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“24 HOURS THAT CHANGED THE WORLD (#6):  
CRUCIFIXION & DEATH” 

 (Mark 15:22-39) 
© 2019 Rev. Dr. Brian E. Germano 

 [McKendree U.M.C.; 4-14-19] 
 --I-- 

1. Read text (NRSV): Mark 15:22-39 and Pray. 

2. [VIDEO SERIES INTRO (0:48)]  "The Old Rugged Cross," "When I Survey the  
 Wondrous Cross," "Lead Me to the Cross," "Beneath the Cross of Jesus," "The Power  
 of the Cross," "Jesus Keep Me Near the Cross,"... 

 A--Throughout history, the cross of Jesus has been the subject of perhaps more Christian  
       music and art than any other (including the resurrection itself). 

 B--In fact, it's become the symbol of our faith precisely because it represents the climax 
of the story by which God intends to save all humanity, and the heart of what we 
profess to believe and practice as Christians. 

 C--So today, as we begin the final two weeks in our series 24 Hours That Changed the 
       World, I want us to explore the meaning and significance of the cross of Jesus, and 
       how it represents the series of events referred to as his "Crucifixion and Death.  1

3. It was about 9:00am when the execution entourage arrived outside the main gate into  
 Jerusalem at a hill called "The Skull" (in Latin, Calvaria; in Aramaic, Golgotha). 

 A--Jesus, bruised and bloodied from his scourging an hour before, and exhausted from  
       his journey along the "Via Dolorosa," is offered wine as an analgesic (that he refuses).   

 B--The soldiers then strip him of all his clothes, not even leaving a loincloth (as  
       commonly portrayed), and he's thrown to the ground to begin the crucifixion process. 

 C--Now, Mark's description of this is rather sparse -- he simply says (in Verse 24), "They  
      crucified him" -- no details are given.  

  1--But, of course, it wouldn't have been necessary for him to do that, because  
       people back then would have already been familiar with what Cicero called  
      "the cruelest and most disgusting penalty,"  some from seeing other Roman  2

      crucifixions firsthand. 

  2--And yet, for our benefit today, let me walk us through what was happening.  3

--II-- 
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4. First, we have to understand that the Romans had been using crucifixion as an execution  
  instrument for over 800 years, and they had perfected it to an art form -- its goal being to inflict  
 the maximum amount of agony on a victim for the longest amount of time before dying.  4

 A--And so, with Jesus' back lying against his petibulum (the horizontal crossbeam), the 
       crucifixion master would feel for the depression at the front of Jesus’ wrist (not his  
       palms as portrayed in most paintings ), and would then drive a heavy, square, iron  5

       nail through his wrist deep into the wood, the soldiers restraining him as he flinches.  
   
 B–The action would be repeated on the other wrist, & then, using ropes wrapped around   
      the beam and Jesus’ arms, the petibulum was lifted up & tied to the top of a 6-9 foot  
      vertical beam (called the stipes) that was already in the ground -- meaning that Jesus  
      was only about 2-3 feet off the ground (e.g, the height of someone standing on a chair). 

 C--Then (again unlike how its usually portrayed in artwork), Jesus' feet were more than  
       likely nailed through the heels to both sides of the cross,  forcing the weight of his  6

       body to be supported mostly by his arms. 

 D–And finally, a sign derisively announcing his "crime" was then nailed above his head 
      for all to read: “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.” 

5. Now, crucifixion victims were usually left in this horrible condition for days on end  
 without food or water.  And yet, they rarely died of starvation or dehydration. 

 A–Instead, as a victim hung there, the fluids around their lungs and pericardial sac would  
      build up, so that it became increasingly difficult to breathe. 

  1–Victims had to use the torn flesh & muscle left in their arms to pull themselves 
      up, take a quick breath, and then sink back down. 

  2–And with the onset of fatigue and dehydration, that cycle became slower and 
      slower... and slower,... until one suffocated death. 

  3-And while some evidence suggests that, in Jesus' case, the stress caused him to  
     have congestive heart failure,  however he finally died, it certainly was painful. 7

 B--The scriptures tell us that Jesus lasted six hours on his cross, with Sanhedrin members,  
       fellow victims, and other onlookers deriding him, and that, beginning at 12 Noon, the  
       sun grew dark  as his life spirit slowly ebbed away, and he began to speak what has  8

       come to be known as his famous "Seven Last Words"  from the cross.  9

 C--And then at 3:00pm -- 21 hours after it all started -- Mark tells us (Verses 37-39), that 
      "Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last." ... The curtain of the Jerusalem Temple  
       (symbolically separating God from humanity) was torn from top to bottom,  and we're  10

       told that the Roman centurion standing watch exclaimed "Surely this was God's son!"  11
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6. So, what's it all mean? How are we to understand and make sense of Jesus'  
 crucifixion and death on the cross for our lives today? 

 A--Well, last week I mentioned that the three major explanations that we Christians give 
       for the meaning and significance of Jesus' suffering and death are called "theories of 
       atonement", and I described one of them (the "Moral Influence Theory") in depth.  12

 B--Today I want us to consider one more, and next week (Easter) we'll look at a final one. 

--III-- 

7. In the explanation I want to talk about today, the cross of Jesus is meant to be a reminder 
 of our human need for a Savior -- that our lives are so messed up that we cannot save 
  ourselves, & therefore the only hope we have is for someone from the outside to save us.  

 A--This explanation says that when we look at the cross of Christ, we're meant to see and  
       be confronted with the things within ourselves that aren't quite right --to acknowledge 
       that you and I often do things we shouldn't do, and don't do things we should, and  
       that we -- not Jesus -- should be the ones hanging there for our wrongdoings. 

 B--And yet, from his cross Jesus says "Father, forgive them, for they don't know what  
      they're doing,"  and he (the innocent one) then suffers and dies so that we (the guilty  13

      ones) might be forgiven and go free! 

  1--Maybe you’ve heard it said before: “We owed a debt we could not pay, so  
       Jesus paid a debt he did not owe.”  14

  2--That's why we sometimes call this the "Substitutionary" theory/explanation  
      of Atonement --the idea that Jesus died (e.g., was "substituted") in our place.  15

  3--And it focuses on our great need to be forgiven, & God's great ability & desire 
       to forgive -- for God to suffer among us & with us for the brokenness of our lives.  16

8. And at the foundation of this explanation is the idea that in the cross of Jesus, we see the 
 greatest example of God's great love demonstrated for us.  

 A--Jesus himself said that "No one has greater love than this: to lay down your life for   
      your friends"  -- and that's what God did for us through Christ's death on the cross. 17

 B–Billy Graham once said that “God proved his love on the cross. When Christ hung,  
     and bled and died, it was God saying to the world ‘I love you.’”  18

  1–You see, in the cross of Jesus, God was showing that He loves us so much that 
                            He's willing to pay any price to have a relationship with us, even to the point of 
      becoming a human, and suffering, and giving up His own life.  19
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  2--And in the cross of Jesus, God hoped that maybe... just maybe, we’d say,“God,  
      because of what you did for ME, I want to follow YOU.  I want to love you 
      back.  I want to be yours because you first loved me  
      [STRETCH HANDS OUT] ...this much." 

 C--That’s what God hoped for you and for me in the cross of Jesus: that in understanding  
      His great love demonstrated through Jesus' "Crucifixion and Death," you and I might  
      come to love, follow, and serve Him, and choose to see and sing... [SING SLOWLY...] 
  “What wondrous love is this O my soul, O my soul?   
    What wondrous love is this O my soul? 
    [What wondrous love is this who, betrayed with a kiss, 
    He suffered, bled, and died for my soul, for my soul 
    He suffered, bled, and died for my soul.] 

        When I was sinking down, sinking down, sinking down,  
  When I was sinking down, sinking down,  
  When I was sinking down [in fear that I might drown] 
  Christ laid aside His crown for my soul, for my soul,  
  Christ laid aside His crown for my soul. 

  “What wondrous love is this O my soul, O my soul?   
    What wondrous love is this O my soul? 
    What wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of bliss 
    To bear the dreadful curse for my soul, for my soul 
    To bear the dreadful curse for my soul."  20

9.        [PRAYER: "Lord, there is no way we can fully comprehend the depth of the suffering and  
 pain you endured on the cross for us.  You went through so much that we today have a  
 hard time understanding.  But help us to be affected by your sacrifice, and to tremble at  
 the thought of how deeply you loved us through it, giving your very life so that we might  
 have life instead.  Today we choose to set aside our sin and shortcomings and to give  
 ourselves to you and to follow you as a part of our grateful response for all you did.   
 Help us to forgive others as you forgave even those who killed you, to trust in your power  
 and presence even when it seems we have been forsaken, and to finally have the  
 confidence to claim that when our life is over, we, too, will be with you in paradise, and  
 that in this life we may have the constant assurance of your presence. In the name of one  
 whose wondrous love caused him to suffer and die for us, the name of Jesus, Amen." ] 

10. To honor the sacredness of Christ's sacrifice, I invite us to please leave in silence.  May  
 the Lord bless and keep you as you remember Holy Week and prepare for Easter! 
 [ALL LEAVE IN SILENCE...] 

ENDNOTES: 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  Today's story is also told (often more elaborately) in the other three gospels, often adding detail that the 1

gospel of Mark leaves out:  Matthew 27:32-54; Luke 23:33-47; and John 19:16-30.

  Roman philosopher and author Cicero, cited in Adam Hamilton, 24 Hours That Changed the World: 40 2

Days of Reflection, p. 138.

  Please note that in my words below, I am intentionally trying to paint a graphic picture of the events of 3

Jesus' crucifixion and death so we can truly appreciate just what it was that he went through on our 
behalf.

  Crucifixion is sometimes referred to today as the first-century equivalent of the electric chair,  or 4

hangman's noose.  But, while it was an instrument of execution, the similarities stop there, for the electric 
chair and gallows are very humane, compared to Roman crucifixions.  They were, by contrast, designed 
not to be humane, but to be a terrifying and horrible death meant to strike fear in the hearts of people who 
watched.  Victims were usually crucified alongside the main roads and thoroughfares (as with Jesus) as a 
part of the humiliation of this process, and after a victim died, the bodies were left strung up for the birds 
and elements to claim as a deterrent to others from committing similar crimes.  Roman historian Seneca 
said that this form execution was so horrible that it was better to commit suicide than to be crucified 
(Seneca, cited in Adam Hamilton, 24 Hours That Changed the World, p. 96).

  Although the Greek term for "palm" literally refers to anything on the hand from the wrist forward, it is 5

a term usually translated as "palm."  This is why early painters of Jesus' crucifixion usually portrayed 
nails going through his "palm" rather than his wrists.  However, evidence reveals that the weight of a 
victims' body could not have been supported from arms where nails were driven through the palms.  Nails 
driven through the wrists, on the other hand, could have supported this weight.

  We know this from archaeological evidence that reveals crucifixion victims' feet with nails driven 6

through their heels on the sides of the stipes/horizontal cross-beam, rather than through the top of the foot 
on the front of the beam.

  The fact that a soldier pierced his side after Jesus' death and saw something like "water" gush out (John 7

19:34) indicates that he could have died of a heart attack, for clear liquid can build up around the heart in 
such a case, and to someone not acquainted with medical conditions, this might appear to be "water."

  Probably a solar eclipse.8

  Jesus' "Seven Last Words" from the cross:  (#1)  "Behold your mother" (John 19:27); (#2) "Father 9

forgive them, for they don't know what they're doing" (Luke 23:34); (#3) "Today you will be with me in 
paradise" (Luke 23:43) two bandits - one mocking him, the other asking him for salvation -- and Jesus 
saves the one wishing to be saved; (#4) "Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?"/"My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?" (Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34) - Jesus quoting from Psalm 22:1.  In this cry of dereliction, 
Jesus was  identifying  with we humans in the darkest and most frightening experiences and moments off 
our lives.  We can probably all think of times when we've wondered where God was. Well, God in Jesus 
walked that road, too, by consciously choosing to walk the way of the cross -- to experience those 
terrifying moments in life – by dying a horrible, painful death so we could know that in our times of pain, 
he’s been there, as well; (#5) "I thirst / I am thirsty" (John 19:28); (#6) "Father, into your hands I 
commend my spirit" (Luke 23:46a); (#7) "It is finished" (John 19:30a) -- in the original Aramaic, this 
would have been one word "Finished!!!" It is not a cry of hopelessness or despair, but a statement of 
fulfillment and completion (as with an artist finishing their painting, or a sculptor completing their 
sculpture).  The Greek word "finished" as recorded in the Bible is telos , signifying an end/goal towards 
which one has been  laboring or working.  In this statement, Jesus was saying that he had now completed 
the mission for which he was born and for which God had sent him to earth.

  This tearing symbolized the fact that the way was now open for humans to have a direct relationship 10

with God -- that there was no longer any need to go through intermediaries such as the Temple priests.  
The tearing symbolized the opportunity for humanity to have true reconciliation and atonement with God.
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  The Roman Centurion would have been Roman equivalent of an army Sergeant-Major. Here was a 11

hard-bitten soldier, someone who had probably fought in many battles and seen death many times before.  
Yet, he had never see anyone die like this before -- he was therefore sure that this was God's son!

  If you missed last week, we talked about the fact that the "Moral Influence/Exemplar" theory says that 12

the purpose of Jesus' suffering and death was to move (i.e., "influence") us emotionally as humans so 
much that we will want to choose to forsake our own selfish ways and instead follow Jesus and his 
"example" of "moral", God-like living. While this theory or way of explaining Jesus' suffering and death 
is not as well knowing today, it was actually among the first and oldest ways of talking about these issues 
in the early church.

   Luke 23:34.13

  A similar quote says that "The cross has revealed to good men that their goodness has not been good 14

enough” [Johann H. Schroeder (1642-1704), cited in Edythe Draper, Draper's Book of Quotations for the 
Christian World (Wheaton: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 1992), Entry#2144].

   This explanation was first known as the "Satisfaction" Theory of Atonement, proposed in the 11th-15

century by Anselm of Canterbury.  Later, John Calvin and John Campbell refined as the "Substitutionary" 
theory, and today it is extremely popular in more conservative, evangelical theologies.   It is the second of 
the three major "theories of atonement" that attempt to explain why Jesus suffered and died (I explained 
the first -- the "Moral Influence" Theory -- last week, and I'll mention the third one -- the "Christus 
Victor" theory-- next week).  The "Satisfaction/Substitutionary" theory essentially teaches that since 
God’s justice required a sacrifice of blood, instead of an animal/lamb, Jesus was punished (i.e., suffered 
and died) in our place (i.e., he was "substituted" for us).  God's requirements for a holy and just sacrifice 
were "satisfied" through the  sacrifice of Jesus, the "spotless lamb of God." For this reason, this 
explanation is also sometimes called the "Sacrificial Offering Theory" of Atonement, which basically 
says that Jesus suffered and died to make things right with God again, much like the sacrificial offerings 
of the Old Testament were intended to do in that time, as well.  He was truly the "sacrificial lamb of God" 
-- himself taking the place of the Old Testament sacrifices.  In the Jewish tradition, Yom Kippur (the Day 
of Atonement) is still celebrated as a way for us to be reconciled to God through sacrifice.  In Jesus'  
suffering and death, Jesus gave himself to win for us forgiveness and win God's mercy.  His broken body 
is a perpetual reminder to the Father of Christ's sacrifice for us  He offering "won" God's favor. While 
there is the  danger that this view can tend to paint an image of God the Father as bloodthirsty, wrathful, 
angry and self indulgent -- an image that the life and teachings of Jesus seem to contradict -- nevertheless 
it is a compelling explanation for why Jesus suffered and died on the cross (e.g., taking our place one the 
cross). 

 Variations on this "Substitutionary/Satisfaction/Sacrificial Offering" theory include:  (#1) the 
"Governmental" theory of atonement (Christ suffered for humanity so that God could forgive humans 
apart from punishment while still maintaining divine justice, espoused by Christian leaders such as Hugo 
Grotius, Jonathan Edwards, and Charles Finney);  (#2) and the "Scapegoating" theory (Jesus as  divine 
scapegoat, espoused by leaders like James Alison, Gerhard Förde, René Girard, and William Tyndale).  
For more information about this and other "theories of atonement," read the Wikipedia article "Atonement 
in Christianity" at www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atonement_in_Christianity#Atonement_in_Christianity.

  We see in the cross a picture of God who suffers -- suffering by what we humans do to one another, 16

and how we too often walk away from, reject, and crucify Him.  And yet, the cross shows us that God still 
suffers for us, grieves for us, and chooses to step among us and suffer with us.  He doesn't always take 
away the pain and hurt and brokenness of our lives, but He does walk among us and suffer with us, as 
evidenced by his Son's suffering and death.  Though the Romans intended to humiliate Jesus through his 
crucifixion, we Christians actually describe it as his glorification. It was here, we say, that God 
demonstrated His true glory and redemptive character to the human race through his willingness to suffer 
and die to save each of us, for as Jesus hung on the cross, it was actually God hanging there, as well.

   John 15:13.17

http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atonement_in_Christianity%23Atonement_in_Christianity
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   Billy Graham, cited in Edythe Draper, Draper's Book of Quotations for the Christian World (Wheaton: 18

Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 1992), Entry#2130. Along the same lines, 19th-century evangelist Oswald 
Chambers once wrote, “In the Cross we may see the dimensions of Divine love. The Cross is not the cross 
of a man, but the exhibition of the heart of God. At the back of the wall of the world stands God with His 
arms outstretched, and every man driven there is driven into the arms of God. The Cross of Jesus is the 
supreme evidence of the love of God” (Oswald Chambers, cited in Christianity Today magazine, Vol. 37, 
no. 11).  Author Philip Yancey even states that  “The cross . . . reveals the vast difference between a god 
who proves himself through power and One who proves himself through love” [Philip Yancey, cited in 
Edythe Draper, Draper's Book of Quotations for the Christian World (Wheaton: Tyndale House 
Publishers, Inc., 1992), Entry#2156].

   This is the meaning of John 3:16, "God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that whoever 19

believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life."

  Verses from (and inspired by) USA folk-hymn “What Wondrous Love Is This,” #292 in The United 20

Methodist Hymnal.  Verses 1-2 new/modified lyrics [in brackets] by Brian Germano, 2012 (Verse 1 is 
new; Verse 2 original lyrics: "beneath God's righteous frown." - the theology here can be too easily 
misunderstood to paint God as harsh, bitter, and dispassionate; Verse 3 here is the original Verse 1).
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