
The cross is everything you indicate: as publicly horrific, repulsive, tortuous,
shameful, and fatal as Rome, one of history’s most-powerful, cruel, feared, and
violent empires, could possibly make it. The empire surely designed the cross for
exactly those reasons, to strike the greatest fear and repulsion in the greatest
number. The cross wasn’t just execution. It was public execution, meant not just to
punish the crucified but to warn others not to do as the crucified had done, which
might have been to rebel against Rome, or even just to fear Rome if the crucified
had done nothing. State-sponsored terror would be the modern-day term for what
Rome sought to accomplish with crucifixion.

That fact alone, that crucifixion has been history’s harshest public judgment, gives a
hint as to why the cross for Jesus. God didn’t judge Jesus on the cross but instead
judged the sin that Jesus willingly accepted on humankind’s behalf. God wasn’t
going to cozy up and make it easy on sin. The cross showed the world how God
regards sin. If sin is hatred, greed, murder, lying, and a hundred other evil things,
then the cross showed how a loving, giving, protecting, serving God must judge sin.
We know and trust that God’s judgment of sin was exactly as harsh as it should
have been and must be. The cross should repulse us, as sin should repulse us. Hold
on to, rather than reject, that feeling.

Historians dispute the number of crucifixions in which Rome engaged, whether
hundreds of crucifixions at once lined the roads or whether they were much fewer
in number, but not their public nature. Crucifixion meant lifting the dying on the
cross, where everyone could see, especially when the execution occurred on a
hilltop. Passersby could not avoid the spectacle. Yet some evidence exists that the
executioners arranged crucifixion sites to raise the crucified only to the onlooker’s
eye level, increasing the eye-to-eye impact on both the crucified and the onlooker,
even allowing onlookers to spit in the crucified one’s face. Either way, crucifixions
did not just confirm the occupied population in their fear of Rome but also robbed
the crucified of any dignity.

Our repulsion of Jesus’s crucifixion may thus come not from God’s judgment on
sin, fully deserved, but from the seeming injustice of the suffering and shame of the
perfectly innocent person Jesus. Here, again, God’s choice of crucifixion, we know
and trust, was perfectly just. It would have been unjust only if Jesus were an



unwilling sacrifice. Instead, though, Jesus voluntarily accepted crucifixion to save
humankind. He did not just accept his death. Jesus knew that his death would be by
crucifixion, as God’s wrath on sin, and yet he still accepted it as worthy, just.
Indeed, might sacrificing the Son of God by lesser means, perhaps by painless and
private poison, have been the greater affront?

Thus, the above question about crucifixion has behind it some significant
misunderstandings as to the trustworthiness of the method, motive, and judgment of
God. One shouldn’t doubt God. One shouldn’t judge God. Instead, when one has a
question about why God proceeded as he did, one looks for answers to the question
that reflect most highly on God. If you assume the worst of God, then you’ll
manufacture something to make it look like the worst but will be utterly wrong in
judging God. If instead you trust the best from God, then with the Spirit’s
discernment you will see God’s reasons, which are always higher and better reasons
than our reasons would be.

The fact that the crucified person might live for a time, even many hours, added to
the method’s impact. During the crucifixion, the crucified person might have much
to say, just as onlookers might have much to say back. The gospels record exactly
that, with onlookers hurling insults at Jesus, except that extraordinarily, Jesus did
not hurl insults back but instead prayed that his Father would forgive them. Jesus
also promised the confessing criminal crucified next to him that the criminal would
join him in paradise. Jesus also asked John to care for his mother. He also spoke to
his Father and declared his work finished. History would have recorded none of
these things if God had chosen a different method of execution that prevented
Jesus’s communication.

Another fair answer as to why crucifixion for Jesus, is that it fulfilled a thousand
years of prophecy. The Old Testament foresaw Christ’s crucifixion, that he would
die with pierced hands and feet, long before the Persians invented the method and
the Romans adopted it. The Old Testament foreshadowed that God would lift sin
high so that all who looked on it would live, as Moses lifted the snake on a stick to
save the bitten and dying. The Old Testament also foresaw soldiers casting lots for
Christ’s clothing, piercing his side to ensure that he was dead, and not breaking his
legs, although they would break the legs of the others crucified with him to ensure



their collapse and suffocation death. These and many other fulfilled prophecies
having to do with Jesus’s death show that the Bible is supernatural, God’s actions
long planned and coordinated for greatest meaning.

Crucifixion also ensured reliable proof of Jesus’s death, which was the necessary
prelude to his life-giving, astounding, history-changing resurrection. God knew that
some would deny the resurrection by denying that Jesus died on the cross, but a
crucifixion death is incredibly convincing. Some still claim that Jesus did not die on
the cross, thus also denying his resurrection. Yet the gospel and historical evidence
is clear that Jesus did die, convincing clarity coming from the crucifixion means of
his death. Those many present, some of whom recorded or shared accounts of the
many details of the event, were certain that he died, as in fact he did. Medical and
other experts rely on their detailed reports to confirm the death.

So, yes, in God’s sound view, crucifixion was appropriate, necessary, as awful as it
was. But here’s the real thing: Jesus didn’t remain on the cross. Indeed, Jesus didn’t
remain dead. Three days later, Jesus rose again. And in doing so, Jesus nullified for
those who look to him for salvation, every harsh but due judgment that the cross so
vehemently represents. Don’t be aghast at the cross, as if to stare at a dead Jesus.
That picture is inaccurate. Dwell instead on the risen Lord. Then escape your own
otherwise-due cross.


