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As we go toward the Easter time we have been looking at the theme “In Praise of Jesus Christ.”   Today we share together in the theme “The Glory of His Suffering and Death.”  

“He then began to teach them that the Son of man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law and that he must be killed and after three days rise again.”  The first announcement of his own death, Mark 8:31.   

Then another time after his resurrection the Lord came to the disciples. The scripture tell us “He opened their minds so that they could understand the scriptures he told them, ‘This is what is written, that Christ will suffer.’”   Luke 24:45-46.   

What did Jesus suffer in his passion?   We know that he suffered in a spiritual sense.  He suffered spiritually because there on the tree he bore our sins.  We also know that on the cross he experienced separation from the Father.   

But Christ suffered more than in a spiritual sense. He also suffered in a mental and an emotional sense.   Christ suffered in a mental and emotional sense. He sensed the betrayal of Judas.  He knew the abandonment and loneliness when all forsook him and fled.   He knew the denial of Peter.   False testimony against him and his treatment as a criminal.    

But he not only suffered spiritually and mentally and emotionally. He also suffered physically.   That is what I want to share mostly with you about today.  The physical sufferings of our Lord.   

I had planned to speak on the meaning of his sufferings.   But I felt that if we are to understand the meaning of his sufferings perhaps it would be better if we understood his sufferings first. Since all the theology of the cross doesn’t really come home to our lives until we know the horror of the cross.  So I want today to picture his suffering.   It has a meaning that speaks for itself.   

I’m going to do something I’ve never done before and that is quote extensively from another person.  There’s a book by a French physician called A Doctor at Calvary. He is senior surgeon at St. Joseph’s hospital, a leading Catholic hospital in Paris.   He has written on the meaning of Christ’s crucifix ion in terms of his physical suffering. His extensive medical expertise as a surgeon who has done lots of experiments in respect to medically recreating the effects of the crucifixion.  He has a thorough knowledge of Greek and Latin, which means he understands the scriptures very precisely as well as the early church fathers.   He is an expert in the Shroud of Turin his book was written in 1950 before the recent computer studies which seem to authenticate the shroud.  His work stands independently of the shroud of Turin and can stand on its own without that but that is an interesting detail that crops up in what he has written.   

Here is what he says as a physician describing the suffering of our Lord.

“When a surgeon has meditated on the sufferings of the passion, when he has worked out its timing and its physiological circumstances, when he has methodically set himself to reconstruct all the stages of that martyrdom of night and a day, he can more than the most eloquent preacher, more than the most saintly aesthetic share in the sufferings of Christ.  I can assure you of the dreadful thing. I have reached the point that I no longer dare think of them.  Yet it is about this way of the cross that I have been asked to write.   O blessed and sweet Jesus, come to my aide. You who had to bear them, make me able to describe your sufferings.   

“The passion really begins at the nativity since Jesus always knew, saw and willed the sufferings that were awaiting his humanity.  The first blood shed for us was on the occasion of the circumcision eight days after Christmas. One day readily imagine what it must be to exactly foresee his martyrdom.  The holocaust was in fact to begin at Gethsemane.  The struggle is terrible.  An angel comes to strengthen him.  Being in agony he prayed the longer and his sweat became as drops of blood trickling down upon the ground.  The only evangelist to record that fact was a physician.  Our venerated colleague, Luke, does so with the preciseness and conciseness of a good clinician.  It is a very rare phenomenon.  But it has been well described.  It is produced in very special conditions.  Great physical debility accompanied by violent mental disturbance following on profound emotion or great dread.   Dread and horror are here at their maximum. This is what Saint Luke means by agony which in the Greek signifies a combination of struggle and anxiety.  And his sweat became as drops of blood trickling down upon the ground.  

“How can one explain this?  There is an intense vacuolization of the subcutaneous capillaries, which burst on contact with millions of ​​__________ glands. The blood mingles with the sweat and it is this mixture which forms into beads and flows over the whole body in a sufficient quantity to fall to the ground.  Note that this microscopic hemorrhage is produced all over the skin which though already suffers a general injury and becomes sore and tender while a waiting the blows to come.  But we must move onwards.    

“Here are Judas and the temple attendants armed with swords and staffs.   They have lanterns and ropes.  They lead him away without courtesy one may well imagine and the minor actors are allowed to get away.  

“Here they are before Caiphas and the Sanhedrin.  Jesus refuses to answer.  Caiphas is all at sea furious and one of the soldiers expresses his vexation gives he accused a hard blow in the face.   “Answerest thou the high priest so?”  Jesus is dragged from the hall into some underground room and the rabble of attendants is going to enjoy itself to the full.  He is beset with slaps and blows. They spit on his face and as there will be no chance of sleep, they are going to amuse themselves a little.  A cloth is tied over his head and each one is going to have his turn.  Their slaps ring out and these brutes are heavy handed.  “Prophecy!  Tell us o Christ, who struck you?”  His body is already full of pain.  His head is ringing like a bell.  He has fits of giddiness and he is silent.  With one word he could destroy them but he opened not his mouth. 

“In the early morning a second hearing takes place and a wretched string of false witnesses files past providing nothing.  He must condemn himself by affirming his divine Sonship and this base, second rate action, Caiphas proclaims his blasphemy by tearing his robes.  Jesus already worn out with fatigue and bruised all over with blows is now to be dragged to the other end of Jerusalem to the Upper Town, to the Tower of Antonia a sort of citadel from which the majesty of Rome keeps order in this city that is always too excited for her taste.  The glory of Rome is represented by a miserable official, a little Roman of the night class, a self made man who is only too ready to hold this difficult command.  Jesus appears before him covered with bruises and spittle.  Jesus impresses him.  There is something he likes about him. He will do anything he can to rescue him from the claws of these fanatics.  Pilate sought to release him.  This is a just man. 

“I will have his scourged.  Then these brutes will maybe have some pity.  The soldiers of the guard take Jesus into the hall of the praetorian and all the men of the cohort are summoned to the scene.  There are few amusement in this occupied country.  They remove his clothes and bind him naked to a column of the hall.  The arms are held up in the air and the wrists are bound to the shaft.  The scourging is done with numerous leather thongs to, which are fixed at some distance from the loose ends two balls of lead or small piece of bone.  The number of strokes is limited to 39 by Hebrew law.  That is executioners are legionnaires without restraint.  They will go on to the point of making him faint. 

“There are in fact marks without number on the shroud.  And they are nearly all on the back.  The front of the body is against the column.  They are to be seen on the back and on the shoulders and on the legs.  The lashes fall on his thighs and on the calves of his legs.  And it is there that the ends of the thongs beyond the balls of led encircle the limb and mark it with a furrow right round to the other side.   

“At first the strokes leave long livid marks, long blue bruises beneath the skin.  Remember that the skin has already been effected, that it is sore owing to the millions of hemorrhages brought about by the sweat of blood.  Further marks are made by the balls of lead.  Then the skin becomes tender and breaks under fresh blows.  The blood pours out.  Shreds of skin become detached and hang down.  The whole of the back is now nor more than a red surface on which great furrows stand out like marble.  Here and there everywhere there are deeper wounds caused by the balls of lead.  At each stroke the body gives a painful shudder.  

“But he has not opened his mouth.  His silence redoubles the satanic rage of his executioners.  It is no longer a cold-blooded judicial execution.  It is the unchaining of demons.  The blood flows from his shoulders down to the earth.  The large paving stones are covered with it and it is scattered like rain by the lifted whips.  But the strength of the victim soon begins to fail.  Sweat breaks out on his forehead.  His head wells with giddiness and nausea.  Shivers run down his spine. His legs give way under him and if he was not tied up by his wrists he would slip down into the pool of blood.   They have completed the count even though they have not counted.   “And this great fool claims to be a king!  Quick!  A robe!  Scepter!”  An old legionary’s robe thrown over his naked shoulders confers on him the royal purple.  A reed in his right hand and everything is complete except for the crown.   The crown.

“In the corner there is a bundle of branches cut from those little trees which thrive on the outskirts of the city.  The wood is flexible and covered with long thorns.  Much longer and sharper and harder than those of the acacia.  They plate with caution something like the bottom of a basket a cap, which they place on his head.  They beat down the edges and with a band of twisted rushes they bind it to the head from the nape of the neck to the forehead.  The thorns dig into the scalp and it bleeds.   We surgeons know how much a scalp can bleed.  The top of the head is already clotted with blood.  Long streams of blood have flown down to the forehead into the tangled hair and the beard.  The comedy of adoration has begun.   Each in turn comes forward and bows the knees before him with a horrible grimace followed by a great blow.  “Hail!  King of the Jews!”   But he answers nothing.

“In their exasperation his faithful subjects spit on his face.   “You don’t know how to hold a scepter!  Give it here.   There!”  A blow on the crown of thorns, which makes it sink in further.  Then fresh blows.   I can see a blow from a stick delivered from the side that has made a horrible bruise on his face.  And his fine well-shaped nose has been disfigured owning to the septum being broken.  The blood is flowing from his nostrils.  Oh my God!  This is enough!

“But now Pilate is back rather worried about the prisoner.  What have these brutes been doing to him?   They’ve dealt with him all right.  If the Jews are not satisfied now he would show him to them from the balcony of the praetorium in his royal robes.  He is quite astonished for the pity he is feeling for this poor bedraggled creature.  But he has underestimated their hatred.  “Away with him!  Crucify him!”  The coward Pilate surrenders completely and washes his hands.  They tear the cloak from him, which has already stuck to his wounds.  The blood starts to flow once more.  He gives a great shudder.  They replace his own clothes, which have become stained with red.  The cross is ready.  They place it on his shoulders.  

“By what miracle of strength does he remain standing beneath this burden.  It is not in fact the whole cross but only the great horizontal beam the ​​__________ which he must carry as far as Golgotha.  But still it weighs nearly 125 pounds.  The vertical stake, the tree, or the ​​__________ is already planted at Calvary.  So he starts on his journey, with bear feet, along the rough roads strewn with stones.   The soldiers pull the cords, which bind him.  The road is fortunately not very long, about 650 yards.  And the hill of Calvary, Golgotha, is just outside the Gate of Ephraim.   

“Jesus painfully puts one foot before the other.  He often falls.  He falls on his knees, which are soon all raw.  The soldiers who form the escort lift him up.  All the time there is that beam balanced on his shoulders, bruising him and which seems to force its way into his back.  His shoulders are covered with raw places, which open up again and get larger and larger with each step he takes.  He is worn out.   On his seamless robe there is a large patch of blood, which gets ever larger until it reaches down his back.  He falls again and this time at full length.  The beam falls off of him.  Will he be able to get up again?

“At this moment a man passes by on his way back from the fields.  One Simon of Cyrene.   There is only the last slope of Golgotha to be climbed and they make their painful way to the top of the hill.  Jesus sinks to the ground and the crucifixion begins.

“The executioners know their work.  First of all he must be stripped.  The lower garments are dealt with easily enough but the coat is firmly stuck to his wounds.  That is to his whole body.  And this stripping is a horrible business.  Have you ever removed the first dressing, which has been on a large bruised wound and has dried on it?  If so, you know what it is like.  Each thread has stuck to the raw surface.  When it is removed it tears away the innumerable nervous ends which have been laid bare by the wound.  These thousands of painful shocks add up and multiply each one increasing the sensitivity of the nervous system.  Now it’s not just a question of a local lesion.  Almost the whole surface of the body and especially of that dreadful back.  The blood steams down yet again.  They lay him on his back.  The wounds on his back on his thighs, on the calves of his legs have become caked with dust and with tiny pieces of gravel.  He has been placed at the foot of the vertical with his shoulders lying on the horizontal.  An assistant holds out one of the arms with the palm uppermost.   The executioner takes hold of the nail, a long nail, pointed and square which near its large head is a third of an inch stick.   He gives him a prick on the wrist on the forward fold, which he knows by experience.  One single blow with the great hammer and the nail is already fixed in the wood which a few vigorous tapes fixes it firmly.   

“Jesus has not cried out but his face is contracted in a way terrible to see.  Above all his thumb with a violent gesture is striking against the palm of his hand.  His ​​__________ nerve has been touched.  I realize what he has been through.  An inexpressible pain darts like lightning through his fingers and then like a trail of fire right up his shoulder and bursts in his brain.  The most unbearable pain that a man can experience is that caused by wounding the great nervous centers.  It nearly always causes a fainting fit and it is fortunate that it does but Jesus has not willed that he should lose consciousness.  No. It is not as if the nerve were cut right across.  But I know how it is.  It is only partially destroyed.   The raw place on the nervous center remains in contact with the nail and later on when the body sags it will be stretched against this like a violin string against the bridge and it will vibrate with each shaking or movement reviving the horrible pain.  This goes on for hours.

“The other arm is pulled by the assistant.  The same actions are repeated and the same pain. He is now fixed on the cross to which his shoulders and two arms conform exactly. He has the form of a cross.  

“Now they must get him on his feet.  The executioner and his assistant take hold of the ends of the beam and then hold up the condemned man who is first sitting and then standing and then moving him backwards they place him with his back against the stake.  But this is done by constantly pulling against those nailed hands and one things of those nerves.  With a great effort an with arms extended although the [stake] is not very high, quick, for it is very heavy and with a skillful gesture they fix the [horizontal] on top of the  [stake].  On the top with two nails they fix the title in three languages.   

“The body dragging on the two arms which are stretched out obliquely is sagging.  The shoulders wounded by the whips and by carrying the cross have been painfully scraped against the rough wood.  The nape of the neck which was just above the ​​__________ has been banged against it during the move upwards and is now just above the stake.  The sharp points of the great cap of thorns have been made even deeper wounds in the scalp.  His forehead is leaning forward for the thickness of his crown prevents him from leaning against the wood.  And each time he straightens it he feels the pricks.

“The body meanwhile is only held by the nails fixed into the two wrists.  Once more those median nerves.  He could be held fast with nothing else. The body is not slipping forward.  But the rule is that the feet should be fixed.  The left foot is flat against the cross.  With one blow of the hammer the nail is drive in into the middle of it between the second and third metatarsal bones.  The assistant then bends the other knee and the executioner bringing the left foot round in front of the right which the assistant is holding flat pierces the second foot with a blow in the same place.  This is easy enough.  With a few vigorous blows with the hammer the nail is well embedded in the wood.  This time thank God it is a more ordinary pain but the agony has scarcely begun.   

“Jesus has been at first in a state bordering on collapse.  After so many tortures for a worn out body this immobility on the cross is almost a rest.  But he thirsts.  He has not said so yet.  But he thirsts.  Before lying down on the beam he has refused the analgesic drink of wine mingled with myrrh and gaul which is prepared by the charitable women of Jerusalem.   He knows that he will conquer suffering.  He thirsts.  “My tongue has cleaved to my jaws.”   He has neither eaten not drunk anything since the evening before and it is now midday.  His sweat in Gethsemane, his fatigue, his loss of blood in the praetorium and at other times and even the small amount now flowing from his wounds all of this have taken a good part of the sum total of his blood.   He thirsts.  His features are drawn.  His pale face is streaked with blood, which is congealing everywhere.  His mouth is half open and his lower lip has already begun to droop.  A little saliva has flown down to his beard mingled with the blood from his injured nose.   His throat is dry and on fire but he cannot swallow.  He thirsts.

“How can one recognize the fairest of the children of men in this swollen face all bleeding and deformed?   “I am a worm and no man.”  He thirsts.   

“Later a strange phenomenon occurs.  The muscles of his arms stiffen of themselves in a contraction, which becomes more and more accentuated.   His deltoid muscles and his biceps become strained and stand out.  His fingers are drawn sharply inwards.  It is cramps.   

“We’ve all had some experience of this acute progressive pain in the calves of the legs between the ribs, a little everywhere.  One must immediately relax the contracted muscle by extending it.  But watch.  On his things and on his legs there are monstrous rigid bulges and his toes are bent.   It is like the wounded man suffering from tetanus, a prey to those horrible spasms which once seen can never be forgotten.  It is what we as physicians describe as tetanization when the cramps become generalized is what is now happening.   

“The stomach muscles become tightened and ​​__________ then the muscles of the neck, then the respiratory.  His breathing has gradually become shorter and lighter.  His sides which have already been drawn upwards by the traction of the arms are now exaggeratedly so.  The solar plexus sinks inward and so do the hollows under the collarbone.  The air enters with a whistling sound but scarcely comes out any longer.  His breathing in the upper regions only.   He breathes in a little but cannot breathe out.  He thirsts for air.  It’s like being in the throws of asthma.  A flush is gradually spread over his pale face.  It has turned a violent purple and then blue. He is asphyxiating.  His lungs which are loaded with air can no longer empty themselves.  His forehead is covered with sweat.  His eyes prominent and rolling.   

“What an appalling pain must be hammering in his head!  What then is happening?  Slowly with a super human effort he is using the nails through his feet as a fulcrum.  That is to say he is pressing on his wounds.  The ankles and the knees stretch themselves out bit by bit and the body is gradually lifted thus relieving the pressure on the arms.  A pressure of nearly 240 pounds on each hand.  We thus see how through his own efforts the phenomenon grows less. He tetanization recedes, the muscles become relaxed – those of the chest.  The breathing becomes more ample and moves down to a lower level.  The lungs are unloaded and the face soon resumes its former pallor.   

“Why is he making all is effort?   It is in order to speak to us.  “Father forgive them.”  A moment later his body begins to sink down once more and the tetanization will come on again.  Each time he speaks – we have seven of his words – it’ll be necessary for him to straighten himself to get back his breath, hold himself upright on the nails through his feet and speak.  And each movement has its echo in his hands.  An inexpressible pain!  Those median nerves once again.  It is a question of the periodical asphyxiation of the poor unfortunate who is being strangled and then allowed to come back to life to be choked once more – several times over.   He can only escape from this asphyxiation for a moment at a time and at a cost of terrible suffering.  And by an effort of the will.  And this is going to last hours.   Oh my God! May you be able to die!  Poor Jesus!  Forgive a physician all these words.  All your wounds are become infected which was certain to happen.  

“I can see clearly a light colored transparent lymph is ozzing from them which collects at the deepest part in a wax like crust.  In the earliest wounds false membranes are forming which secrete a serum mixed with puss.  It is also written: “My sores are putrefied and corrupted.”  Swarm of horrible flies, great yellow and blue flies such as one finds in a slaughter house or burial grounds is swirling the whole time around his body.  They set on his face and cannot be driven away.  Fortunately the sky during these last moments has gone dark and the sun is hidden and it’s suddenly become very cold.  It will soon be 3:00.   At last.  Jesus is holding out the whole time.  Every now and then he draws himself up.   All his pains, his thirst, his cramps, the asphyxiation and the vibration of the two medium nerves have not drawn one complaint from him.   But while his friends are there indeed, his Father – and this is the last ordeal – his Father seems to have forsaken him.   ​He knows that he is going.  He cries out, “It is finished.”  The cup is drained, the work is complete.  Drawing himself up once more and as if to make us understand that he is dying of his own will he cries out with a loud voice “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit.”   He dies when he willed to do so.    

“With a last sign your head dropped slowly toward me and with your chin above the breastbone I can see your face straight before me.  It is now relaxed and calm and in spite of it’s dreadful stigmata it is illuminated by the gentle majesty of God.   I have thrown myself on my knees before you, kissing your pierced feet from which the blood is still flowing though it is coagulating at the tips.  The rigor mortis has seized you in brutal fashion like a stag run down in a chase.  Your legs are as hard as steel and burning.  What unheard of temperature has given you this titanic spasm?  There has been an earthquake. But what is that to me.  The sun has  undergone an eclipse.  Joseph has gone to Pilate to ask for your body and he will not be refused.  Some soldiers break the legs of the thieves given them great blows with an iron bar.  They now hang miserably and they can no longer raise themselves on the ropes binding their legs.  Tetanization and asphyxiation will soon have finished them.  

“But this does not apply to you.   You shall not break a bone of him.  Can you not leave us in peace?  Can you not see he is dead?   No doubt, they say.  But what is this idea that one of them has.  With an exact and tragic gesture he has raised the shaft of the lance and one blow upwards on the right side he drives in deep.  But why?  Immediately there came out blood and water. John truly saw it and I also.  A broad stream of dark liquid blood which stretched out under the soldier and slowly flowed in dribbles across the chest, coagulating is successive layers.   But at the same time and especially noticeable at the edges there flowed the clear liquid like water.  Let us see.  The wound is below to on the outside of the nipple the fifth space and the blow from below. It is therefore the blood from the right auricle of the heart.  The water issuing from the pericardium, the sack around the heart.  But then – O poor Jesus! – the heart was compressed by this liquid and apart from everything else you had the agonizing cruel pain of your heart being held as in a vice.   Have we not seen enough?   Was it so that we should know this?  That this soldier performed this aggressive act the Jews might also have made out that you were not dead but had fainted.  Your resurrection needed this testimony.  Thank you soldier.

“All of these horrible pains that we have lived in him were foreseen by him through his life. He premeditated them and willed them out of his love so that he might redeem us from our sins. He was offered up because it was his own will.  He directed the whole of his passion.  Without avoiding one torture, accepting the psychological consequences without being dominated by them.   He died when and how and because he willed it.   

The physical suffering of Christ.

This past week we saw an assassination attempt on our president.   It happened so quick.  It was a moment of time.  

But this death was not in a moment of time.  This death was anticipated from the foundation of the world.  Jesus steadfastly set his face to Jerusalem. 

The attack on the president came from a person mentally disturbed.  The attack on our Lord came from the leaders of government and religion.   

Why did he suffer?  Why was it that he chose this?   He chose the cross because he would be our example.  Peter declares “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example that you should follow in his steps.”  None of us in following Christ has ever suffered to his extent.  Therefore all of our sufferings compared to his cannot compare.  He suffered as a demonstration of the love of God.   God demonstrates his own love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.   Let no one here ever think that they are worthless to God.   Your high worth has been proven by the death of the Son of God on the cross.   

Why did he suffer?  As a judgment upon sin.   Let no one think sin is a light thing that can be disposed of through making good resolutions.  “The wages of sin is death.”  “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us that we might be come in him the righteousness of God.”  Sin brings punishment and Christ is punished for us.   Why the cross?  Because he must bear our sins.  We cannot forgive ourselves.  Only God through Christ can forgive us.   

He described himself as being given as a ransom for many.   Paul describes him as dying on behalf of our sins.  Hebrews says he was offered up for all time as one sacrifice for sin.   And Peter says he himself bore our sins in his body on the tree.   We are because of him, free now to approach God.    

He suffered.  The only way to triumph over the law, which required we relate to God by our efforts and which therefore brought failure to us.  The only way he could triumph over the law, over sin, over death and over Satan is to die the victory of the cross.  The perfect obedience to God.   Adam fell in a perfect environment.  The Son of God would not fall in the most incredible environment that’s ever been given to a person.  When you are dead in your sin and the uncircumcision of your sinful nature God made you alive with Christ.  He forgave us all our sins and having canceled the written code with it’s regulations that was against us and that stood opposed to us, he took it away, nailing it to the cross.   And having disarmed the powers and the authority he made a spectacle of them.  A public spectacle of them triumphing over them by the cross.   

This is why the early apostle can declare I determine to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.  Because once we have understood what it cost Christ to die for us we cannot fail but to understand how we must respond to him with love and gratitude from the depths.  He left us a sign of his suffering.  A sign which every time we take it reminds us of his being given for us and reminds us of our standing in him.   

As you take of the bread and the cup today do so with a fresh knowledge of what the crucifixion of Jesus Christ was all about.  That it is not some distant historical event, which occurred passionately.  But it cost the Son of God, the very best of God, the very best of man his very life in an atrocious way.  A holocaust way in order that we might have life, be forgiven and have eternal life.


Father, we thank you today for the death of Jesus Christ.   For his suffering, his agony and his cross.  It is heart rendering enough just to hear it.  We can hardly bear what it would have been like to have been there.  In a real way Lord we have chosen spiritually because of our identification with you to answer yes to the question, Were you there when they crucified my Lord?   At this communion today Lord anew we take our place with you and in you.  We say at the foot of your cross, Thou Lord Jesus didst die for me.    I give my life for Thee.   To love we respond with love.  And we bless thy name.  Words can hardly come to us to describe how we should relate to you for your suffering.   But such words and thoughts that we have we offer them to you with thanksgiving.   Amen.   
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