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Lesson 11:  Crucifixion and Burial 
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Digging Deeper into Bible and Archaeology – The following material is provided as 

reference material or a as deeper discussion and is optional for preparation for the class. 

Crucifixion most likely began with the Assyrians and Babylonians, and it was also practiced by the 
Persians in the sixth century B.C. The practice was especially popular in the Roman-occupied Holy Land. 
In 4 B.C. the Roman general Varus crucified 2,000 Jews, and there were mass crucifixions during the 
first century A.D. according to the Roman-Jewish historian Josephus. In antiquity, thousands upon 
thousands of people were crucified, Crucifixion was one of the most brutal and shameful ways to die. In 
Rome, the crucifixion process was a long one, entailing scourging before the victim was nailed and hung 
from the cross. Crucifixion was an extremely shameful way to die, Rome tended not to crucify its own 
citizens but slaves, disgraced soldiers, Christians, foreigners, and political activists often lost their lives in 
this way.  
 
By Roman law, a person condemned to death (including crucifixion) had to be scourged beforehand, 
except for women, Roman senators or soldiers. This excessive whipping would weaken the victim, 
causing deep wounding, severe pain and bleeding. Frequently the victim fainted during the procedure 
and sudden death was not uncommon. The victim was then usually taunted, then forced to carry the 
patibulum [the crossbar of a cross] tied across his shoulders to the place of execution. After that, the 
patibulum was lifted and affixed to the upright post of the cross, and the feet would be tied or nailed to it. 
While the victim awaited death, soldiers would commonly divide up the victim's clothes among 
themselves. Death took anywhere from three hours to four days. Sometimes, the process was sped up 
by additional physical abuse from the Roman soldiers. 
 

 
Scourging. Short whip (flagrum) with lead balls and sheep bones tied into leather thongs. Center left, 
Naked victim tied to flogging post. Deep stripe like lacerations were usually associated with considerable 
blood 
 



Journey thru the Bible with Archaeology   

 
 

Embry Hills church of Christ Page 64 
 

 
Cross and titulus. Left, victim carrying crossbar (patibulum) to site of upright post (stipes). center Low Tau 
cross (crux commissa), commonly used by Romans at time of Christ. upper right, Rendition of Jesus' 
titulus with name and crime Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek. 
Lower right Possible methods for attaching tittles to Tau cross (left) and Latin cross (right). 
 
In Germany in the 60’s volunteers tied by their wrists to a cross and then monitored for respiratory and 
cardiovascular activity. Within 6 minutes, the volunteers had trouble breathing, their pulse rates had 
doubled, and their blood pressure had plummeted, and the test ended after 30 minutes. 
 
Once a person is hanging in the vertical position crucifixion is essentially an agonizingly slow death by 
asphyxiation. The stresses on the muscles and diaphragm put the chest into the inhaled position; 
basically, in order to exhale, the individual must push up on his feet so the tension on the muscles would 
be eased for a moment. In doing so, the nail would tear through the foot, eventually locking up against 
the tarsal bones. After managing to exhale, the person would then be able to relax down and take 
another breath in. Then he’d have to push himself up to exhale, scraping his bloodied back against the 
coarse wood of the cross. This would go on and on until complete exhaustion would take over, and the 
person wouldn’t be able to push up and breathe anymore. As the person slows down his breathing, he 
goes into what is called respiratory acidosis— the carbon dioxide in the blood is dissolved as carbonic 
acid, causing the acidity of the blood to increase. This eventually leads to an irregular heartbeat. In fact, 
with his heart beating erratically, Jesus would have known that he was at the moment of death, which is 
when he was able to say, ‘Lord, into your hands I commit my spirit.’ And then he died of cardiac arrest. 
 
Even before he died the shock from blood loss would have caused a sustained rapid heart rate that 
would have contributed to heart failure, resulting in the collection of fluid in the membrane around the 
heart, called a pericardial effusion, as well as around the lungs, which is called a pleural effusion. When 
the Roman soldier confirmed Jesus was dead by thrusting a spear into his right side. It was probably his 
right side; that’s not certain, but from the description it was probably the right side, between the ribs. 
When the spear was pulled out, some fluid— the pericardial effusion and the pleural effusion— came out. 
This would have the appearance of a clear fluid, like water, followed by a large volume of blood, as the 
eyewitness John described in his gospel 
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When the person died, family members could collect and bury the body, once they received permission 
from a Roman judge. Otherwise, the corpse was left on the cross, where predatory animals and birds 
would devour it. In the Gospels it was Joseph of Arimathea who lived twenty-five miles west of Jerusalem 
that asked for the body of Jesus. He had built a family tomb, but no one had yet been buried there, 
suggesting that it had been hewn out only a short time earlier. Over 1,000 tombs have been studied 
around Jerusalem, and we know now that the first stage in tomb construction is the cutting out of a single 
chamber with benches arranged along the three sides, leaving a pit in the middle, so that the workmen 
could stand upright while working. A tomb could be left like this until the other chambers were added.  
 

 
 
Although the Tomb of Jesus has not been found, we have enough information from the Gospels and from 
archaeology to make an accurate attempt at a reconstruction. The described location of this tomb was 
significant. It was adjacent to the "Place of a Skull," where Romans frequently conducted crucifixions. 
"Now in the place where He was crucified there was a garden; and in the garden a new tomb . . ." (John 
19:42). A garden at this location would be unusual. It is reasonable to assume, then, that the one who 
had the tomb prepared provided this garden at the same time, presumably as an environment that would 
separate it from the scene of executions. If, as the Gospels emphasize, the tomb was “new,” it would 
have had the features common to tombs of this period, in the first stage of their construction. These 
started off as a simple chamber, which had three benches around a pit, in which the tomb cutters could 
stand while excavating the rock. The body could then be placed in its linen grave clothes on one of these 
benches. The Gospel record tells us that some of the women could see where Jesus was laid (Mark 
15:47) and that the Apostle John, when he stooped down to look into the tomb, after the resurrection, 
could actually see his grave clothes (John 20:5,6). This could only have been possible if Jesus’ body was 
placed on the bench directly opposite the tomb opening. In the above drawing on the left a circular stone 
is shown that could be rolled in order to close the entranceway. In fact, most tombs from this period were 
closed with square or rectangular stones, rolling stones being reserved for the tombs of the wealthy. 
However, Matthew 27.59-60 tells us that Joseph of Arimathea, who placed the body of Jesus in his own 
personal tomb: “rolled a great stone to the entranceway of the tomb.” This shows the accuracy of the 
Gospel record, as Joseph was “a rich man.” All the Gospel references speak only of the stage of “primary 
burial,” which means that the bodies were placed on benches (arcosolia) or niches (kokhim). About a 
year later, the bones of the deceased were collected for “secondary burial” and placed in an ossuary, 
when additional chambers were often cut in which to store the ossuaries. This phase of burial was made 
totally irrelevant in the case of Jesus because of the miracle of his resurrection. 
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The above illustrations based on distances measured at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in 
Jerusalem helps show the proximity of the crucifixion site to the tomb. 

 


