
CRUCIFIXION IN pAUL’S LETTERS AND IN ANTIQUITY
In his preaching of a crucified Messiah and Lord, Paul naturally offended both Jew and Gentile; the former was unable to associate messianic status with crucifixion, the latter was unable to associate imperial or divine status with the cross.
 Why? What made the cross such an obstacle to salvation for the Jew and the Gentile and yet so central to Paul’s theology? The purpose of this paper is to answer these questions by examining the historical background of crucifixion, the Gentile view of crucifixion, the Jewish abhorrence towards crucifixion, and Paul’s theology of the cross.
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF CRUCIFIXION
Crucifixion, according to ancient sources, was one of the cruelest and more humiliating forms of punishment in the ancient world. The Jewish historian Josephus, following the siege of Jerusalem in A.D. 66 – 70, described it as “a most miserable death.”
 While the origins of this “miserable death” are uncertain, it is known that crucifixion was a practice of the Persian Empire and there is also evidence to suggest that diverse barbarians such as the Indians, Assyrians, and Scythians employed the practice as well.
  
Upon their ascension to power in 63 B.C., the Romans began to employ crucifixion as a means of capital punishment. It was used primarily against rebellious slaves, notorious criminals such as robbers and assassins, and defeated foes of the Empire. As a general rule, however, Roman citizens were exempt from crucifixion. Only those citizens who had been found guilty of treasonous or serious crimes that threatened national security could be crucified. By involvement in those types of crimes, the victims had forfeited the protections of Roman citizenship.

As practiced in the ancient world, crucifixion was a form of capital punishment in which the victim was attached to a wooden cross and left to die. 
 The purpose behind such a grotesque form of public execution was to deter crime and help maintain public order.
 The Romans had so systematized the process of crucifixion that it thoroughly demeaned and tortured the victim. First, the victim was flogged with a leather whip studded with bone or metal. The flogging continued until the victim’s back and shoulders were reduced to throbbing ribbons of bleeding flesh. Afterwards the victim was forced to bear the crossbeam to the place of execution in order to signify that life was already over and to break the will to live.
 To add to his humiliation during the walk, a placard was hung around his neck indicating the crimes for which he was being punished. Once to the execution site the victim was stripped naked and his outstretched arms were tied or nailed to the crossbar. The crossbar was then hoisted and fastened to an upright post. 

The time on the cross was one of horrific agony for the victim. Though death could be hastened through the breaking of the victim’s legs, the Roman authorities had devised various means whereby the victim could remain on the cross for days in public before eventually succumbing to exhaustion or suffocation. This, the Roman authorities believed, added to the deterrent value of crucifixion.
 The final indignity came when the corpse was left on the cross to rot or provide food for the animals and birds.
THE GENTILE WORLD’S VIEW OF CRUCIFIXION

In light of what has just been presented about crucifixion, it is somewhat easy to understand the deep contempt the Gentile world had for those crucified. Crucifixion was such a virtual obscenity to them that it was something not to be discussed in polite company.
 
A graffito scratched on a stone in a guardroom on Palatine Hill near Circus Maximus in Rome serves as a good example of the utter contempt the Gentile world had for those crucified, especially toward Jesus Christ. The graffito, discovered in 1856 and dating from the third century, shows the figure of a man with the head of an ass hanging on a cross. To the left of the figure stands a man who worships it by throwing it a kiss. Beneath the figure appears the inscription “Alexamenos worships his god.” This comparison of Christ to an ass vividly illustrates the contempt the Gentile world had toward the crucified Christ whom Paul preached.

To the Gentile a crucified god was a contradiction in terms; it was a message of foolishness. The word “foolishness” as used by Paul in I Corinthians 1:23,
 comes from the Greek word moria and as used in this passage means “the content of foolish thought.”
 To the Gentile the message of the cross was just pure nonsense. It was simply preposterous to suggest that the crucifixion of this man Jesus was the focal point of the redemption of mankind. Dr. Martin Hengel sums it up well:
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. The real gods of Greece and Rome could be distinguished from mortal men by the very fact that they were “immortal”; they had absolutely nothing in common with the … one who … was bound in the most ignominious fashion and executed in a shameful way.

This contempt the Gentile world had for the crucified can be seen in the writings of some of the first and second century Christian and secular writers as well. Justin Martyr
 in his First Apology writes of those opposing the Christian faith, “For they charge our madness to consist in this, that we give to a crucified man second place after the unchangeable and eternal God, begetter of all things.”
 Tacitus
 in his work The Annals states that the Christian faith is “a most mischievous superstition.”
 Pliny the Younger,
 in a letter to his emperor Trajan requesting advice regarding the disposition of some Christians, describes their religion as “depraved and excessive superstition.”
 The Greek satirist Lucian of Samosata (120 – 180 A.D.) writes of the Christians in his work “The Passing of Peregrinus”: “Their first lawgiver persuaded them that they are all brothers of one another after they have transgressed once for all by denying the Greek gods and by worshiping that crucified sophist himself and living under his laws.”

Though these men wrote after the death of the Apostle Paul, their writings give a sense as to the contempt the Gentile world had for the Christian faith due to its message of the cross. It is no wonder that it was regarded as foolishness.
THE JEWISH VIEW OF CRUCIFIXION

When examining the Jewish view of crucifixion there are several examples from which it can be concluded that they had more contempt for the victim than did the Gentiles. First, the Jews detested the Roman practice of crucifixion. Prior to about 30 A.D. the Sanhedrin
 apparently had the power to exercise capital punishment but according to the Jerusalem Gemara
 the power of inflicting capital punishment was taken away from this tribunal forty years before the destruction of Jerusalem.
 This would explain the statement of the Jews to Pilate in John 18:31, “So Pilate said to them, ‘Take Him yourselves, and judge Him according to your law.’ The Jews said to him, ‘We are not permitted to put anyone to death.’”
 By the time of Jesus’ crucifixion the Roman government had exclusive authority over capital punishment. The practice of crucifixion would then serve as a reminder to the Jews of the absence of Jewish autonomy in Palestine.

Second, though the Gentiles viewed crucifixion as a punishment reserved for detestable people like rebellious slaves, criminals, traitors to the Empire, and enemies defeated in battle, the Jewish people believed the victim was cursed of God (Deuteronomy 21:23)
. For the Jew, the stigma of crucifixion went beyond social disgrace to a declaration of God’s spiritual judgment against the victim.
 To accept a crucified Messiah meant the jettisoning of their messianic presuppositions about a conquering Messiah, and the overlooking of several centuries of conditioning about the accursed nature of all who were crucified.
 
Third, at Purim
 the Book of Esther was read and each time Haman's name was mentioned the listeners would cry out, "Let his name be blotted out," or "The name of the wicked shall rot." In the Septuagint, the Greek word used for "crucifixion", stauroo, is used twice to describe Haman's execution. It would be inconceivable for a Jew to believe that the promised Messiah would suffer the same fate as someone as despicable as Haman.

The examples just presented would help explain why the message of a crucified Messiah was such a stumbling block to the Jewish people; I Corinthians 1:23, “but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block and to Gentiles foolishness” (NASB). The phrase “stumbling block” comes from the Greek word skandalon and means “that which causes offense and thus arouses opposition."
 A crucified Messiah was no doubt a contradiction in terms for the vast majority of the Jews and it was this contradiction that aroused their opposition to Paul’s message of the cross.

PAUL’S THEOLOGY OF THE CROSS

Over against the sign-seeking Jews and the wisdom demanding Greeks
 is set the Apostle Paul’s message of the cross. For Paul, his message of the cross included within itself the conflict between the Law, cursed is one who is hung on a tree, and the salvation provided for all mankind, not just the Jews, through the sacrifice of Christ.
 This conflict is something Paul himself must have grappled with early in his Christian faith. In addition to the general problem of why Christ died, Paul must have also had to deal with the mechanics of this saving event. How did it occur through crucifixion which brought not only death but also, according to Deuteronomy, a curse? How could such an act bring redemption to all mankind?
 Paul deals with this conflict only once in Scripture and that is in the third chapter of the book of Galatians.
 In verse ten of this chapter Paul states that the Jews had become “cursed” due to their incomplete fulfillment of the Law.
 The Greek word Paul uses for “curse” is katara which carries with it the idea of the rejection and curse proceeding from God, the destruction resulting from judgment. In other words, katara involves both the sentence of the divine judgment and the ruin therein inflicted; the manifested curse.
 In citing Deuteronomy 27:26
 in the last part of Galatians 3:10, Paul uses the Greek word eparatos for “cursed” which means “the one on whom the curse rests or in whom it is realized.
 So the sentence of divine judgment and the ruin associated with it rests on those who fail to obey the Law. The primary thought behind Deuteronomy 27:26 is a curse on Jewish sin. However, Gentiles are also in effect included because Gentiles by definition are outside the Law
 (I Corinthians 9:19 – 21
).
In verse thirteen Paul writes, “Christ redeemed us from the curse (katara) of the Law, having become a curse (katara) for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed (eparatos) is everyone who hangs on a tree.’” The word “redeemed” comes from the Greek word exagorazo and means “to cause the release or freedom of someone by a means which proves costly to the individual causing the release.”
 Paul is explaining that Christ became “the one on whom the curse rested” in order to cause the release or freedom of all men from the curse, “the divine judgment and the ruin therein inflicted.” The curse that lay on man was transferred to Him. Christ assumed it so that man might escape it.
 The curse of the Law was borne entirely by Christ with the result that only faith remains as the prerequisite for receiving the Abrahamic promises and God’s Holy Spirit.
 Although the Law pronounced the crucified Christ a curse, God pronounced Him the source of blessing.
 Being educated and trained as a Pharisee, this must have been a very difficult struggle for Paul at the beginning of his Christian walk; part of the “mystery” revealed to him by the Lord

By itself, however, this argument does not explain how Jesus’ death redeemed the Jews, and especially the Gentiles, from the curse, for one could just as well conclude that Jesus had simply been added to the ranks of the accursed.
 However a closer look at Paul’s use of Deuteronomy 21:23
 can help provide the answer. What is in view here is the Israelite who has committed a crime punishable by death (Deuteronomy 21:22
). His body hung on a tree is accursed by God and therefore constitutes a defilement of the land so it must be removed without delay.
 This ties in with the understanding of curse as implying rejection and expulsion, and in a Deuteronomistic setting particularly with the warning of the divine curses on covenant breakers which entails their expulsion from the land of covenant inheritance (Deuteronomy 29:27 – 28
; 30:1
). The covenant breaking Israelite is cursed and expelled from the covenant land and has in effect been expelled from the covenant
 and therefore the Abrahamic blessings (Proverbs 2:21 - 22
). As such, he has been placed in the same position as the Gentile, one already outside the covenant
 and outside the blessings promised by God to Abraham.
Paul’s theological logic in Galatians 3:13, therefore, seems to be that the cursed Christ has in effect been put out of the covenant. This is why the Gospel was such a “stumbling block” to the Jews. How were they to understand Jesus as the Messiah yet cursed by God?
 The answer lies in Paul’s theology of the cross; the cross and the curse associated with it, was the only way Jesus could be identified with all men, sinning Jews and Gentiles alike. For Paul, a "new creation" is established in the cross of Christ which puts an end to existence by judicial decree (Galatians 6:12 - 15
);
 and since Christ took upon Himself the curse of the Law, the Gentiles now enjoy a share in the blessing of Abraham, the promised Holy Spirit (Galatians 3:14)
 Such a message was absurd to the Gentiles and scandalous to the Jews. Yet in Paul’s theology of the cross can be found the defining moment in God’s plan of salvation for all humanity for all time. 

For this reason Paul could find nothing else to boast in save the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ.
 With reference to Jew or Roman, one author writes that “no man of that time could have arrived at the notion of connecting this gallows of shame with a religious idea,” and another that “it was a scandal and folly incapable of being philosophically appropriated or of being exploited in a religious-critical way.”
 Therefore, the Jews looked for a sign and the Gentiles looked for wisdom. In the cross Paul found both; a sign in that the cross serves as an expression of the depth of God’s love for all men, and as wisdom in that it is only through the cross that mankind can experience the depth of that love. 
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