
rising from the dead he has in mind chiefly its effect in the lives of believers (‘for us’, ‘for all,’ ‘for our sins’).”
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— THE PRACTICE OF CRUCIFIXION —
Like many New Testament words staroV (cross) has a distinctive meaning given by
its use in the New Testament.69 But it must also be said that aspects of its current meaning
have developed since its first century usage, and these newer, cleaner concepts often work
to prevent an understanding of the starkness of the cross. In fact, until the cross of Jesus
had been ecclesiastically redefined and softened by art, literature and music,70 its shameful
reputation led some early Christians to deliberate silence concerning the death of Jesus.71
This evasion brought some educated Christians into Docetism72 during the first and second
centuries.73
The etymology of staroV (cross) begins with the meaning “an upright stake.”74
Thus, it first was used to designate a fence,75 the supports of a foundation,76 or a
fortification of pointed stakes.77 But most often staroV (cross) is used as a form of
execution. Perhaps it was the convenient fence of pointed stakes at the scene of a battle
that provided the first occasion of crucifixion.
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A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research
(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1934), p. 115.
70
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magic sign to ward off evil, then it became at best a weak emblem, at worst a positive fetish.” See The Root of
the Righteous (Camp Hill: Christian Publications, 1955), p. 62.
71
Martin Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the Cross
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), p. 4. The original title for Hengel’s work was first used by the 3rd century
theologian Origen and was, mors turpissima crucis (Latin) “the utterly vile death of the cross.”
72
George Eldon Ladd notes, “The gnostic docetics held to the typical Greek contrast between spirit and
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with the phenomenal world in Christ. Therefore they either denied the incarnation in general terms, or else taught
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human form.” See A Theology of the New Testament, (Grand Rapids: William. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1993), p. 658. Today gnostic docetics might use the term “hologram.”
73
Ibid., pp. 15-21. Hengel concludes that this “intolerable scandal” of the cross “was one of the chief
reasons for the success of the gnostic type of thinking in the church of the second and third centuries AD.” in The
Son of God (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), p. 88.
74
Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 2d ed. revised by William F. Arndt, F.
Wilbur Gingrich, and Frederick W. Danker (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979), p. 764; See also
Johannes Schneider, “staroV” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Friedrich, trans.
and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1971), 7:572.
75
Homer, Odyssey 14. 11, Loeb Classical Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1919); Iliad 24. 453, Loeb
Classical Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1925); See also James H. Moulton and George Milligan, The
Vocabulary of the Greek Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1930),
p. 586.
76

Thucydides 7. 25. 5-8, Loeb Classical Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1923). “staroV” is used for the
“piles” upon which ships were in danger of being “impaled.”
77
Philo, On Husbandry 11, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1931).
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Crucifixion as an execution began among the Persians,78 as is seen by the numerous
references in the writings of the ancient Greek historian Herodotus.79 It also occupied an
important place among the Indian,80 Assyrian,81 Scythian,82 and Taurian peoples.83
Crucifixion was also an important form of execution among the Phoenician,84 Carthaginian,85
Greek,86 and Roman peoples.87 It is probable that the Romans learned crucifixion from the
Carthaginians.88
A detailed picture of crucifixion is difficult to construct. In many cases the victim was
subject to the imagination of the executioners.89 Notice the description by the Roman
Philosopher Seneca:
Yonder I see instruments of torture, not indeed of a single kind, but differently
contrived by different peoples; some hang their victims with head toward the
ground, some impale their private parts, others stretch out their arms on a forkshaped gibbet; I see cords, I see scourges, and for each separate limb and each
joint there is a separate engine of torture!90
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Hans-Ruedi Weber, The Cross, trans. Elke Jessett (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1975), p. 5: Schneider, “staroV,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 7:573.
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Herodotus 1.128; 3.125, 132, 159; 4.43; 6.30; 7.194. Loeb Class. Lib. (London: W. Heinemann, 1921-1924).
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Diodorus of Sicily 2. 18. 2, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1933).
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Ibid. 2. 1. 10.
Ibid. 2. 44. 2.
83
Euripides Iphigenia in Taurica 1430, Loeb Class. Lib. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958).
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J. B. Torrance, “Cross,” in The New Bible Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1962), p. 275.
85
Polybius, The Histories 1.11; 24.6; 79.4; 86.4, 6, Loeb Classical Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1922);
Livy 22.13.9; 28.37.2; 38.48.13, Loeb Classical Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1957); Schneider, “staroV,” in
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 7:573; John J. “Collins, “The Archeology of the Crucifixion,”
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 1 (1939): 154.
86
Diodorus of Sicily 33.15.1ff.; Impalement upon stakes was only one torture out of a catalogue inflicted
by Diegylis, the king of the Thracians. See also Euripides Iphigenia in Taurica 1430; Seneca Epistulae Morales
14.5, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958); E. Brandenburger, “staroV” in The
New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, ed. Colin Brown (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1975), 1:392.
87
Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 17.295, Loeb Classical Library (London: W. Heinemann, 1963).
88
Brandenburger, “staroV,” 1:392; Schneider, “stauros,” in Theological Dictionary of the New
Testament, 7:573; During the First Punic War, Rome was greatly influenced by the customs and practices of the
Carthaginians. See S. A. Cook, F. E. Adcock and M.P. Charlesworth, eds., The Cambridge Ancient History, 12
vols. (Cambridge: The University Press, 1954), vol. 2: The Hellenistic Monarchies and the Rise of Rome, pgs.
696-97; Collins, “Archeology of Crucifixion,” p. 154.
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There is archaeological evidence for upside down crucifixions. See V. Tzaferis, “Jewish Tombs at and
Near Giv at ha-mivtar, Jerusalem.” Israel Exploration Journal 20 (1970): 18-32; N. Haas, “Anthropological
Observations on Skeletal Remains from Giv at ha-mivtar” Israel Exploration Journal 20 (1970): 38-59; and Yigael
Yadin, “Epigraphy and Crucifixion” Israel Exploration Journal 23 (1973): 18-22.
90
Seneca, To Marcia on Consolation 20.3, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1958); The translation by John W. Basore has “instruments of torture” for the Latin “cruces,” the forerunner of
our “cross.”
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Notice also the eyewitness account, by the Jewish historian Josephus, of the sadistic
crucifixion of Jews caught by the Roman general Titus as they attempted to escape the
siege of Jerusalem: 91
When caught, they were driven to resist, and after a conflict it seemed too late
to sue for mercy. They were accordingly scourged and subjected to torture of
every description, before being killed, and then crucified opposite the walls.
Titus indeed commiserated their fate, five hundred or sometimes more being
captured daily … but his main reason for not stopping the crucifixions was the
hope that the spectacle might perhaps induce the Jews to surrender.… The
soldiers, out of rage and hatred amused themselves by nailing their prisoners in
different postures; and so great was their number, that space could not be
found for the crosses nor crosses for the bodies.
Here Josephus makes it clear that the purpose of crucifixion was not always to kill, or
even to kill painfully, since many of the Roman captives were killed “and then crucified.” The
purpose of crucifixion was to display them “opposite the walls.”
Another graphic description is the martyrdom of Pionius of Smyrna, who was
crucified in the Decian persecution.92 It has been preserved for us in the Acta Pionii:93
The condemned men were led by the police officer … to the stake prepared for
them in the arena. At his bidding Pionius willingly stripped off his clothes.… He
then lay down and stretched himself along the stake, and allowed the soldier to
drive in the nails.… They raised the stake into an upright position, and lowered it
into a hole in the ground, adding greatly to the pain in the sufferer's wound.…
Fuel was then brought, heaped round the victims' feet, and set alight.… As the
flames rose around him, with a joyful face he spoke a last “Amen” and adding
the words: “Lord, receive my soul!” he expired.
In 1856 anti-Christian graffiti was discovered when a building was unearthed on
Palatine Hill in ancient Rome.94 The emperor Caligula had purchased the house for the
palace in 37AD. After he died it became a boarding school for the imperial pageboys.
Someone had scratched a cartoon on one of the cement walls with the words: “Alexamenos
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Josephus, The Jewish War 5.449-451, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: University Press, 1957).
In AD 250 an edict issued by Emperor Decius ordered everyone in the Roman Empire to perform a
sacrifice to the Roman gods. The edict stipulated that the sacrifices be performed in the presence of a Roman
magistrate, and that a signed, witnessed certificate be issued. It was the first time that Christians had faced
legislation forcing them to choose between their religious beliefs and death. See Clifford Ando, Imperial Rome
AD 193 to 284: The Critical Century (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, Ltd., 2012), p. 135. “As many have
observed, in part because some Christians declined to comply …the Decian edict is one of the best-documented
events in the history of ancient government.”
92
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C. J. Cadoux, Ancient Smyrna (Oxford: B. Blackwell. 1938). pp. 398-99.
Jack Finegan, Light From the Ancient Past: The Archeological Background of the Hebrew-Christian
Religion (Princeton: University Press, 1946), p. 292. See p. 284 for map of Rome showing the location of
Palatine Hill.
94
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worshipping his god.” 95 The cartoon was a picture of a young man with the head of an ass
hanging on a cross. This graffiti dates to around 150 years after Paul was in Rome, and it
clearly shows how the “word of the cross” was “foolishness” to many.96
Martin Hengel concludes that the relative scarcity of more detailed crucifixion
accounts in early Greek writings was because “no ancient writer wanted to dwell too long on
this cruel procedure.”97 It was not until Roman times that a few detailed descriptions began
to appear.98 The Romans used crucifixion widely both before and after the first Jewish
Revolt.99 Josephus reports the use of mass crucifixions,100 including more than three
thousand in one day. Using both Josephus and the Dead Sea Scrolls, James Charlesworth
concludes that, “we know that from the time of Herod the Great until the destruction of
Jerusalem in 70 C.E., the Romans crucified thousands in Palestine.”101
More than any other culture, Rome seems to have standardized execution102 so that
crucifixions in first century Palestine followed a loosely defined “norm.” According to
Roman practice, first there was a legal conviction.103 After this there was some form of
torture — usually a flogging.104 Then the condemned person carried the crossbeam to the
place of execution. The stake was usually erected previous to the arrival of the condemned
person.105 Then, on the ground, the person was fastened to the crossbeam with outstretched arms. This was done with either ropes or nails.106 Finally, the beam was raised
with the body and fastened to the upright stake. Sometimes the victim was seated on a
small wooden peg,107 not for comfort but to keep the individual alive longer and thus
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John Murray, A Handbook of Rome and the Campagna (London: Edward Stanford, 1908), pgs. 24-25.
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Hengel, Crucifixion, pp. 25, 37-38.
Actually, the gospel accounts of the crucifixion of Jesus are among the most detailed descriptions.
See Herodotus 9.120, for an extra-Biblical description.
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For a synopsis of the Jewish Revolt see Paul Johnson, A History of the Jews (New York: Harper &
Row Publishers, 1987), pgs. 136-143, and Michael Grant, The History of Ancient Israel (New York: History Book
Club, 1984). pgs. 239-243.
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Josephus, The Jewish War 2.306-308; 5.447-451.
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Joe Zias and James H. Charlesworth, “Crucifixion: Archaeology, Jesus and the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in
James H. Charlesworth, Ed., Jesus and the Dead Sea Scrolls (New York: Doubleday, 1992), p. 279; Josephus
Antiquities of the Jews 17.295; 20.102.
102
For a catalogue of crimes punishable by crucifixion, see Hengel, Crucifixion, p. 34.
103
Brandenburger, "staroV," 1:392-93.
104
See Livy, History of Rome 22.13.6-9, part of which reads: “Whereupon he scourged the guide, and to
terrify the others, crucified him ….” See also 28.13.2-3, for a similar text.
105
The expression, “to bear the cross,” described the slaves' punishment; see Brandenburger,
“staroV,” 1:392; and Schneider, “stauros,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 7:573.
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Joseph W. Hewitt mentions the scanty references for the use of nails in “The Use of Nails in the
Crucifixion,” The Harvard Theological Review 25 (January 1932): 42; but see also Hengel, Crucifixion, pp. 31-32.
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Hengel, Crucifixion, p. 25.
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prolong the torture.108 Death usually came slowly and the typical cause was suffocation.
The victim eventually became so weakened as to be unable to lift his chest and breathe.109
There were no footrests in the ancient accounts.110
Since the crucifixion experience included either tying or nailing the victim’s hands in
place he could not use them to ward off bugs that would swarm his body or birds that would
attack his face or pick at his open wounds.111 Nor could he prevent his “bodily wastes from
coming out while hanging naked.”112 This only added to the shame.113 The soldiers offered
Jesus an unusual, mixed wine. Jesus refused it. Any possible pain-killing effect would have
been minimal since the point of crucifixion was to increase and focus the pain, not alleviate
it. Also, it is possible that the drink could have had properties of a dehydrator, which would
have increased Jesus’ suffering.114 Crucifixion was further aggravated by the fact that after a
slow, agonizing death, the victims often were never buried.115
Although crucifixion had various diverse forms and was used by many different
cultures, there was one common element that prevailed. In any period or circumstance, the
common purpose of crucifixion was to “display” the accused. In fact, there is not always a
clear distinction between the person who is crucified alive and the display of the body of
someone executed in a different manner. “In both cases it was a matter of subjecting the
victim to the utmost indignity.”116 Thus, crucifixion was intended, not only as a punishment,
but also as a message of shame. At this point we will discuss what crucifixion meant to first
century Jews and Gentiles.
— CRUCIFIXION IN JEWISH THINKING —
If a man guilty of a capital offense is put to death and his body hung on a tree, you
must not leave his body on the tree overnight. Be sure to bury him that same day,
108

Craig L. Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2009), p. 401.
For a medical analysis of the death of Jesus see W. D. Edwards, W. J. Gabel, and F. E. Hosmer, “On
the Physical Death of Jesus Christ,” Journal of the American Medical Association 255 (1986): 1455-63.
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Schneider, “staroV,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 7:573.
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Craig L. Blomberg, p. 401.
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C. S. Keener, A commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Cambridge: William. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1999), p. 679.
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Even though Jewish law stipulated that if a man was stoned to death he must be allowed to wear a loincloth it
is uncertain whether Roman soldiers honored Jewish sensitivities. When John 19:23 says the soldiers “took his
clothes dividing them into four shares, one for each of them” does this mean they took some or all of his clothes?
The final piece of clothing that the soldiers gambled over, because it “was seamless, woven in one piece
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See Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich and Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, p. 890.
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because anyone who is hung on a tree is under God's curse. You must not
desecrate the land the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance. 117
Stoning was the usual Jewish form of execution.118 But forms of crucifixion were
known in ancient Israel.119 For example, the body of Saul was beheaded by the Philistines
and set up on a stake.120 Joseph predicted that an Egyptian official would be beheaded by
Pharaoh and dishonored by being hung on a stake.121 Darius said that anyone defying a
decree of king Cyrus would have a beam of wood pulled from his house, be lifted up and
impaled on it.122
The Hebrew term for “crucify” ( ִלְצלוֹבtselov) in Talmudic and modern Hebrew123 does
not occur in the Old Testament. However, the term ( ִלְתלוֹתtalah) “hang” does occur124 and
the LXX translates it with the verb stanrow (crucify) in Esther 7:9 and 8:12. Although the
LXX text for Josh. 8:29 avoids using stanrow (crucify) when it describes hanging the king of
Ai on a tree, it adds diduµou (double)125 to describe the tree. Some view this as a reference
to crucifixion.126 But in spite of these questions, the LXX translation of stanrow (crucify) for
( ִלְתלוֹתtalah) demonstrates that the Jews of the dispersion knew of crucifixion.
Israeli archaeologist Yigael Yadin has argued that, in the Hellenistic-Hasmonean
period (167-40BC), crucifixion was practiced among some Jews in cases of high treason.127
The basis of this conclusion is his study of the Qumran Temple Scroll, which refers to Deut.
21:22-23. Yadin's study understands that talah in the Temple Scroll is referring to

117

Deut. 21:22-23. In the Septuagint this became epi ξύλον, “upon a piece of wood” which 1 Peter 2:24
uses instead of Paul’s “staroV.” Another viewpoint: “What we have here is not a reference to crucifixion or
hanging, but to the display of a criminal’s corpse on a tree after he had been put to death by stoning.” Morna D
Hooker, Not Ashamed of the Gospel: New Testament Interpretations of the Death of Christ (Eugene: Wipf &
Stock Publishers, 1994) p. 10.
118
J. D. Douglas, “Stoning,” in The New Bible Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids: William. B.
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crucifixion.128 Neither the Deuteronomy text itself, nor any other Old Testament text
demonstrates that crucifixion was ever held to be a legal form of execution in Jewish law.
Instead, being “hung on a tree” was thought to refer to the hanging up of the corpse of an
executed criminal as a deterrent to crime. This practice was within the bounds of Jewish
law, but had specific limitations. The corpse was not to remain on the tree overnight, or the
land would be defiled.129 Thus, the significance of the Temple Scroll is not whether it
demonstrates that crucifixion was in accordance with the law of Moses, but instead that it
reveals that at least some Palestinian Jews of the first century B. C. were associating Deut.
21:22-23 with crucifixion. One of the crimes that the Temple Scroll specifies as being covered
by Deut. 21:22-23 was treason.130 This might explain the crucifixion of eight hundred
Pharisees by the Sadducee ruler Alexander Jannaeus as punishment for aiding his enemies.131
As far as we know, Jannaeus was the first Jewish ruler to punish other Jews in this way.132
Since crucifixion for the Jews had a religious meaning going back to Deut. 21:22-23, it
is clear why it never became a symbol of Jewish suffering.133 Even though the Jews were
very acquainted with crucifixion, it was a shameful dishonor that was associated with
vengeance, treason, and God's curse. “So a crucified messiah could not be accepted either. It
was here that the preaching of the earliest Christians caused particular offense in the mother
country itself.”134 The conception of a “suffering servant,” though present in the Old
Testament,135 did not fit the Jewish view of messiah.136 The messiah was to be the agent of
God's triumph and “a crucified messiah was a flat contradiction to Jewish hopes and
convictions." 137 As contemporary scholar N. T. Wright summarizes:
128
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Judas Maccabeus defeated the Syrians and cleansed the Temple. Herod defeated
the Parthians and rebuilt the Temple … Jesus did not rebuild the Temple; he had
not only not defeated the Romans, he had died at their hands in the manner of
failed revolutionary leaders. 138
To the Jews, crucifixion was not only associated with humiliation, dishonor and
shame, but it also represented defeat. And, in Jewish thinking, a crucified messiah would
transfer humiliation, dishonor, shame and defeat to the nation; that could only be a
skanadolon (scandal).139
— CRUCIFIXION IN GRECO-ROMAN THINKING —
For the men of the ancient world, Greeks, Romans, barbarians and Jews, the
cross was not just a matter of indifference, just any kind of death. It was an
utterly offensive affair, “obscene” in the original sense of the word.140
It has been noted that crucifixion was widespread in the ancient world, and
extremely cruel. Thus it might seem contradictory that the upper classes of the GrecoRoman society contain relatively few reports of crucifixion.141 There is no mention at all in
Caesar, Lucretius, Virgil, Statius, Pliny the younger or Aulus Gellius.142 Tacitus, who reports
major happenings of the Roman Empire, contains few instances. Crucifixion was not an
important theme among writers like Plutarch.143 “Honorific inscriptions and epitaphs also had
other things to record than cruel executions.”144 And yet the writers who reflect the thoughts
and feelings of ordinary people supply abundant evidence.145 One conclusion seems
obvious; crucifixion was a gruesome reality that the upper classes cared little for. Martin
Hengel describes the situation well:
The relative scarcity of references to crucifixions in antiquity … are less a
historical problem than an aesthetic one … Crucifixion was widespread and
frequent, above all in Roman times, but the cultured literary world wanted to
have nothing to do with it, and as a rule kept quiet about it. 146
This is this paradox, which reveals the meaning of crucifixion for the Greco-Roman
world. The educated world of antiquity objected to crucifixion among those of the upper
138
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class,147 but at the same time insisted on the crucifixion of those of the lower class,148
particularly criminals and slaves.
Rome, like ancient Israel, employed several forms of capital punishment, according to
the severity of the crime. Crucifixion was used as the supreme punishment,149 and the fear
of that fate was used by Rome to protect her citizens. There are numerous examples of
crucifixion being used to control rebellious provincials,150 and to curtail robbery.151 Ancient
historians Plutarch152 and Suetonius153 record examples of Caesar crucifying pirates who had
held him for ransom. Plutarch's record states:
But after his (Caesar's) ransom had come from Miletus and he had paid it and
was set free, he immediately manned vessels and put to sea from the harbour of
Miletus against the robbers. He caught them too, still lying at anchor off the
island, and got most of them into his power. Their money he made his booty,
but the men themselves he lodged in the prison at Pergamum, and then went in
person to Junius the governor of Asia … But since the praetor cast longing eyes
on their money … and kept saying that he would consider the case of the
captives at his leisure, Caesar left him … went to Pergamum, took the robbers
out of prison, and crucified them all.154
Crucifixion was indeed a criminal's death, “and accordingly brought contempt on those who
suffered it.”155
But, the contempt brought to crucifixion by its association with the death of
criminals, is far exceeded by shame since it was also known as the slaves' death. In fact, the
description “slave’s punishment” (servile supplicium) had become a technical term for
crucifixion. Tacitus illustrates this:
Julius Priscus, prefect of the praetorial cohorts under Vitellius, committed
suicide, prompted by shame rather than necessity. Alfenus Varus survived his
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own cowardice and infamy. Asiaticus, being a freedman, paid for his baneful
power by a slave's punishment [emphasis mine].156
Here crucifixion is not mentioned, but the readers know exactly what is intended by this
euphemism. To think of crucifixion was to think of the dispensable nature of a slave. Tacitus
reports that four thousand slaves were formed into a brigade to suppress an uprising. Their
value is stated: “if they succumbed to the pestilential climate, it was a cheap loss.”157 Notice
also the conversation between a man and his wife as related by first century Roman poet
Juvenal:
“Crucify that slave!” says the wife. “But what crime worthy of death has he
committed?” asks the husband … “Give him a hearing at least; no delay can be
too long when a man's life is at stake!” “What, you numskull? You call a slave a
man, do you? He has done no wrong, you say? Be it so; but this is my will and my
command: let my will be the voucher for the deed.” 158
The slave lived with fear, suspicion, and contempt because of the power of Roman
masters.159 This threat was necessary, it was thought, because the slaves could not be
controlled “except by terror.”160 Perhaps this is the reason for the re-establishment of an old
practice of executing all the slaves of a Roman citizen who has been murdered.161 Because
of the frequent unrest among slaves, Tacitus tells of a specific place in Rome for their
execution.162 Hengel suggests that numerous crosses were no doubt erected there, and that
probably every large city in the Roman Empire had a place of execution.163
It has already been noted that the serious historians of the Greco-Roman world
contain few reports of crucifixions. Besides this, the reports that have come down to us
contain very little detail.164 But this is not true of the playwrights of Roman comedy. Much
like the sitcoms of today’s television viewing the restraints of serious literature did not apply
to the scriptwriters of Roman comedy.165 Because of the freedom of the comic slave, it is
156
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possible to see the depth of thought and feeling of the Roman slave.166 The ancient Roman
playwright Titus Maccius Plautus describes crucifixion in greater detail than any other Latin
writer,167 and it is one of his comic slaves, Sceledrus, who says: “I know the cross will be my
tomb. There's where my ancestors rest--father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and greatgreat-grandfather.”168 Crucifixion was indeed “the slaves' punishment,” and it placed a
dispensable value on all who suffered it.169
In the minds of the Greeks and Romans, the cross was “the accursed tree,”170 “the
most pitiable of deaths,”171 “the terrible cross,”172 and “the torturing thing.”173 It was a
vulgarity in the plays of Terence174 and Plautus,175 and the expected death of criminals and
slaves. It was a deliberate dishonor and a shameful display along the side of a road.176 The
gods of Greece and Rome were above mortal defeat and shame, and the idea of a crucified
God was certainly µwria (moronic, stupid).177
— THE MESSAGE OF THE CROSS —
The core of the Christian message, which Paul described as o logoV ton staurou
(the word of the cross),178 ran counter to all the religious and political thinking of the ancient
166
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world.179 The purpose of Jesus’ crucifixion was not simply to kill or even to kill painfully. His
enemies wanted to insure that Jesus would not be seen as a hero killed while leading his
army in battle, or as a martyr sacrificing his life for an important cause. The political and
religious authorities wanted to attach the meaning of crucifixion to him. They wanted Jesus
to be seen as a criminal who died the offensive death of a slave. They wanted to kill his
movement as much as they wanted to take his life. It is no wonder that Tacitus180 would
speak of the Christian movement as “the deadly superstition” and “the mischief” that was
“degraded and shameful.” Notice the reconstruction by Martin Hengel:181
To believe that the one pre-existent Son of the one true God, the mediator at
creation and the redeemer of the world, had appeared in very recent times in
out-of-the-way Galilee, as a member of the obscure people of the Jews, and even
worse, had died the death of a common criminal on the cross, could only be
regarded as a sign of madness.
Paul's logoV ton staurou (word of the cross) was about God himself taking up the
existence of a slave, dying a “slave's death,”182 being subject to the shame183 of public
display,184 and the “curse of the law.”185 But even though this message was challenging for
both Greek186 and Jewish187 audiences, the significance of Paul's message was that he did
not soften or remove the harsh contours of this message of the cross. He allowed them to
stand.
He did so to mirror Jesus’ final teaching in the upper room where he gave the Twelve
179
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instructions regarding his own memorial.188 Jesus was careful to make clear that he was not
describing a single memorial service, a final tribute paid by a gathering of friends and family.
No, he told them to repeat his memorial service, over and over. “Do this in remembrance of
me.”189 He wanted them (and us) to rehearse again and again the shocking facts of his
violent death. “This is my body given for you,” and “this is my blood shed for you.”190 In
God’s view of things the causes of violence are not only found within systems, but within
people, individuals, you and me. No one is innocent. Every person is guilty and the violence
of the cross is responding to the debt of violence throughout humanity. The violent cross
Jesus described and the rite he put in place to rehearse its memory is irrefutable. He wanted
the Twelve to know and to remember that his death was as violent as blood191 and as
barbaric as a broken body.192 As John R. W. Stott challenges:193
The Lord’s Supper, which was instituted by Jesus, and which is the only regular
commemorative act authorized by him, dramatizes neither his birth nor his life,
neither his words nor his works, but only his death. Nothing could indicate more
clearly the central significance that Jesus attached to his death. It was by his
death that he wished above all else to be remembered. There is then, it is safe
to say, no Christianity without the cross. If the cross is not central to our
religion, ours is not the religion of Jesus.
Examples of faith without the atoning cross, without the violent death of Jesus have
surfaced through the centuries.194
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Among the dozens of differences between Islam and Christianity, one of the most
significant distinctions is that early on Islam had the same difficulty with the cross as did the
rest of the ancient world. It considered it inappropriate for a major prophet of God to come
to such a humiliating end. The Koran has no place for the sin-bearing death of a redeemer.
In fact, five times it rejects the idea of substitution and not only denies the need for the
cross, but also denies the fact of the cross.195
From our own recent past, in the principle text of Christian Science, Mary Baker
used words strikingly similar to ancient Gnosticism, when she wrote that “the
eternal Christ never suffered … Jesus could give his human life into his enemies’ hands in
appearance … therefore he could no more be separated from Life, than God could be
extinguished.”197 Eddy spoke of “the life and not death of our Master” because in her system
he never died.198
Eddy,196

More recently texts from current New Age Religion also sound very similar to ancient
Gnosticism when they conclude that death is a mistake of the “lower” mind because, “the
crucifixion did not establish the atonement” and “sacrifice is a notion totally unknown to
God.”199 This modern reappearance of gnostic thought concludes that sin is not real. It is
rather a mistake to be corrected rather than punished because salvation has no cost. It
teaches that atonement is not the price paid for sin, but simply the correction of our
mistaken idea that separation from God could ever really occur.200
In whatever form it has come, ancient or modern, feeling uncomfortable with the
violent death of Jesus has led some to disregard the reality that we have been and are now a
violent people. Some have even attempted to rewrite the biblical answer.201
Often this is done as a search for relevance. We want people to come to know God.
We want people to be attracted to God. This is why we want our message to be relevant.
Art, literature and music have come a long way towards softening the violence of the cross.
195
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Why not soften the message as well? But who is best equipped to determine what a
relevant message should be? Is it not God, the creator of humanity? How ironic to ask the
created what the creator’s message should be. When we soften or cover or quickly move
past the centerpiece of our faith (the cross) we have become irrelevant. As Os Guinness has
written:
By our breathless chase after relevance without a matching commitment to
faithfulness, we have become not only unfaithful but irrelevant; by our
determined efforts to redefine ourselves in ways that are more compelling to
the modern world than are faithful to Christ, we have lost not only our identity
but our authority and our relevance. Our crying need is to be faithful as well as
relevant. 202
Fleming Rutledge203 observes that efforts to purge the death of Jesus of its brutal
overtones and to play down its violent image for the sake of comfortable relevance will
often answer the question “Why did Jesus die?” with “To show us how much God loves us.”
Rutledge continues:
Although this answer about God’s love is indeed true, it will not serve as an
adequate account of what happened on Golgotha. At least three factors are
missing from this explanation:
1. the horror, disgust, and shame of crucifixion
2. the repeated New Testament declaration that Christ died “for sin”
3. the condition of the world, the hellish suffering of many, and the
predicament of humanity
The collective savagery of the world could not be overlooked or ignored by God. And
the crucifixion of Jesus was God’s full acknowledgement of this human predicament. The
ugly, disgraceful, unvarnished, violent human situation was not answered with a gold-plated,
gem-encrusted, ribbon-wrapped, sweet-scented, hymn-celebrated cross of today’s
comfortable faith. It was answered with rough wood, rusty iron, sticky blood, chaotic
screams and the smell of sweat and urine.204
— THE JOURNEY TO THE CROSS —
And Jesus knew the viciousness he was entering. In fact, three years earlier he had
carefully made the difficult personal commitment to begin his journey to the cross.205
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That day, when he walked to the Jordan, Jesus knew the purpose of John’s baptism.
He knew what kind of people came to the river. They swarmed the banks of the Jordan
wounded by greed, diseased with lust, infected by selfishness, filled with violence, covered
with the sores of human failure. All of them, except Jesus.206
I sometimes imagine how that day at the Jordan could have gone. As the only one
free of sin, the human plague, Jesus could have remained above the whole sinful scene.
Imagine him, standing on the hills surrounding the Jordan valley, separate and distinct from
the human failure below. He could even have made an announcement: “You are down there
because you are infected with failure. I stand up here because I am free of failure. You should
be like me.” Nothing would be truer or less helpful to those infected by the human plague.
In fact, such an announcement could more easily have been made from heaven. Why
stand at the edge of the lowest point on the face of the earth when you can stand at the
highest place in existence? Why be born into a peasant family when your Father owns the
universe? When you come from perfection why even involve yourself with the chaos of
humanity? Why? Because the ultimate human plague requires the ultimate hero.
Today’s heroes commit themselves to the victims of misery. They risk their own
health, but they take the necessary precautions. They seek a solution, but they pray for
personal protection. And no one expects the search for a solution to require more than an
understandable risk.
Not so with the ultimate human plague. Jesus knew that his commitment was more
than risky. He knew that the only precaution he could take was to refuse the mission, and
that the only solution for the human plague was for him to take upon himself the sin disease
of others … intentionally.
So he climbed down from his high point. He joined the mass of failure-infected
people in the Jordan valley. He submitted to a rite of cleansing reserved for the terminally
infected. And it shook John. It was so unusual, so unheard of, for even the greatest of
heroes that John “tried to deter him.” 207
Driven by love and compassion, Jesus went to the root of our disease. He aimed at
the source of all misery. His baptism was a personal and public commitment, not to research
and treat the human plague, but to contract it and thereby heal it.
His journey was a difficult and courageous choice. This is why the Father immediately
affirmed his decision: “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”208 This is also
why Satan immediately attacked his decision: “If you are the Son…”209
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Jesus began his ministry with an unavoidable baptism.
undeserved crucifixion. It was his deliberate choice.

He ended it with an

And so, the “word of the cross” and the “way of the cross” have become the lifemodel for both ancient and modern followers of Jesus. We too make a deliberate choice to
follow the life and message of the crucified Lord.210 In the violence of his crucifixion and in
the vindication of his resurrection, Jesus took upon himself both the accumulated (past) and
accumulating (future) failure of humanity. He was absorbing into himself his own divine
sentence against sin. He was accepting the global consequence of humanity’s failure. And
the ancient world watched in amazement as the dramatically growing Christian movement,
shaped and humbled by a violent cross and empowered by an extraordinary resurrection,
brought healing, peace and change into a violent world.
God made him who had no sin
to be sin for us,
so that in him we might become
the righteousness of God. 211
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old self was crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be done away with, that we should no
longer be slaves to sin — because anyone who has died has been set free from sin. Now if we died with
Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.
211
Rutledge, The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ, p. 505. “When Paul says, ‘God
made him to be sin,’ he can be understood to say that in the tormented, crucified body of the Son, the entire
universe of Sin and every kind of evil are concentrated and judged — not just forgiven, but definitively, finally, and
permanently judged and separated from God.”
Crucifixion — Bob Chisholm

27

PRIMARY SOURCES CITED
Appian — The Civil Wars, Roman Historian (95-165 AD).
Cicero — In Defence of Rabirius, Roman Philosopher, Politician and Lawyer (106-43 BC).
Diodorus of Sicily — Greek Historian (90-30 BC).
Euripides — Iphigenia in Taurica, Ancient Playwright (480-406 BC).
Herodotus — Greek historian (484-425 BC).
Homer — Odyssey, Iliad, Epic Greek Poet (850 BC).
Josephus — Antiquities of the Jews, The Jewish War, Roman-Jewish Historian (37-100 AD).
Juvenal — Satires, Roman Poet (55-127 AD).
Livy — History of Rome, Roman Historian (59BC-AD17).
Philo — On Husbandry, Flaccus, Hellenistic Jewish Philosopher (25BC-AD50).
Plautus — The Braggart Warrior, The Haunted House, The Persian, Casina, Roman Playwright (255-185 BC).
Plutarch — Caesar, Greek Historian and Biographer (45-120 AD).
Polybius — The Histories, Greek Historian (200-118 BC).
Seneca — To Marcia on Consolation, Epistulae Morales, Roman Stoic Philosopher (4BC-AD65).
Suetonius — Roman Historian (70-130 AD).
Tacitus — The Histories, The Annals, Roman Senator and Historian (56-120 AD).
Terence — The Eunuch, Roman Playwright (190-159 BC).
Thucydides — Athenian Historian (460–400 BC).

SCHOLARS CITED
G. Abbott-Smith — Professor of Hellenistic Greek, McGill University.
Clifford Ando — Professor of Classics, History and Law at the University of Chicago.
William F. Arndt — Professor of Greek at Concordia Seminary.
C. K. Barrett — Professor of Divinity at the University of Durham, England specializing in New Testament
backgrounds and the writings of Paul.
Walter Bauer — Lexicographer and professor of New Testament Greek at the University of Göttingen.
Craig L. Blomberg — Professor of the New Testament at Denver Seminary.
Egon Brandenburger — Professor of New Testament at the University of Mainz, Germany.
P.G. Bolt – Professor of New Testament at Moore Theological College.
Charles Briggs — Professor of Hebrew at Union Theological Seminary.
Colin Brown — Professor of systematic theology at Fuller Theological Seminary.
Francis Brown — Professor of Hebrew at Union Theological Seminary.
F. F. Bruce — Professor of Biblical Criticism at Manchester University.
William Buckland — Professor of Civil Law at the University of Cambridge.
J. Cadoux — Professor of New Testament Exegesis and Theology at Yorkshire United Independent College.
David W. Chapman — Associate Professor of New Testament and Archaeology at Covenant Theological
Seminary, St. Louis.
James H. Charlesworth — Professor of New Testament Language and Literature and Director of the Dead Sea
Scrolls Project at Princeton Theological Seminary.
Charles Cousar — Professor Emeritus of New Testament at Columbia Theological Seminary.
Oscar Cullmann — Professor of New Testament and Early Church History at Basel Reformed Seminary.
Frederick William Danker — Noted New Testament scholar and Koine Greek lexicographer.
James Denny — Scottish professor specializing in theology, classical literature and philosophy.
C. H. Dodd — Professor of Divinity at the University of Cambridge, director of the translation of the New
English Bible.
James Michael Douglas — Editor-at-Large for Christianity Today.
G. R. Driver — Professor of Semitic Philology at Oxford University.
James D.G. Dunn — Professor of Divinity at the University of Durham specializing in Jesus and Paul.
E. Ellis — Research Professor of Theology at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary.
Evertt Ferguson — Distinguished Scholar in Residence at Abilene Christian University specializing in New
Testament backgrounds and early church history.
Jack Finegan — Professor of New Testament History and Archaeology at the Pacific School of Religion.
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Joseph A. Fitzmyer — Professor at The Catholic University of America.
Felix Wilbur Gingrich — Professor of Biblical Greek at Schuylkill Seminary.
Michael Grant —Professor of Humanity at Edinburgh University.
J. B. Green — Professor of New Testament Interpretation at Fuller Theological Seminary.
Os Guinness — Philosophy author and social critic.
Shirley C. Guthrie — Professor of Systematic Theology at Columbia Theological Seminary.
Roy A. Harrisville — Professor of New Testament at Luther Theological Seminary.
Martin Hengel — Professor of New Testament at the University of Tübingen, Germany.
Joseph W. Hewitt — Professor of Greek Language and Literature at Wesleyan College.
Morna D. Hooker — Professor of Divinity at Cambridge University.
A. M. Hunter — Professor of New Testament at King’s College, Aberdeen, Scotland.
Luke Timothy Johnson — Professor of New Testament and Christian Origins at Candler School of Theology.
S. Keener — Professor of New Testament at Asbury Theological Seminary.
George Eldon Ladd — Professor of New Testament exegesis and theology at Fuller Theological Seminary.
Richard N. Longenecker — Professor of New Testament at McMaster Divinity College.
John J. MacArthur — President of The Master’s College and Seminary.
Donald MacLeod — Chair of Systematic Theology at the Free Church of Scotland College in Edinburgh.
T. W. Manson — Professor of Biblical Criticism and Exegesis at University of Manchester.
George Milligan — Professor of Biblical Criticism at Aberdeen University.
Jurgen Moltmann — Professor of Systematic Theology at the University of Tübingen.
Leon Morris — Warden of Tyndale House, Principal of Ridley College and Professor of New Testament at Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School.
James Hope Moulton — Professor of Classical Greek at The University of Manchester.
Rudolf Otto — Chair of Theology at University of Marburg’s Divinity School, Marburg, Germany.
J. I. Packer — Professor of Theology at Regent College.
T. Robertson — Professor of New Testament interpretation at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.
Fleming Rutledge — Fellow at the Center of Theological Inquiry in Princeton, Resident at Wycliffe College in the
University of Toronto School of Theology and Visiting Scholar at the American Academy in Rome.
Gerard S. Sloyan — Professor of New Testament at Temple University.
John R. W. Stott — British author of over 50 books. The BBC described him as one who could “explain complex
theology in a way lay people could easily understand.”
R. V. G. Tasker — Professor of New Testament at the University of London, ed. of The Greek New Testament.
Vincent Taylor — Professor of New Testament Language and Literature at Wesley College.
Joseph Henry Thayer — Professor of New Testament Criticism at Harvard Divinity School.
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament – a 10 volume study of New Testament Greek (several authors).
J. B. Torrance — Professor of Systematic Theology at The University of Aberdeen, Scotland.
A. W. Tozer — Minister and author of more than 60 books.
Vassilios Tzfiris — Director of "Excavations and Surveys" for the Israel Antiquities Authority.
Leslie D. Weatherhead — British author known for his writings on the difficult topics of human suffering.
William L. Westermann — Professor of ancient history at Columbia University.
N. T. Wright — Professor of New Testament and Early Christianity at the University of St Andrews.
Yigael Yadin — Hebrew archeologist who translated the Dead Sea Scrolls and excavated the Qumran Caves.
Edwin M. Yamauchi — Professor of History at Miami University specializing in New Testament archaeology.
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