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“I Believe…Jesus, crucified, died, descended, risen.” 

Talking Points of Evening Discussion 

Crucified, died, buried… 

 What is the theological meaning of Jesus’ death? With 
any consideration of the meaning/significance of Jesus’ death I 
suppose we need to ask: Was it all just a tragic miscarriage of 
justice or was it indeed a sacrifice for the sins of the world? 
Should we try and separate the theological reasons for his death 
from the historical circumstances (for surely Pontius Pilate was 
not intending to sacrifice Jesus in order to reconcile the world 
to God)? Did Jesus die “for us” or did he simply die as all human 
beings do (even if his death was painful and gruesome)?  

 For reasons which we will find later on, from relatively 
early on, Christians began attributing saving significance to the 
death of Jesus. But it wasn’t as clear cut and straightforward as 
we might assume. The earliest sources reveal that the death of 
Jesus was more of a difficulty than a solution, it was more of a 
crisis than a victory. And this shouldn’t really shock us. We need 
only to try and place ourselves in the position of a disciple of a 
leader or teacher. Their arrest and execution would probably not 
lead to the immediate reflection that they died for the sins of 
the world or that they died according to a great and mighty plan. 
Instead despair, confusion and panic would be the more natural 
reactions. 

 And this is implicitly what we see in one of the earliest 
recorded public proclamations from Peter in the book of Acts. 
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The the cross isn’t proclaimed as the great victory of God but 
instead it is the event that God overcomes in the resurrection: 
“This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and 
foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him 
to death by nailing him to the cross. But God raised him from 
the dead…” (2.23-24). I.e., just in case you thought that was the 
end our defeat, God overcame that defeat with the victorious 
resurrection. And then, it is of course Paul who sheds some light 
on how the contemporaries (or one generation later) would 
have viewed Jesus’ death: “…we preach Christ crucified: a 
stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.” (1 Cor 
1.23) 

 But interpretations placing the cross at the centre would 
come and they wouldn’t be ones of embarrassment or 
foolishness. Instead, they would echo that which Peter said 
about the cross, that it happened according to “God’s set 
purpose and foreknowledge.” Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) 
would put forth an understanding of the cross which still today 
in the West hasn’t been completely unseated from its eminent 
perch. Christ died to pay the debt owed God by humanity on 
account of unfaithfulness, a debt impossible to pay by human 
effort or sacrifice alone. Jesus’ unique status as human and 
divine meant he could make the ultimate, incommensurable 
sacrifice (only God could make the appropriate payment and it 
had to be a payment in blood). And so, with his death, Jesus 
completed the transaction. Hence, the death of Jesus saves. All 
one needs now is to receive that death, become part of it (and 
of Christ), and their debt is cancelled, the guilty is declared 
innocent.—they are reconciled or justified. 
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 While this Anselmian theology has proven to be very 
popular, it isn’t our only option of understanding the meaning of 
Jesus’ death. Another possibility is that of Jesus’ death as the 
seal of God’s covenantal promise. For a will and testament to be 
activated, the one who makes the promise in the will must die. 
Martin Luther was one who developed this understanding in 
most notably in his “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church”: 
Jesus died to transform his promises into a testament. Hence, 
Jesus’ death removed the possibility of retraction or alteration 
to the will, to God’s promise of forgiveness (at least that is the 
promise we hear in his testament in the Last Supper). 

 Or another interpretation: Jesus’ death was his final trial 
and temptation to put into practice his own message of love and 
sacrifice. He was even challenged while on the cross to come 
down, “He saved others; why doesn’t he save himself?” Jesus’ 
sole purpose was to save others and so, he couldn’t save 
himself especially since such an action would have undermined 
his total program of love and sacrifice. 

 We have at least three options for giving meaning to the 
cross: Jesus’ death is the sacrifice required for debt 
cancellation—atonement. It is the seal and enactment of God’s 
will and testament to humanity. Or it is the final trial of Jesus’ 
stated servant role, “I came to serve and not to be served.” 

Descent to the dead… 

 What can this event mean for our affirmation of faith? 
One option: Is it simply an affirmation that rejects those who 
said that Jesus only seemed or appeared to die?  Ignatius of 
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Antioch (at the end of the 1st and beginning of the 2nd centuries) 
had to counter just such an opinion. There were some at his 
time who denied the physical life of Jesus and thought of him as 
a celestial being who had no real contact with the concrete 
situations of human life. But, if he dies and “goes to the dead,” 
then he must have been a real, truly physical human being. 

 Another thought is that “the descent into hell” is a 
further expression of Jesus’ rejection by God—a rejection that 
begins in the Garden of Gethsemane. He was met with silence 
while on the cross and now, in his descent, is met again with 
the silence of the grave. In other words, he who knew no sin 
was truly made to be sin and in that extremity, was completely 
divorced from his father. 

 Or, does his “descent” speak to the universality of his 
saving act? Jesus’ death is not only for all people but even for 
those who lived prior to his earthly life. 

Resurrection… 

 What is the significance of the resurrection? Simply put, 
it is of the utmost significance. It is the source of hope; the 
hope that the Christian faith preaches. Paul would state it very 
early on: “But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers 
and sisters, about those who have died, so that you may not 
grieve as others do who have no hope. For since we believe that 
Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring 
with him those who have died” (1 Thess 4.13-14). And Paul, 
despite the centrality of the cross to his message, would make 
the Resurrection of Jesus the reason for the Christian faith being 
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at all true and worthwhile: “If there is no resurrection of the 
dead, then Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has not been 
raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your faith 
has been in vain” (1 Cor 15.13-14). And he would conclude by 
saying that we have victory over death in Christ because of his 
resurrection. In other words, the resurrection gives us reason for 
hope because it gives us the promise of life beyond death. 
Without the resurrection, with Jesus still dead in his tomb, would 
we have that hope, would we have that promise of life? 

 What about the empty tomb and the post-resurrection 
visions of Jesus? Were the appearances of Jesus just visions, 
just events contained within the vision of the subject? The 
accounts that we have in scripture point us away from such an 
interpretation. They involve recognition of Jesus (hence a 
continuity with that person prior to death), they involve 
physicality (touching the wounds, eating), and, at times, they 
involve more than one person seeing the same vision. Even Paul 
doesn’t describe his Damascus road event as a vision (even 
though he was the sole witness) but instead as a revelation. 

 What about the empty tomb? Marcus Borg represents a 
common opinion on the matter: “As a child, I took it for granted 
that Easter meant that Jesus literally rose from the tomb. I now 
see Easter very differently. For me, it is irrelevant whether or not 
the tomb was empty. Whether Easter involved something 
remarkable happening to the physical body of Jesus is irrelevant. 
…It simply doesn’t matter.” 

 While we couldn’t have the Easter faith with the empty 
tomb alone (the body may have simply been stolen if all we had 
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was an empty tomb) I think we must proceed to say that “[t]he 
tomb…had to be empty after the Resurrection for the 
Resurrection to be what it is” (R Jenson, STI, 206). Without the 
empty tomb, the visions take on the nature of visions of a ghost 
or a phantom or that of a subjective vision (interior and the sole 
property of the one having the vision). Without the empty tomb 
the post-Resurrections visions become akin to visions had of 
saints. Without the empty tomb we enter the realm of saintliness 
and relics. Without the empty tomb and the post-resurrection 
visions, what kind of life beyond death are we proclaiming? 

 Ultimately, it is the event that enlivened dampened 
hearts and gave birth to the church. Without the resurrection, 
would we be sitting here tonight for the purpose of discussing 
what we know as the Christian faith? 


