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Chapter 34
Crucifixion

After they had mocked him, they took off
the purple robe and put his clothes back on him.
Then they lead him out carrying his own cross to
crucify him.  Two criminals were also led to be
killed with him.

As they were coming out, they took some-
one passing by on his way in from the country
(Simon from Cyrene,* the father of Alexander

Matthew 27:31-34
Mark 15:20-23
Luke 23:26-33a
John 19:17

On the north coast of Africa, directly south of Greece, was the ancient Greek colony of Cy-
rene, now in modern-day Libya.  Founded in 630 BC, Cyrene quickly rose to prominence
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and Rufus) and put the cross on him.  Then they
force him to carry it behind Jesus.

Many crowds of people were following him,
with women wailing and lamenting for him.  But
Jesus turned to them and said, “Daughters of Je-
rusalem, don’t cry for me.  Instead, cry for
yourselves and your children.  Look, the days
are coming when they’ll say, ‘Blessed are the
barren, the wombs that never birthed, and the
breasts that never nursed.’  They’ll tell the
mountains, ‘Fall on us,’ and the hills, ‘Cover
us.’† Because if they do this when the tree is
green, what’ll happen when it’s dry?”

So they bring him to a place called Golgo-
tha,* which means “Skull Place” in Hebrew.

among other Greek settlements on the African coast and was known for its temple to the
Greek god Apollo.  The city had a prominent Greek population and a Jewish minority.  It be-
came a Roman province in 74 BC.

Cyrene was known for its export of silphium, a plant that was pictured on many of its
coins. Silphium’s valuable resin, worth its weight in silver, was traded throughout the Medi-
terranean.  Unfortunately, it was so popular in ancient times that it was harvested to extinc-
tion in the first century AD.  Overgrazing by livestock, the inability to cultivate it, and deserti-
fication of the land may have also contributed to its disappearance.  Silphium’s identity is
controversial, but most experts agree it was from the genus Ferula, a family of tough flower-
ing plants related to carrot and parsley.  Like other spices of the time, silphium was used as a
seasoning and as a medicine.  Fever, cough, indigestion, pain, and warts were all reportedly
relieved by its healing properties.  Silphium may also have been used as an early contracep-
tive or abortifacient (pregnancy-terminating drug), and it may be the origin of the traditional
heart shape in connection with sexuality and love (its seeds were heart-shaped).  The last
known silphium from Cyrene was recorded to have been eaten by the Roman emperor Nero
in the first century.

With Cyrene’s primary local export gone and multiple earthquakes wreaking havoc, the
city was deserted by the seventh century AD, despite efforts at restoration.  All that remains
today are ruins near the Libyan city of Shahhat.

The high places of van-
ity – the sin of Israel –
will be destroyed.
Thorns and thistles will
grow on their altars.
Then they’ll tell the
mountains, “Cover us!”
And the hills, “Fall on
us!”

Hosea 10:8

Golgatha is derived from the Hebrew or Aramaic term for “skull place.” The Latin equivalent
is Calvaria, where the term “Calvary” comes from.  Presumably, Golgatha was where the ver-
tical stakes of crosses for crucifixion were permanently located, while horizontal crossbeams
were temporarily affixed (with the victim nailed to it) for executions as they arose.  Its exact
location is unknown, but tradition holds that it was on a hill just outside Jerusalem, likely be-
side a major highway.  The name Golgatha may also originate from an outcropping of rock
shaped like a skull, or simply from the numerous executions that occurred there and aban-
doned skulls that could potentially be found.  It may also refer to the buried bones of a cem-
etery nearby.  However, no archeological record of Golgatha has been found to date, so its
true characteristics may never be known.  Rome had a similar location reserved for execu-
tions just outside its Porta Esquilina.
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They tried to give him wine mixed with myrrh,*

but after tasting it, he wouldn’t drink any.

They crucify him at the third hour.* But Je-
sus said, “Father, forgive them.  They don’t
know what they’re doing.”

Two thieves* are also crucified with him,
one on his right and one on his left, with Jesus in
between.

After they had crucified Jesus, the soldiers
took his coat and made four parts – one part for
each soldier. However, the shirt was seamless,
woven from one piece, so they said to each
other, “Let’s not tear it, but cast lots* for whose
it’ll be.”

So casting lots for who should take what,
they divide his clothes among them.  The sol-

diers did this to fulfill the Scripture, “They di-
vided my coat among them and cast lots for my
clothes.”†

Pilate had written the charge against him,
which read, “This is Jesus the Nazarene, King of
the Jews.”  They put it above his head on the

Wine mixed with myrrh may have been a primitive anesthetic.  Some traditions hold that
the women of Jerusalem gave this drink to victims of crucifixion to ease their pain.  Mark rec-
ords that the additive to wine was myrrh, while Matthew records that the additive was
chole, meaning “bile” or “gall,” possibly in reference to myrrh.

Matthew 27:35-44
Mark 15:24-27, 29-32
Luke 23:33b-43
John 19:18-25a

The third hour of the
day was around nine
o’clock in the morning.

Robbery wasn’t nor-
mally punishable by
death under Roman
law.  It’s possible that
the two thieves cruci-
fied with Jesus were re-
bels or zealots.  Barab-
bas was also a rebel
that was labelled a
thief.

Casting lots was a popular form of gambling in the ancient Middle East.  The Hebrew phrase
for it, yadad gowral, directly translates to “throwing pebbles,” but there is some discrepancy
as to what the practice actually looked like.  It may have been an early form of dice.  Another
theory is that various small objects (pebbles, pieces of wood, pottery shards) with their own-
ers’ names scratched onto them were placed into a container, and then upon shaking them
together, a single object was drawn at random.  However it occurred, casting lots was used
throughout Israel’s history to determine God’s will.  As Joshua was dividing up Canaan
among Israel’s twelve tribes, portions of land were assigned by lot.  Years later, Israel’s first
king, Saul, was identified the same way.  And the Old Testament prophet Jonah was chosen
by lot to be thrown overboard to appease God and calm a fierce storm.

Lots are thrown into the lap, but every decision is from the LORD.
Proverbs 16:33

I can count all my
bones.  They look and
stare at me.  They divide
my coat among them
and cast lots for my
clothes.

Psalm 22:17-18
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The Latin word crux (“cross”) is where the English term “crucifixion” comes from, but the
original Greek accounts of Jesus’ death use the word stauros (“stake”), which evolved to
mean “crucify” over time.  Crucifixion was a form of capital punishment performed by affixing
a criminal to a wooden cross for a long, drawn-out death.  This method of execution was used
throughout ancient history, particularly during the Assyrian, Median, Persian and Greek em-
pires.  Similarly, the Romans used it as their most severe form of execution, reserved for
slaves and criminals.  No Roman citizen could be crucified, as it was considered too agonizing
and disgraceful.  In fact, the pain of crucifixion was so terrible that a new word – excruciating
(“out of the cross”) – was used to describe it.

Exactly what the cross looked like or how the criminal was nailed to it isn’t clear, but most
scholars agree a variety of forms were employed.  Crucifixion evolved from the practice of
impaling dead bodies on stakes to discourage civil disobedience.  Over time, victims wouldn’t
be killed beforehand and horizontal
beams were attached to better ac-
commodate a hanging body.  The arms
of the victim were first attached to a
crossbeam with ropes, leather straps,
and/or large iron nails.  This was then
raised onto a vertical stake that had
been permanently planted in the
ground.  Finally, the feet or legs were
fastened to the stake in a similar fash-
ion.  The victim would then be left to
hang naked  from the cross until dead.
The strain of hanging by one’s arms for
extended periods would likely have
dislocated both shoulders in the pro-
cess.  Eventually, death came by as-
phyxiation (inability to breathe); when
the body is supported by outstretched
arms, hyperinflation of the chest cav-
ity prevents adequate exhalation.  The
victim would have to painfully push
himself up on his nailed legs to exhale
with each breath.  Exhaustion over
time would lead to impaired respira-
tion, hypoxia, and death.  This process
could take days in otherwise healthy people, but if a beating or whipping had occurred prior
to crucifixion, death would come sooner due to the prior trauma and hypovolemia (excessive
blood loss).

The Roman guards charged with performing crucifixion could only leave the site after the
victim had died.  So to speed the process, legs could be broken to prevent breathing, thereby
causing death in a matter of minutes.  There were no survivors of Roman crucifixions –sol-
diers would have ensured their victims were definitely dead, since their own lives would’ve
been forfeited if anyone lived.  Once expired, crucified corpses were often left on display to
deter future crime.  Barring customary burial, they would’ve decayed on the cross, exposed
to the weather and scavenging animals.

Crucifixion was abolished by the Roman emperor Constantine in 337 AD upon his conver-
sion to Christianity. Although the cross originally represented guilt, punishment, and shame,
it became a sacred symbol of Christianity and was therefore no longer used for execution.

Despite the thousands of crucifixions that were recorded to have occurred, only one cruci-
fied body has been discovered to date.  In 1968, the remains of a crucified man were found in
Jerusalem.  Large spikes had been driven laterally through the heel bones.  However, his wrist
bones were intact, suggesting spikes had been driven through the bones of his forearms ra-
ther than the hands, if at all.
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cross, then sat down and guarded him as people
stood there watching. So many Jews read the in-
scription, since the place Jesus was crucified was
close to the city, and it was written in Hebrew,
Latin, and Greek.

The High Priests had told Pilate, “Don’t
write, ‘King of the Jews,’ but that he said, ‘I’m
the king of the Jews.’”

But Pilate had answered, “I’ve written what
I’ve written.”

Passers-by blasphemed him, shaking their
heads and saying, “Destroy the Temple and re-
build it in three days?  Ha!  If you’re God’s Son,
come down from the cross and save yourself!”

The rulers – the High Priests, the elders,
and the scribes – mocked him and scoffed at him
among themselves the same way, saying, “He
saved others, but he can’t save himself.  Is he the
Christ, chosen by God, the king of Israel?  Let
him come down now so we can see and believe!
He trusts God – he even said, ‘I’m God’s Son’ –
so now let God rescue him if he pleases.”†

The soldiers mocked him too, coming up
and offering him vinegar,* saying, “Save yourself,
if you’re the king of the Jews!”

Even the thieves crucified with him insulted
him the same way.  One of the criminals hanging
there was blaspheming him, saying, “Aren’t you
the Christ?  Save yourself and us!”

But the other scolded him, saying, “Don’t
you fear God, since you’re under the same judg-
ment?  It’s the right thing for us – we’re getting
what we deserve for our actions.  But this one
has done nothing wrong.”

Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when
you come into your kingdom!”

“Truly I tell you,” he replied, “you’ll be with
me in paradise* today.”

Roll with the LORD.  Let
him rescue if he’s
pleased with him.

Psalm 22:8

Posca was a common
drink among the Roman
army and lower civilian
classes of the first cen-
tury.  It was a concoc-
tion of vinegar, water,
and herbs.  When
batches of wine were
improperly stored, bac-
teria fermented the eth-
anol (alcohol) into ace-
tic acid (vinegar),
thereby spoiling it.  The
term posca is Latin, but
the Greek equivalent
oxos comes from word
for “sharp,” referring to
its pungent flavor.  It’s
often translated as “vin-
egar” in the Bible.
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At the sixth hour,* the whole land became
dark until the ninth hour, because the sun
failed.* Then around the ninth hour Jesus
shouted with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lama
sabachthani?” which translates to, “My God, my
God, why have you abandoned me?”

When the bystanders heard it, some said,
“Look, he’s calling Elijah.”

Standing by Jesus’ cross were his mother, his
mother’s sister, Mary of Clopas,* and Mary

The Greek word paradeisos originates from the Persian word for “a wall around,” referring to
an enclosed park or orchard that was maintained for hunting parties.  Tradition holds that
when a Persian king wanted to honor someone, he invited him to join him in paradise, that is,
in his private garden.  The Hebrew pardec similarly means “park” or “garden” in the Old Tes-
tament, appearing in Scripture after Israel’s exile, which suggests its adoption from the Per-
sians.  Paradise was later associated with Eden, the original garden for Adam and Eve.  The
word only appears three times in the New Testament:

1. Spoken by Jesus while on the cross, referring to the afterlife.
2. Recorded by Paul in a vision he had of being taken up into paradise, where he “heard un-

speakable words that were illegal for a man to say.” (2 Corinthians 12:4)
3. Recorded by John in his apocryphal book of Revelation, quoting Jesus telling the church

of Ephesus, “For whoever conquers, I’ll let him eat from the tree of life, which is in God’s
paradise.” (Revelation 2:7b)

There’s certainly discrepancy as to what paradise is in the spiritual sense.  Some believe it’s a
utopia where virtuous souls wait before resurrection and entry into heaven, in contrast to
Sheol, where the wicked go.  Others believe it’s simply another term for heaven.  The theo-
ries about its definition abound.

Matthew 27:45-56
Mark 15:33-41
Luke 23:44-49
John 19:25b-30

The sixth hour of the
day was at noon, while
the ninth hour was
around three o’clock in
the afternoon.

Ekleipo (Greek verb) means “fail” or “stop,” and is where the English “eclipse” comes from.
Astronomically, an eclipse is when an object in space temporarily obscures the view of an-
other, either directly or by casting a shadow.  A total solar eclipse is when the moon’s com-
plete shadow falls on the earth, blocking direct sunlight from reaching the earth’s surface.
Up to five partial solar eclipses occur annually, but because the moon’s orbit is elliptical and
tilted at five degrees to the earth’s orbit around the sun, total solar eclipses are rare. They
occur at the same place on earth about every 400 years, lasting up to seven minutes each
time.

Both Matthew and Luke record darkness occurring at midday during Jesus’ crucifixion.
Whether this was due to a solar eclipse or some miraculous sign is uncertain.

In Greek, when speaking about a person as “of” another, it usually referred to a man being
the “son of” another.  For example, “Judas of James” meant “Judas, son of James.” However,
referring to a woman this way was different – “of” typically meant “wife of” rather than
“daughter of.” So “Mary of Clopas” was likely “Mary, wife of Clopas,” rather than Clopas’
daughter.
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No other Psalm is quoted more often in the New Testament than David’s anguished Psalm 22.
Jesus quoted the first verse of the original Hebrew as he hung from the cross.  Since the
Psalms were not numbered in the first century, it’s possible that quoting the first line was a
reference to the whole song.

My God, my God, why have you left me?  The words I cry are far from my salvation.  O my
God, I call out by day, but you don’t answer, and by night, but I don’t have rest.  Yet you are
holy, you who are seated on Israel’s praise.  Our fathers trusted you – they trusted you and
you saved them.  They called out to you and were saved.  They trusted you and weren’t dis-
appointed.

But I’m a worm not a man, the scorn of men and despised by people.  All who see me mock
me.  They purse their lips and shake their head.  “Roll1 with the LORD.  Let him rescue if he’s
pleased with him.”

But you’re the one who burst me from the womb, and you made me trust while on my
mother’s breasts. I’ve been thrown on you since birth; you’ve been my God since my
mother’s womb.

Don’t be far from me, because trouble is near and there’s no one to help.  Lots of bulls have
turned around me, strong ones from Bashan2 have surrounded me.  They open their
mouths wide like a ravenous roaring lion.  I’m poured out like water and all my bones are
separated.  My heart is like wax, melted inside me.  My strength is dried up like a clay pot
and my tongue sticks to my jaw.  You put me in the dirt of death.  Dogs have turned around
me, an assembly of evil has encircled me.  They’ve pierced my hands and feet and I can
count all my bones.  They look and stare at me.  They divide my coat among them and cast
lots for my clothes.

But you, LORD, don’t be far.  O my strength, hurry to help me.  Rescue my soul from the sword
and my only [life] from the hand3 of the dog. Save me from the lion’s mouth.  You answer
me from the horns of aurochs.4

I’ll tell my brothers about your name and I’ll praise you in the midst of the congregation.
Praise the LORD, you who fear him.  Honor him, all Jacob’s seed.  Stay with him, all Israel’s
seed.  Because he hasn’t despised or detested the oppression of the poor.  Nor has he hid-
den his face, but he heard when he called out.

My praise in the great congregation comes from you and I’ll fulfill my promises in front of
those who fear him. The poor will eat and be satisfied and those who ask for him will
praise the LORD.  May your heart live forever!  All the ends of the earth will remember and
return to the LORD and all the families of the nations will worship in front of you.  Because
the kingdom is the LORD’s and he rules nations.  All the fat5 on earth will eat and worship,
and all who descend into the dirt will bow in front of him, even without a living soul.  His
seed will serve him and the Lord will be spoken about to the generations.  They’ll come and
announce his righteousness to a people yet to be born, that he has done it.

Psalm 22

1 The Hebrew word galal literally means “roll,” often used in the Old Testament as the word
to denote moving a large stone aside.  However, it has also been translated as “commit”
when entrusting plans or a person to God.  This coincidentally aligns with the modern slang
usage of roll; to “roll with the LORD” essentially means to be faithful to him.

2 The Old Testament records that when Israel was entering Canaan, Og the king of Bashan
marched his army out against them.  Israel, however, annihilated him and his people and
conquered his land.  Bashan and all the territory east of the Jordan River was then renamed
Gilead.

3 Yad is the Hebrew word for “hand.”  As a symbol of strength, it also means “power.”
4 The auroch was a type of wild cattle that once lived across Europe and Asia.  They are now

extinct; the last one died in the 1600s.  They looked similar to modern bulls, with a large
muscular body and massive horns pointing forward.  Many Bibles translate the Hebrew
term re’em as “wild ox.”

5 In Hebrew, dashen means “fat.”  When referring to people, it can also mean “prosperous.”
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Magdalene.  When Jesus saw his mother and the
disciple he loved standing there, he tells his
mother, “Woman, look, your son!” Then he
tells the disciple, “Look, your mother!” From
then on the disciple took her as his own.

After this, knowing everything had been
done, Jesus says, “I’m thirsty,” to fulfill the
Scripture.

A jar full of vinegar was there, so someone
immediately ran and filled a sponge with the vin-
egar.  Putting it on a hyssop* stick, they raised it
to his mouth and gave him a drink.† But the rest
said, “Let’s see if Elijah will come and take him
down and save him.”

After Jesus drank the vinegar, he gave up a
loud cry* again, saying, “Father, I set my spirit in
your hands.† It’s finished!”

After saying this, he bowed his head, ex-
haled, and gave up his spirit.  Then look, the
Temple’s veil* tore in two, from top to bottom.
The earth shook and rocks split apart. Tombs
opened up and many bodies of the holy were
raised from their sleep.  They came out of their
tombs after his resurrection, went into the holy

Scorn has broken my
heart so that I’m sick.  I
looked for sympathy,
but none was there, and
for comforters, but
found none.  They gave
me poison as my food
and they gave me vine-
gar to drink for my
thirst.

Psalm 68:21-22

Crucifixion led to a slow
death.  Terrible pain led
to difficulty breathing,
which caused a gradual
loss of consciousness
that faded into death.
Thus Jesus’ loud cry and
abrupt death would
have been quite unu-
sual.

I set my spirit in your
hands.  You’ve ran-
somed me, LORD, God of
truth.

Psalm 31:5

The minty shrub hyssop thrived throughout the warm, dry climates of
Europe and the Middle East.  It grew well in rocky terrain, even sprout-
ing straight out of walls.  Woody stems supported numerous straight
branches, which bore thin leaves and purple flowers.

Israel used hyssop branches in various purification ceremonies in
the Temple and to apply blood from the Passover lamb to their door-
ways.  King David alluded to its cleansing properties in his repentant
Psalm 51.

The Hebrew and Greek words for hyssop (ezowb and hyssopos re-
spectively) may also have referred to a number of aromatic herbs in
Palestine.

Separating the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies in the Temple was a massive curtain, also
referred to as a veil.  Exodus records that Israel’s Tabernacle, a large tent that functioned as
the Temple on their journey from Egypt to Canaan, also had such a curtain.  It was made of
fine purple and red linen, with heavenly images woven into it.  It hung across the inside of
the Temple from golden hooks and poles.  The curtain of Herod’s Temple was presumably
similar to the original curtain of the Tabernacle.  The only person who could pass behind it
into the Holy of Holies, where the presence of God was said to live, was the High Priest once
a year after a week of purification rituals.  There he would burn incense, offer sacrifices for
himself and the rest of the nation, and receive whatever messages God had for his people.
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city, and were seen by many.
Now the centurion standing in front of him,

and those guarding Jesus with him, saw the
earthquake and how he had exhaled.  When they
saw what was happening, they were frightened
and praised God, saying, “This man was certainly
innocent.  He truly was God’s Son!”

All the crowds who had gathered for the
event returned beating their chests when they
saw what had happened.

All his friends and the women, who had fol-
lowed Jesus and ministered to him from when
he was in Galilee, had also been watching this
from far off.  Among them were Mary Magda-
lene; Mary, the mother of Little James* and Jo-
seph; the mother of Zebedee’s sons; Salome;
and many other women who came up to Jerusa-
lem with him.

It was the preparation day for the Sabbath, a
big preparation.* The Jews asked Pilate that
their legs be broken so they could take
the bodies away, so they wouldn’t stay
on the cross for the Sabbath. So the sol-
diers came and broke the first man’s
legs, and those of the other who was
crucified with him. But coming to Je-
sus, they didn’t
break his legs when
they saw that he was
already dead.  Then
one of the soldiers
stabbed his side
with a spear, and
blood and water*

came out immedi-
ately.

Iakobos micros trans-
lates to “James the
Less” or “Little James.”
This is not likely the
same James as either of
Jesus’ disciples or Jesus’
brother.

Preparation was made every sixth
day of the week so no work would
be done on the Sabbath.  On the
day before the Passover Sabbath, it
was an exceptionally big prepara-
tion, due to the nature of the week-
long feast when all work was
banned.

John 19:31-37

Pericardial and
pleural effusions
(fluid around the
heart and lungs)
caused by the strain
of crucifixion or an-
other disease pro-
cess could be liber-
ated with a punc-
ture to the thorax,
causing “blood and
water” to flow out
of the wound.
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The one who has seen this has witnessed it,
and his witness is true.  He knows he’s telling
the truth, so you can believe too.  This happened
to fulfill the Scripture, that “not one of his bones
will be broken.”† And another Scripture says
again, “They’ll look on the one they stabbed.”†

They’ll leave none [of the Passover lamb] until morning, nor break its bones, to act according
to all the rules of the Passover.

Numbers 9:12

The troubles of the righteous are many, but the LORD saves him from all of them.  He keeps all
his bones and not one is broken.

Psalm 34:20

I’ll pour out the spirit of grace and appealing on David’s house and on those living in Jerusa-
lem, so they’ll look at me whom they’ve stabbed.  They’ll mourn for him, like mourning for a
son, and they’ll cry bitterly over him, like the bitter crying over a firstborn.

Zechariah 12:10


