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APRIL 3,33 AD - DAY OF CRUCIFIXION
Matthew 27

April 3, 33 AD. The day Jesus was crucified. Based on biblical history, secular history,
astronomy, prophecy, and the Bible itself, the best calculated date for the crucifixion of Jesus is
April 3, 33 AD.! Of course, knowing the date is not as important as knowing there was a date.
The crucifixion was not a myth, fable, or fiction. It actually happened.

Because it did, the cross is the sacred symbol of our faith. The earliest Christians, however,
avoided the cross as a symbol.? It was too gruesome and too feared. On the walls of the catacombs
— those underground caves where Christians gathered and also buried their dead — were other
symbols.® Such as a peacock as a symbol of immortality, a dove as a symbol of peace, and an
anchor as a symbol of hope.* And there was the secret symbol of the fish. The Greek word for fish
is 1y0vc, and an acronym for “Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior.” If a fish were etched on the door
of a person’s house, others would secretly know that person was a Christian.

We admit it’s odd that a Roman tool for execution became the symbol of our faith, yet we
proudly identify with the cross. We display it, we wear it, and we decorate with it. Because it is
through the cross that we find grace, salvation, and eternal life. As Paul said, we “boast in the cross
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Galatians 6:14, NAS).6

Yet Paul realized, “The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing” (1
Corinthians 1:18, NIV). To the earliest critics, Christianity was considered a “crazy superstition”
and lampooned for worshiping a crucified criminal and a dead deity.” On the wall of one Roman
school, a crucified figure was drawn with a donkey’s head.® The inscription included the name of
the child they were mocking. “Alexamenos worships God.” Roman children were taught to despise
Christians and mock the cross. Yes, “the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are
perishing,” Paul admitted, “but to us who are being saved, it is the power of God” (1 Corinthians
1:18, NIV).

On April 3, 33 AD, at 9:00 in the morning, the first nail was struck and Jesus was crucified.
The Son of God took our place and sacrificed His life for us. He did not merely carry our sin and
nail it to the cross, He absorbed our sin and nailed Himself to the cross. And the cross
simultaneously demonstrates the holy justice of God punishing sin and the amazing grace of God
forgiving sin. And it happened on a certain date on the calendar and at a certain time on the clock.

Matthew 27 records what happened at the cross for six hours one Friday.” What happened
those six hours was a sacred event and should fill us with reverence. What happened those six
hours was a gracious event and should fill us with gratitude, all for what Jesus did for us.'°

AT 9:00 AM

According to the gospel of Mark, “It was the third hour when they crucified Him” (Mark
15:25, NAS).!! The Jewish day began at 6:00 AM, so the third hour was 9:00 in the morning. On
April 3, 33 AD, at 9:00 in the morning, we see the physical agony Jesus suffered.



The Romans used crucifixion as a visual deterrent to crime. Crosses lined the roads coming
into Jerusalem as a visual threat of what would happen to those who broke the law.'? In Rome,
Nero enjoyed strolling around his garden in the evening, which was lit by torching crucified bodies
planted around his garden.!> One popular Greek play included a mock crucifixion. Performed over
and over, the play became boring. So the emperor Domitian ordered a real crucifixion to make the
play more exciting.'* When the Romans destroyed Jerusalem in 70 AD, the Roman general Titus
ordered so many crucifixions that historians said there were “not enough crosses for the bodies.”!?
Crucifixion was barbaric, and the Romans used it to threaten people into submission.

Matthew 27 describes what happened to Jesus at 9:00 that morning.

Before Jesus was crucified, Pilate ordered that He be “scourged.”'® Jesus was tied to a
whipping post and the torture commenced by two soldiers called lictors. These lictors alternated
strokes by flogging Jesus with a short whip called a flagrum, which had braided leather strips that
were tipped with pieces of metal or bone. Each stroke lacerated Jesus’ flesh — His back, His
buttocks, His legs. The wounds were deep. The pain was searing. The blood was flying.

Then “the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into the Praetorium and gathered the whole
Roman cohort around Him.”!” Several hundred ruthless soldiers gathered around Jesus for
entertainment and their sport was sadistic.

“They stripped Him.” The Son of God was naked, exposed, and humiliated. They “put a
scarlet robe on Him, and twisted together a crown of thorns and pressed it on His head, and put a
reed in His right hand; and they knelt down before Him and mocked Him, saying, ‘Hail, King of
the Jews!"”!® The robe, the crown, and the reed were meant to mock His claim to royalty.

“They spat on Him, and took the reed and began to beat Him on the head.”!® “Those
passing by were hurling abuse at Him, wagging their heads.”?® There was no end to the verbal
stoning. It just kept coming. They were relentless in their contempt. “After they had mocked Him,
they led Him away to crucify Him.”?!

Archaeological evidence of a first century crucifixion indicates the nails were tapered
spikes five to seven inches long.?? To better support the weight of a human body, these spikes
were most likely driven through the wrist and not through the palm of the hand.

Historian Frederick Farrar describes what Jesus endured. “Death by crucifixion included
all that pain and death can bring, all that is horrible and ghastly ... dizziness, cramp, thirst,
starvation, sleeplessness, traumatic fever ... publicity of shame, long continuance of torment.”??
“Every movement painful ... lacerated veins ... crushed tendons ... incessant anguish.”?* The
exhausted victim of crucifixion eventually died of asphyxiation.

Why relive the crucifixion? Not for sympathy for Jesus.?> Yes, He endured unimaginable
agony on the cross, but it’s not enough to know what happened on the cross. It’s more important
to know what the cross achieved. And this is what Peter said about the cross. Jesus “bore our sins
in His body on the cross, so that we might die to sin and live to righteousness; for by His wounds
you were healed” (1 Peter 2:24, NAS).



At 9:00 on the morning of April 3, 33, AD, the first nail was struck. And for six hours,
Jesus hung there, aching, throbbing, and groaning. For six hours, He labored for every breath. And
after six hours, when He could endure it no longer, He breathed His last.?® Yet at any moment
along the way, He could have stopped everything. At any moment, He could have summoned
angels to come and rescue Him. But He didn’t. Why? Because He cared more about saving us
than saving Himself.

AT 12:00 NOON

At 12:00 noon, we hear a fascinating conversation and the surprising grace Jesus

offered.

Jesus was crucified with two other men.?’” We do not know their names or their crimes.
We simply know they were criminals, robbers.?® They must have been among the worst, because
no one was crucified for petty theft. They were guilty and they knew it.?” They were not just
condemned to die, they were dying!

The first thief finished life as he lived it — calloused and scoffing. Luke 23 says, “One of
the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him, ‘Aren’t you the Christ? Save yourself and us!””
(Luke 23:39, NIV). He was only feet away from Jesus, but he might as well have been a million
miles away.*? He failed to see what was right in front of him.

But the second thief said, “Don’t you fear God (when you’re about to die)? ... We’re
getting what we deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong” (Luke 23:40-41, NIV). Notice
two things in that statement. One, he knew he was guilty. “We’re getting what we deserve.” He
admitted his sin, and that’s the first step of faith. And two, he acknowledged the innocence of
Jesus. “This man has done nothing wrong.” The second thief witnessed what Paul would later
explain. That Jesus “knew no sin” but became sin “on our behalf” (2 Corinthians 5:21, NAS).

The thief began to look at Jesus. Something about Jesus touched his heart.>! Then between
gasps for breath, he dared to ask, “Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingdom!” (Luke
23:42, NIV). “In spite of what I’ve done, in spite of what you see, would you please help me?!”

Then the most amazing words from the cross. When we talk about amazing grace, this is
it. With surprising grace, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth” — or in other words, “I promise you with
all my heart” — “today, you shall be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43, NIV). When? “Today!”
Where? “Paradise!” With You? “Yes with Me.” Jesus promised this man, with his last-minute
faith, Paradise. The greatest moment in that poor thief’s life came at the last moment.

Pastor Alistair Begg humorously imagines the conversation between the thief and the angel
at heaven’s gate. The angel asks, “Why should I let you in?” The thief answered, “I don’t know.”
“Well were you baptized?” “No,” said the thief. “Were you a member of the church?”” “No,” again
the thief said. So the angel asked, “Well, do you understand the doctrine of justification by faith?”
“Never heard of it,” the thief said. A bit frustrated, the angel asked him, “Well why should I let
you in?” And the thief could only say, “Because of Him! Because Jesus said I could come!”



Alistair Begg reminds us of the old evangelistic question. When you stand before God and
He asks, “Why should I let you in?” what will you say? Alistair Begg insists that if we answer
with “Because I ...” we’ve given the wrong answer. Entrance into heaven is never “because I was
good ... because I attended church ... because I was baptized.” Entrance into heaven is always
because He ...! Entrance into heaven is never because we did anything, it’s because He did
everything.

Atnoon on April 3,33 AD, Jesus offered grace to someone who absolutely did not deserve
it. And He still does today. That’s the point of the cross.

AT 3:00

Matthew 27 then says, “From the sixth hour darkness fell upon all the land until the ninth
hour” (Matthew 27:45). The Jewish day began at 6:00 AM, so the “ninth hour” was 3:00 in the
afternoon. At 3:00 that afternoon, we see the ultimate sacrifice Jesus paid.

After hanging on the cross for six hours, Jesus cried out with a loud voice and said, “Eli,
Eli, lama sabachthani?” which means, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” (Matthew
27:46, NAS). Jesus was abandoned by His Father. One historian referred to this moment as “the
withdrawal of God.”*? The Father abandoned the Son. But why?**

By going to the cross, Jesus did not merely take our sin and nail it to the cross. He became
our sin and nailed Himself to the cross. Jesus absorbed our sin. And when He did, His holy Father
turned away.

Most of us tend to understate the severity of our sin. Yet the cross exposes the truth about
us. British theologian John Stott wrote, “Our sin must be extremely horrible. Nothing reveals the
gravity of sin like the cross.”* The stinging indictment upon humanity is that “all have sinned”
(Romans 3:23, NAS). All of us. The Bible says what we already know. “There is no one who does
not sin” (1 Kings 8:46, NIV).

Sin is not a disease or a disorder or a dysfunction. Sin is a choice to rebel against God.
When we sin, we declare our independence and snub our noses at His authority. When we sin, we
choose self — self-will, self-reliance, self-indulgence. When we sin, we break God’s law and bring
upon ourselves the consequences of His judgment. When we sin, we miss the mark and fall short
of what God desires for us. And sadly, when we sin, we spurn the one who loves us the most, we
break His heart, and we offend a holy God.*’

Sin is not some misdemeanor. It’s not like getting a parking ticket. It’s something far worse.
The Bible says, “The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23, NAS), and those who sin against God
are “worthy of death” (Romans 1:32, NAS).*® What a chilling indictment!

But we don’t feel that way. Our sins are not that bad. We admit we’re not perfect, but we’re
good people. Yet the cross tells us something different about ourselves. The cross exposes the
severity of our sin.?” If that’s not true, then God certainly overreacted at the cross. But He did not



overreact. Cancer is a severe disease and an aspirin won’t help. A severe disease requires a severe
treatment, and the severity of our sin required a severe solution.

Yes, it sounds extreme, except that this was the plan and work of God. And according to
Isaiah 53:10, the plan of God required the unthinkable. Isaiah 53:10 contains one of the most
stunning and unexpected statements in the Bible.

“It was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and make his life an offering
for sin” (Isaiah 53:10, NIV). Another version says, “The Lord was pleased to crush Him” (NAS).
But why would God do that? The Hebrew word for “crush” means to break into pieces, to pulverize
into dust. Why would God do that to His own Son?*®

Because the holy justice of God required punishment of sin, and the amazing grace of
God desired forgiveness of sin. The cross is perhaps the clearest picture of who God is. He is both
the judge who condemns us and the sacrifice who saves us. One person wrote, “In the cross of
Christ God’s justice and love are simultaneously revealed.”’

When one denomination was publishing a new denominational hymnal, they wanted to
include a hymn by Keith Getty, “In Christ Alone.” However, they asked to edit the lyrics to soften
the message to align with the denomination’s theology. They wanted to change the lyric “on the
cross, as Jesus died, the wrath of God was satisfied” to “the love of God was magnified.” They
wanted to remove wrath from the song because liberal/progressive theology rejects the notion of
God’s holy wrath toward sin.

But look at any crucifix and the first word that comes to mind is not love. A crucifix depicts
a gruesome event. There must be more to it than love. And there is.** The cross displays the holy
justice and wrath of God toward sin, our sin. “In the cross of Christ God’s justice and love are
simultaneously revealed.”*!

Miroslav Volf grew up in Communist-ruled Yugoslavia. Today, he is a Protestant
theologian with international influence.*? For most of his life, he rejected the notion of God’s
wrath, until he witnessed the horrors of the Bosnian War. He writes, “I used to think that wrath
was unworthy of God. Isn’t God love? Shouldn’t divine love be beyond wrath? ... But my thinking
was a casualty of the war in the former Yugoslavia, the region from which I come. According to
some estimates, 200,000 people were killed and over 3,000,000 were displaced. My villages and
cities were destroyed, my people shelled day in and day out, some of them brutalized beyond
imagination, and I could not imagine God not being angry ... Though I used to complain about
the indecency of the idea of God’s wrath, I came to think that I would have to rebel against a God
who wasn’t wrathful at the sight of the world’s evil ... (I came to realize that) God is wrathful
because God is love.”*

Again, “In the cross of Christ God’s justice and love are simultaneously revealed.”** As
gruesome as it is, the cross teaches us about God’s love. He loves us so much that He did the
unthinkable. Romans 8:32 says, He “did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all” (ESV).
Romans 5:8 says, “God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners,
Christ died for us” (NAS).* The Bible says, “Jesus (was) delivered up according to the definite
plan and foreknowledge of God” and was “crucified and killed” (Acts 2:23, ESV).



The cross was God’s idea ... because it was the only way to save us!*®*” Thank God for
His amazing grace.

CONCLUSION

April 3, 33 AD. On a certain date on the calendar and at a certain time on the clock, the
Son of God sacrificed His life for us. Jesus took our place. He paid the penalty for our sin. He
suffered what we deserved. And because He did, forgiveness and grace and heaven are available
for anyone who believes in His name.

Ephesians 1:7 sums up the meaning of the Gospel and the purpose of the cross. “In Him
we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our sins, according to the riches of
His grace.”
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