INTRODUCTION

Crucifixion was considered by the ancients to be one of the worst forms

of execution. Cicero said, "Crucifixion is indeed one of the most
abominable torments that the very inventive pgenius of torture has imagined.
FPerhops it even holds the first pace, as the cruelnst und most hideous

of torments," Therefore it is significant that this most vicious means

of venting man's cruclty to man should today be associated with the full-
est display of God's love to man in history., The only rationale for under-
teking a study of a subject which would ordinarily shock the senses, is
that the beauty of Uod's love is seen best set against.the ugliness.of
man's depravity, If we understand what our Savior endured when He was
crucified, we will have a grcater appreclataon of the work He accomplished
through His death, .

Origin of Crucifixion as & lMethod of Execution,

Lhe historical oveginnings of the use of crucifixion as a method of

" execution are as misty as the motives of the men who invented it, This
is due partly vo imprecision as to what constituted "crucifixion" in the
. distant past, Most funasmentally, the idea of crucifixion is associated
with the piercing of a condemned person by one or more sharpened objects
so as to bring about slow death, Uome have postulated that this practice
originated in the hesitancy of primitive peoples to actively bring about
death, but to allow nature to take its course by keeping the person from
defense or from flight from animals of prey. (Mattingly, p. 7) later
peoples cast off such qualms and experimented with variations in the de=
gree and location of plGTClng until the practlce became almost ritualistic
in Roman times. .

Crucifixion was generally eastern in origin, but the dubious distinction
of being associated with the first large-scale use of this form of
execution belongs to the Persians, Preference for crucifixion may have
developed there because the ground in Persia was consecrated to their god
Ormuzd and crucifixion kept a person off the ground, preventing its _
defilement, (Blinzler, The Trial of Jesus, p. 2L6) We learn of Persia's
practice because of the boast of Darius I on the Behistum Inscription
that he had crucified 3000 leaders of the rebellions., From lersia, the
practice of crucitixion degenerated into less of a religious expediency
than an exercise in cruelty. Phoenicia, famed for its barbaric practices,
frequently practiced crucifixion, as did the uUreeks in the MHacedonian
period (when they had lost their priue in and admiration for the human
body exhibited by the ancient athletic games and works of art).,

The sanme callousncss toward human suffering which developed among the
Greeks as they were influenced by more barbaric races, also developed
among the nomans. Crucifixion was not known in the early days of itome

but in the later days of expansion, "depraved by conguest and brutalized
by magnificence" (Fairbairn, Studies in the Life of Christ, p. 309) rome
developed the practice to the place that it becsme one of the most common
means of punishment--being used widely in Home as well as in her provinces.
(Mattingly, p. 11) lome evidently borrowed crucifixion from her bitter
enemy Carthage, since it is first attested as a Homan penalty in the lunic




wars, (Oxford Cliga. Dict., p. 300) The extent of Rome's use of cruci-
fixion stazsers the imugination: Crassus crucified 6000 slaves (lining
the. ippian viay trom Cipua to ltome) after Spartacus! rebellion, Augustus
Caesar crucified 6000 slaves in Sicily to suppress a war, the Maccabean
king dlexander I cruciried 800 Jews after capturing the rebellious city
of Bethomo, &nd during the last seige on Jerusalem-in 70 A.D,, Titus
crucified 500 people a day for some time., Josephus commenis on the
last example that “their multituds was so great that room was wanting for
the crosses, and crosses wanting for the bodies." (whiston p. 800)
Eventually, even the pronibitions against crucifying Homan citizens were
abroguted and all but the most pr1v11eged could expect crucifixion for
serious crime,

Such is the background of the institution of crucifixion as a capital
penalty up to the time of Jesus Christ. Crucitixion was eventually
abolished, under Constantine, but only as the result of the ministry of
the One who by being crucified made it possible to change depraved
human hearts,

Equipment Used in Crucifixion.

Since the primary object of our study is to aid in the interpretation of
the Gospels, only the iloman method of crucifixion will be discussed in
technical detail.

The saurge;was the first implement legally associated with crucifixion.,
Known in the Latin as the flaprum, it consicted of a short handle to
vnich was attached several long thongs of varying length, bearing jagged
and sharp pieces of bono and lead, Sometimes a-long solid rod was used
instead. (Mattingly, p. 15) : :

The wood of the 'cross" was usually acacia, olive, or cypress and con=-
sisted of at least two pieces, ‘These pieces were either put tgif;:gr in
<=0

the shape of a T (crux commissa) or .the more traditional dagge rux
immissa). ‘Ihe vertical piece (stipes crucis) was not very hea nly
strong enough to support the body of the victim, Its height varied
batween seven to ten feet depending on whether or not prominent display
was a prime objecUive in the execution. Some accounts say that these
vertical pieces were left in place and used repeatedly, while others
describe the cross as being destroyed after the body was removed, This
procedure may have varied according to era, since in early Homan procedure
the bodies remained upon the cross until they rotted and fell off, or
were eaten up by vultures, In Cicero's time this practice had declined,
so that friends could obtain permission to remove and bury the corpse.
(B¢ p. 157) The horizontal crosspiece (pati-bulum) was approximately
three inches deep, five inches wide, and six feet long, weighing thirty.
pounds. (Bishop, p. 300) This was the piece carriéd to the place of
execution by the ccndemned, In the bottom of the crosspiece was a slot
so that it would fit over or into the upright piece when the prisoner
was raised and set in place. (Bishop, p. 300) Wwhen in this position the
two pieces would be nailed together with spikes,




The final picces of equipment used in crucifixion were the ropes or
(more commonly) nuils used to arfix the condemned to the cross, The
nails wero applOﬁLﬁdLLly seven inches long, with a head or expanded
portion to kecep the body from sliding off,

Procedure in Crucifixion,

The instruments used in crucifixion were composed of ordlnary substances,
but. wielded by men with depraved hearts and callosed feelings, they
became part of a procedure calculated to produce exguisite pain,(mental
as well as physical)., after scirging, which usually took place at the
tribunal of judgment, the prisoner was led through the busiest thoro-
fares on his way to the place of execution. This place of execution was
as public as possible, in a street or elevated place, so that the full .
impact of the punishment could be felt by the populace,

Each man carried his own OPOSSpche to the crucifixion sits. The con-
demned men's hands were bCUnitogether vith rope, which permitted a
distance of about six inches between each hand., As the crossbeam was
placed on the right sholder, the two hands curled over opposits sides of
the beam, which  jutted about tnirty inches in front of the condemned
and about forty-two inches behind him, dlagonally to the left, If, dur-
ing the trip to crucifixion, a prisoner's hands slipped off the beam
because of exhaustion or the effects of shock, the short rope between
wrists kept it from sliding to the sireet in front of the soldiers
..marchlng behlnd. (Bishop, p. 300)

UOnce at the crucifixion sits, each prisoner was held on his back by
soldieys and his arms stretched out on the crosspiece, The exscutioner
wore an apron with pockets, and would select one of the square cut nails
and probe for the proper spot to nail it., Some dispute nailing into

the hands because of evidence for acute hemorrhage und yuick death from.
lacerations of its major blcod vessels. (Eznository Tlimes, p. 148) If
such is true, it would work against the purpose of crucifixion--prolonged
agony. Many say the exccutioner nailed into the wrist, through the little
“hollow spot behind where the so-called lifeline ends, (Bishop, p. 311) -
whatever the location, nails were certainly in use as the practice of
crucifixion developed, because the Romans learned that binding by rope
did not sap the strengih of the condemned man soon enough to prevent
escape, and the interest of observers waned quickly anyway,

Once nailed to the crosspiece, lhe prisoner and beam would be 1lifted up
by ladders and forked poles called furcillac and, the beam fitted into
the socket or groove of the upright, (U, p. 157) The next procedure
was +o nail the feet to the upright beam, usually right foot over the
left, Ordinarily, the legs would be pressed together, bent, and twisted
so that the calves were parallel to the crossbeam, Then a single nail
would be inserted through the achilles tendon. If the legs were not
twisted, the nail would go through the front of the foot, into the instep
and sole, 'The tcet were not pulled downward and nailed to the foot of
the cross bocause then the prisoner always died two quickly, from
asphyxiation, Over ithe yoars, the iomans learned to push the feet upwird




on the cross so that the condemned man could lean on the nails and
stretch himself upward momentarily in order to breathe better. vwhen
the prisonert's feet had been nailed the process of crucifixion was com=
plets, and the condenned person looked forward to a slow, agonizing
death accompanied by the stares and sneers of those who passed by,

Effects of Crucifixion Upon the Bodx.

One of the prime purposes of crucifixion as a method of execution was to
inflict the greutest amount of pain and suifering upon the condemned,

for the longest possible time before dszath, Since desth rarely came to
the sufferer sooner than thirty-six hours after crucifixion (and most men
lasted two or three days) this objective was often achieved, -

The first effect of crucifixion upon the.body wes an insatiable thirst,
created by exposure to the hot and scorching heat of the sun as well as
by the loss of fluids through scourge wounds @and the excessive perspirat-
ion accompanying intense fear, Added to this discomfort was the obvious
pain from scourging and nail wounds, Finally, contortion of the body'!s
muscles produced spasmodic cramps (tetanization) and rigid cramps
especially in the pectoral region. These would eventually permeate the
diaphragm and lungs so as to prohibit breathing, The only relief from '
such a condition was at best temporary., By momentarily ignoring the
increased pain in the feet, a person could raise themselves higher on the
cross by using the bottom nail, pressing agalnst the instep until the -
shoulders were on a level with the hands, Once out of the usuval "VH /
position, breathing would be more rapid and easier,

The cumulatlve effect of such torture upon the body is graphically des-
cribed by Farrar (lhe Life of Christ, p. LLO)

For indeed a decath by crucifixion seems to include all that pain
and death can have of horrible and ghastly~-dizziness, cramp, thirst,
starvation, sleeplessness, traumatic fever, tetanus, shame, publicity
of shame, long continuance of torment, horror of anticipation,
mortification of untended wounds--all intensified just up to the
point at which they can be endured at all, but all stopping just short
of the point wnich would give to the sufferer the relief of uncon-
sciousness, The unnatural position made every movement painful; the
lacerated veins and crushed tendons throbbed with incessant anguish;
the wounds, inflamed by exposure, gradually. gangrened; the arteries--
especially at the head and stomach--became swollen and oppressed
with surcharged blood; and while each variety of misery went on )
gradvally increasing, there was added to them the intolerable pang of
a burning and raging thirst; and all these physical complications
caused an internal excitment and anxiety, which.made the prospect of
death itself--of death, the unknown enemy, at whose approach man
usually shudders most—-bear the aspect of a delicious and excuisite
release,

Under ioman law, sympathy toward an accused person was permitted, but
sympathy towird one condcined was iorbidden, Howsver, often an allowance



Was made for a sociecly of charitible women in Jerusalem (called the
chuburat i-) to fulfill the prescriptions of Priverbs 31:6-7 (MJive
sirony drink unto him that is ready to perish, and wine unto the bitter
in soul: 1let him drink and forget his poverty, and remember his misery
no more?) ‘lulmvdic tradition says that these high-placed ladies gave an
intoxicating drink to the condemned before execution to make them ine-
sensitive to the pain, Yhore was also & widespread belief in the East
that a4 man in tormant died as soon as he had & drink, so their motivation
may also have becn to hasten death, Lhis strong drink usually consisted
of wine mixed with myrrh or incense, (Oxford Classical Dict, p. 91)

Under the weight'of the suffering produced by crucifixion, the body'of
the condemned person finally gave up struggling and expired.

Motivation for the Use of Crucifixigp as a Means of Bxecution,

Heville describes crucifixion as follows:

Nothing so terrifying as the sight of that body alive, breathing,
seeing, hearing, still feeling yet reduced to the condition of a
corpse by forcod immobility and absolute powerlessness, It cannot
even be said thut the victim writhed in his pain, it was impossible
for him to writhe, Stripped of all his clothing, unable to beat-
off the flies which swarmed over his skin lacerated by the prelim=
inary scourging, no longer capable of retaining the repulsive
excretd, a butt to insults...the cross exhibited the wreiched human

- being reduced to the last extremity of impotence, sufferlnb, and
degradation. 7Torture, public exhibition, degradation, certain death,
but a death distilled out drop by drop--crucifixion embodied all

—~ that could be c¢2sired. It was the ideal torment,

what possible motivaticn could drive men to inflict such a punishment as
crucifixion upon other men? The first to be mentioned is as old as sin
itself--the desire to see another person suffer for his wrongdoing and

thus satisfy our thirst for vengzarce. The Homan state retaliated against
its "enemies® with a ferocity that has seldem been equalled, The sacond
possible motivation is judicial--the Roman state wished its subjects to

so fear the consecuences of a serious crime that they would be reluctant

to commit it, OSuch a concern explains the public nature of crucifixion

as a m2thod of execution--it provided an example to all of what would
happen to those who disregarded Roman Law, Finally, the "predzterminate
counsol and foreknowledge of God" (Acts 2:23) was at vork behind the
historical development of crucifixion as a means of execution tecause so
many of the Fessianic prophecics alluded to a death by crucifixion
(although this was unrccognized by the original writers), These prophecies
needed to be fulfilled literally. Therefore the development of crucifixion
displays another instance where the "wrath of men" is made to praise God,

,



The Sipnificance of Undarstanding Crucifixion in Interpreting the New
PTestamzint, A T

The cross of Jesus Christ stands at the dividing point of history as a
reference point by which to give history meaning, What was accomplished
there by the God-lan in zctual time and space has eternal repercussions
for all men. YThereofore, an appreciation of what was physically involved
(to some degree) in such a spiritual transaction can only heighten the
vividness of the event, Uranted, Christ'!s sufferings on the cross went
beyond that of others crucified because He was paying the penalty of

the sin of the world, but the medium through which God ordained to -
channel His righteous wrath was the death of crucifixion, Whenever
therefore, the licw Testament refers to the cross literally or figurative-
ly, a knowledyge commensurate with the kncwledge of the original readers
concerning the cross will aid in our interpretation. It is hoped that
the knowledge gained by reading this paper will contribute toward that
goa%; for "the preaching of the cross is...the power of God" (I Cor,
1:138),
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