
What Kept Jesus On The Cross? 

Introduction. Philip Yancy, in The Jesus I Never Knew wrote, “Of the 
biographies I have read — including biographies of men like Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Mahatma Gandhi, who died violent and politically significant deaths — few devote 
more than 10 percent of their pages to the subject’s death. The Gospels, though, 
devote nearly a third of their length to the climactic last week of Jesus’ life. Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John saw death as the central mystery of Jesus.”


Ironically, in our times we revere the cross because of what Jesus accomplished 
there. The cross has been accessorized by clothing, jewelry, and home furnishings. But 
in New Testament times it was very different. And then when Jesus told His disciples 
that they must bear their own cross, it served as a powerful metaphor for what was to 
come in a life dedicated to godliness. We’ll see what Jesus bearing His cross meant for 
us bearing ours.


I. The Cruelty Of The Cross 

A. Crucifixion was practiced by many ancient cultures.

1. For example, the Persians, Seleucids, Carthaginians, and most famously by 

the Romans.

2. Crucifixion was a common form of capital punishment from the 6th century 

B.C. to the 4th century A.D.

3. The first “Christian” Roman emperor, Constantine the Great, abolished 

crucifixion in the Roman Empire early in the 4th century A.D. out of his 
respect and veneration of Jesus Christ.


B. Crucifixion was not the only form of capital punishment in ancient societies.

1. Crucifixion was used to punish political and religious agitators, pirates, 

slaves, and those with no civil rights. It was considered a method of 
punishment reserved for the “dregs of society.”


2. In Christ’s time the cross was the most disgraceful way to die. That’s why 
the Hebrew writer speaks of “the shame of the cross” (Hebrews 12:2).


C. A typical Roman-style crucifixion:

1. The victim was first “scourged,” or severely beaten often until they were near 

death (terrible open wounds, profuse bleeding, etc., cp. Matthew 27:26; 
Mark 15:15; John 19:1).


2. This was followed by plenty of public humiliation (cp. Matthew 27:27-31; 
Mark 15:16-20).


3. The victim was then either affixed to the cross with ropes, or more typically, 
by using iron spikes (nails) driven through each hand and the feet (cp. John 
20:25). The nails were tapered iron spikes approximately 5 to 7 inch (13 to 18 
cm) long, with a square shaft 3/8 inch (1 cm) across.


4. The victim was usually hung naked on the cross (to increase humiliation, cp. 
Matthew 27:35) and death took several hours to as long as several days.


5. Often the legs were broken with a club (usually iron) to hasten death (cp. 
John 19:31-33).
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D. Death from crucifixion was slow and extremely painful.

1. It took six hours for Jesus to die (Mark 15:25, 34).

2. The body is wracked with pain from the scourging, nails, difficulty breathing, 

muscle cramps, etc. The literal meaning of “excruciating” in the Latin is “out 
of the cross.”


3. As with all deaths by crucifixion, Jesus died by suffocation, loss of body 
fluids, and multiple organ failure.


4. The weight of the body pulling down on the arms makes breathing extremely 
difficult. As the body weakens it becomes increasingly difficult to inhale and 
exhale, especially as fluids begin to build up around the heart and in the 
lungs that further decrease the efficiency of both organs (cp. John 19:34).


5. It should come as no surprise that Jesus sought to avoid the pain of the 
cross if possible (cp. Matthew 26:36-46; Mark 14:32-42; Luke 22:39-46).

a) Jesus is our Creator (Genesis 1:26-27; John 1:1-3).

b) He knows every detail of the design and function of the human body.

c) He knew in intimate detail exactly what He was about to experience.


E. When the troops and officers from the chief priests and Pharisees came to 
arrest Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus made an important statement 
(Matthew 26:50-54).

1. Jesus voluntarily went to the cross (John 10:11-18; Hebrews 7:26-28).

2. A legion was a division in the Roman army and amounted to 6,000 soldiers.


a) Thus, Jesus could have called more than 72,000 angels to rescue Him 
from the cross.


b) Imagine the damage 72,000 angels could produce! One angel killed 
185,000 Assyrian soldiers (2 Kings 19:35).


F. That generates a question we will seek to answer: What kept Jesus on the 
cross? It obviously wasn’t the nails!


II. What Kept Jesus On The Cross 

A. His sense of duty.

1. The Scriptures had to be fulfilled (Matthew 26:54).

2. Jesus came in obedience to God’s will (Hebrews 10:5-10).

3. Jesus was the promised “suffering Servant” (Isaiah 53:4-5).

4. It was His purpose to die on the cross (John 12:27; cp. Ephesians 3:11). 

Man’s feelings about this incredible purpose is beautifully told in the hymn, 
“He Didn’t Come Down”:


Often I stop to think just where I’d be,

Had Jesus come down from that cruel tree.

There’d be no hope for man, no peace could be found,

Praise God I am glad that He didn’t come down.


Picture His mother there with tears in her eyes,

As they mocked and scorned Him and pierced His side.

They said, “If thou be king then come to the ground,”

But He prayed “Forgive them” and didn’t come down.
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He didn’t come down, O no, He didn’t come down,

Ten thousand angels were camped all around.

He could have called them to set Him free,

But He stayed on the cross for you and for me.


5. We are to have the same servant mind as Christ (Philippians 2:5-9).

B. His love for the Father.


1. The cross represents Christ’s love for the Father (John 14:29-31).

2. Love for God is shown by keeping His commandments (John 14:15; 15:10, 

14; 1 John 5:3).

3. Jesus was not an exception to this rule (Matthew 22:37-38).

4. The same love of Christ compels us to live in obedience to the Father (2 

Corinthians 5:14-15).

C. His trust in the Father.


1. Jesus “committed Himself to Him who judges righteously” (1 Peter 2:21-24).

2. Jesus endured mocking and ridicule while on the cross (Mark 15:29-32).

3. The same righteous God will help us through our sufferings (Romans 

12:17-21; 1 Peter 4:19).

D. His joy set before Him.


1. Jesus was able to look ahead past the pain (Hebrews 12:1-2).

2. Jesus had a task to finish, a job to see through to the end (John 17:4; 19:30).

3. He was able to see through to the joy set before Him:


a) Sitting as Conqueror and King over His kingdom (Acts 2:33-36; Hebrews 
10:12-13).


b) Redeeming and reconciling man back to God (Romans 5:8-11).

c) Destroying the power of Satan (1 Corinthians 15:54-57).

d) Delivering the kingdom back to the Father (1 Corinthians 15:24; 

Ephesians 5:27).


III. What It Will Take To Bear Your Cross 

A. If we want to be true followers of Christ, we too will have to bear our cross (Luke 
9:23-26).


B. To successfully bear our own cross to the end, we too will have to follow the 
example of Jesus (Romans 8:29).


C. What will it take for us to keep bearing our cross?

1. A sense of duty (Galatians 2:20; Romans 9:21; 2 Peter 1:5-8).

2. Love for the Father (1 Corinthians 2:9-10).

3. Trust in the Father (2 Timothy 1:12).

4. The joy set before us (Revelation 2:7, 11, 17, 26-27; 3:5, 12, 21).


Conclusion. Karen R. Morerod wrote, “I was in a store shopping for a sweater. 
The cost needed to be minimal, so I went to the clearance rack. As I flipped through 
the sweaters, one caught my eye. It was the right color and the right size, and, best of 
all, the price tag said $8. Without much more thought, I made my purchase.


At home I slipped on the sweater. Its texture was like silk. I had made my 
purchase so quickly that I hadn’t noticed how smooth and elegant the sweater was. 
Then I saw the original price tag: $124.
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I gasped. I had never owned a sweater that expensive. I had come home with 
what I thought was a ‘cheap buy,’ but the original price was much higher. And I had 
been oblivious to its value. At times I have treated the power of Jesus’ blood like a 
cheap buy. God’s grace, though free to me, carried the highest price tag of all: the life 
of His own Son.”


What incredible value it is to have God’s grace in your life. But to stand in His 
grace, you have to be faithful and true to Him. Said another way, you have to bear your 
cross. If you want to start bearing your cross today, or if you’ve stumbled in carrying it 
and need the help of the saints here, please come up and tell us.


I am deeply indebted to Craig Thomas and Heath Rogers for the use of their material.
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