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HOW MUCH DO YOU KNOW ABOUT THE
EVENT JESUS CHRIST PERSONALLY DEFINED
AS HIS GREATEST ACT OF LOVE?

Christ’s Crucifixion has been emphasized throughout scrip-
ture and by our modern-day Church leaders as his supreme
act of love. There is a reason the very first spiritual gift list-
ed by the Lord is to know through the Holy Ghost “that Jesus
Christ is the Son of God, and that he was crucified for the sins of
the world” (Doctrine and Covenants 46:13, emphasis added). By
increasing our understanding of what transpired on the cross, we
strengthen our connection with Christ. Bursting with spiritual in-
sights, Considering the Cross shines light on the miracle that took
place at Calvary to help readers find more peace, power, and joy
from Christ’s atoning sacrifice.

“This study of the cross in the restored gospel is a must-read!”

—ROBERT L. MILLET, best-selling author and former dean of
Religious Education at Brigham Young University

“This book truly deepened my love for and appreciation of the Savior.”

—VirGINIA PEARCE COWLEY, author of the best-selling book A Hearr Like His

and former First Counselor in the Young Women General Presidency

“This groundbreaking book shows us the unflinching devotion of the
Father and the Son—a picture of what love truly looks like.”

—DaviD BUTLER, best-selling author and cohost of YouTube
scripture study channel Don’r Miss This
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Introduction

WHY LEARN MORE ABOU'T
THE SAVIOR'S CRUCIFIXION?

ou might be wondering why you should read a book that is pri-

marily about the Crucifixion of Jesus Christ. After all, as Latter-day
Saints, we focus on the /ving Christ! Among members of the restored
Church, Calvary doesn’t have the reputation for being the glorious or
feel-good part of the Savior’s Atonement. You might be worried this
book will be depressing. I promise you, it’s not.

This book is about finding increased peace and happiness by com-
ing closer to Jesus Christ. President Russell M. Nelson has promised,
“The more we know about the Savior’s ministry and mission—the
more we understand His doctrine and what He did for us—the more
we know that He can provide the power that we need for our lives.”!
This book is meant to help us deepen our understanding of what Jesus
did for us and therefore more fully feel of his love and strength.

[ love these words from Elder Ronald A. Rasband: “Jesus Christ is
always the answer.”? Because “our focus must be riveted on the Savior,”
we should seek to study all we can about him.’ President James E.

Faust taught, “Any increase in our understanding of [Christ’s] atoning

1. Russell M. Nelson, “Drawing the Power of Jesus Christ into Our Lives,” Ensign, May
2017.

2. Ronald A. Rasband, “Jesus Christ Is the Answer,” Evening with a General Authority,
Salt Lake City, February 8, 2019.

3. Nelson, “Drawing the Power of Jesus Christ into Our Lives.”
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CONSIDERING THE CROSS

sacrifice draws us closer to Him.”* Better understanding any aspect of
Christ’s Atonement—including his Crucifixion—can deepen our rela-
tionship with the Savior.’> And the stronger our relationship with the
Savior, the more we can feel his mercy and grace. As President Nelson
taught, “When the focus of our lives is on . . . Jesus Christ and His
gospel, we can feel joy regardless of what is happening—or not hap-
pening—in our lives. . . . For Latter-day Saints, Jesus Christ is joy!”®
My hope is that these pages will help you deepen your connection with
Christ and therefore your joy.

This book is divided into four parts. In the first, we will discuss
the symbol of the cross and then see how the Savior’s Crucifixion can
help us feel more of his love. In the second part, we will explore what
scriptures and Church leaders have taught about Christ’s sacrifice on
Calvary. Next, we'll take an intimate look at the Savior’s final day in
mortality, including his six hours on the cross. Finally, we will learn
how appreciating the Crucifixion can enhance the personal connection
we feel with Christ and his Atonement. On our journey together, we
will answer many important questions including the following:

+ Is the tendency many Church members have of avoiding the cross
based on an official Church doctrine, or is it more of a cultural
practice? (Chapter 1)

+ How can studying Christ’s Crucifixion increase our appreciation
for his Atonement? (Chapter 2)

« What can we learn from the “nail . . . in the sure place” (Isa.
22:25) and other Old Testament scriptures that foreshadow

Christ’s atoning sacrifice? (Chapter 3)

4. James E. Faust, “The Atonement: Our Greatest Hope,” Ensign, November 2001.

5. A careful study of the Savior’s Atonement is vital; as Elder Joseph B. Wirthlin ex-
plained, “No other doctrine will bring greater results in improving behavior and
strengthening character than the doctrine of the Atonement of Jesus Christ.” “You'll
Grow into It,” New Era, November 2000, 40.

6. Russell M. Nelson, “Joy and Spiritual Survival,” Ensign, November 2016.



WHY LEARN MORE ABOUT THE SAVIOR’S CRUCIFIXION?

+  What life-changing lessons does the New Testament teach about
Christ’s triumph on the cross? (Chapter 4)

+ How can the Savior’s experience on Calvary help us when we
suffer? (Chapter 5)

« How do the teachings of modern Church leaders enhance our
understanding of the personal nature of Christ’s Crucifixion?
(Chapter 6)

+ What do history and archeology teach us about Roman crucifix-
ion? (Chapter 7)

+ What insights can we learn from minor characters involved in
Christ’s trial, such as Barabbas? (Chapter 8)

+ What lessons can we learn from the crown of thorns, an inscrip-
tion written in three languages, and Christ’s walk to Golgotha?
(Chapter 9)

+ How do the Savior’s final words on the cross testify of a human
Savior who experiences our emotions, a healing Savior who for-
gives, and a divine Savior who saves? (Chapter 10)

« How can Mary Magdalene and the other female witnesses at the
empty tomb increase our hope in Jesus Christ? (Chapter 11)

+ What relationships exist between temple ordinances and Christ’s
Crucifixion? (Chapter 12)

+ How can we continue to expand our knowledge of and gratitude
for Christ’s Atonement? (Chapter 13)

In the Doctrine and Covenants, the Lord lists several spiritual gifts.
The very first gift listed is to know through the Holy Ghost “that Jesus
Christ is the Son of God, and that he was crucified for the sins of the
world” (D&C 46:13).7 This testimony is a spiritual gift that each of us
can receive and continually develop at increasingly deeper levels.

I know that through the Savior’s perfect Atonement, including

his sufferings in Gethsemane, his death on the cross, and his glorious

7. Throughout this book, when words in scripture or quotations are italicized, the italics
represent my own emphasis, unless otherwise specified in a footnote.
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Resurrection, each of us can be strengthened in our struggles. We can
be forgiven of sins, find comfort amid catastrophe, and return to live in
God’s presence with perfect, immortal bodies.

My heart is filled with gratitude for the Savior. I know he is
“Christ crucified,” “the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world”
(1 Cor. 1:23; Rev. 13:8). He is the one who “liveth, and was dead;
and . . . [is] alive for evermore” (Rev. 1:18). He is “our peace,” “our
Passover,” “our life,” and “our Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph. 2:14; 1 Cor.
5:7; Col. 3:3; Philip. 4:23). My personal journey to better under-
stand the “redemption . . . wrought through the sacrifice of the Son of
God upon the cross” has connected me more closely with him (D&C

138:35). I believe the same thing will happen for you.
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Chapter 1

THE MEANINGS
OF THE CROSS

esus Christ was, in his own words, “crucified for the sins of the
onrld” (D&C 35:2). We believe that as part of Christ’s Atonement,
he died for us; President Gordon B. Hinckley taught, “Jesus . . . gave
His life on Calvary’s cross in His wondrous Atonement because He
loved us.”" This is a doctrinal reality that will not change. But how
we communicate, teach, or visualize the importance of the Savior’s
Crucifixion has varied over time. For example, consider the cross. In
the first three centuries after the Savior’s birth, it was rarely used to
symbolize Jesus Christ. Yet today the cross is one of the most influential
and frequently displayed symbols in the world; for many Christians, it
represents the Savior’s atoning mission.

Traditionally, members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints (herein referred to as “the Church”) have, relative to
other Christians, de-emphasized symbols relating to the cross and
Crucifixion. For example, Latter-day Saint church buildings do not
display crosses, and a sampling of over 150 Latter-day Saint chapels
found that while all of them have pictures of Jesus Christ, fewer than 3
percent display a picture of the Crucifixion. In one survey, more than

one thousand Latter-day Saint adults were shown three images of the

1. Gordon B. Hinckley, “Testimony,” Ensign, May 1998.
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THE MEANINGS OF THE CROSS

Crucifixion and three images of Gethsemane and asked which one they
would choose to display in their home. Ninety-seven percent chose
to display a picture of Gethsemane. When asked why they chose the
painting they did, nearly half specifically mentioned an aversion to im-
ages of Christ’s Crucifixion.”

While the saving significance of Christ’s Crucifixion is a separate
issue from the meaning of the cross as a symbol, because of the ubig-
uity of the cross in Christianity and its relative absence among Latter-
day Saints, it may be helpful to begin a discussion of the Savior’s sacri-
fice on Calvary by talking about the image of the cross.

In contrast to the unchanging doctrinal importance of Christ’s
Crucifixion, how Christians generally, and Latter-day Saints specifi-
cally, have viewed the image of the cross has varied over time. In other
words, the meaning of the visual symbol of the cross is more cultural
than doctrinal. Historically, some have viewed the cross as a symbol of
death to be avoided. Others have seen it as a representation of Christ’s
triumph over death, a symbol of love, or an image of suffering that
comforts us in pain.

Lets explore some of the various interpretations of the cross as a visual
image over the centuries, beginning with the time of the early Apostles
through the Emperor Constantine (-AD 35-335). Next, we will discover
what happened with the cross from the time of Constantine through the
Middle Ages (~335-1500) and during the Catholic-Protestant clashes
over its use (-1500-1800). Then we will discuss the image of the cross in
the restored Church, beginning with Joseph Smith (1820) through the
1940s, and finally from the 1950s to the present day.’

2. See John Hilton III, Anthony Sweat, Joshua Stratford, “Latter-day Saints and Cruci-
fixion Artwork,” BYU Studies Quarterly, forthcoming, available at http://johnhiltoniii
.com/crucifixion.

3. Multiple books have been written on these topics. The three books that most heavily
shaped this chapter are Robin Margaret Jensen, 7he Cross: History, Art, and Controversy
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017); Michael G. Reed, Banishing the
Cross: The Emergence of a Mormon Taboo (Independence, MO: John Whitmer Books,
2012); and Ryan K. Smith, Goshic Arches, Latin Crosses: Anti-Catholicism and American
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Chapter 2

THE LOVING CHRIST

y journey to better understanding the Savior’s sacrifice on Calvary

began on a hot summer afternoon. I was on a hill overlooking
the border between Syria and Israel; my family had recently moved to
Jerusalem, where I would be teaching for a year at the Brigham Young
University Jerusalem Center. I had traveled with some colleagues to
northern Israel to prepare for a series of future field trips.

As I walked down the hill with my friend and fellow religion pro-
fessor Matt Grey, he asked me, “Where do you think the emphasis
Church members place on Gethsemane comes from?” We had been
discussing Christ’s Atonement, and his question made me realize that
whenever I gave a lesson on this topic, I focused on Gethsemane and
said little about Christ’s Crucifixion. In fact, I tended to avoid thinking
a lot about the Savior’s death when pondering his atoning sacrifice. I
didn’t know it then, but Matt’s question would launch me on a process
of discovery that would forever change how I think—and feel—about
Christ’s Atonement.

The reality is Gethsemane and Calvary are both important parts of
the Savior’s Atonement.' Each is significant for our salvation. However,

several scholars have pointed out that Church members seem to place

1. The Bible Dictionary, under “Atonement,” states that Christ’s work in the premortal
realm, his sinless life, and his Resurrection are also part of his Atonement.
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more significance on Gethsemane. For example, John G. Turner, a
Protestant scholar, explained that for Latter-day Saints, “the principal
scene of Christ’s suffering and, thus, his atonement, was at Gethsemane
rather than on the cross.” Anglican theologian Douglas ]. Davies wrote
that “Mormonism relocates the centre of gravity of Christ’s passion in
Gethsemane rather than upon the cross and Calvary.”

Scholars within the Church have made similar observations; Robert
Millet wrote, “It is probably the case that if one hundred Protestants
were asked where the atonement of Christ took place, those one hundred
persons would answer: At Golgotha, on the cross. It is also no doubt true
that if one hundred Latter-day Saints were asked the same question, a
large percentage would respond: In Gethsemane, in the garden.™

While I am not aware of any scientific studies that address Millet’s
hypothesis, a series of online surveys indicate that students at Brigham
Young University and other Latter-day Saint adults tend to heavily em-
phasize Gethsemane when discussing Christ’s Atonement. Professor
Anthony Sweat and I asked 752 BYU students in an online class sur-
vey, “Where would you say Christ’s Atonement mostly took place? A.
In the Garden of Gethsemane, or B. On the Cross at Calvary.” Eighty-
eight percent responded, “In the Garden of Gethsemane,” and only
12 percent said, “On the Cross at Calvary.” When I shared this result
with Scott Esplin, a BYU religion professor, he observed, “You forced
people into a false choice. You should have given people a third option
of “Christ atoned for our sins equally in Gethsemane and Calvary.”
Anthony and I acted on this suggestion by surveying an additional
792 BYU students on where Christ mostly atoned for our sins, ask-
ing the same question we had previously. Even with a third option of

“Equally in Gethsemane and Calvary,” a majority (58 percent) chose

2. John G. Turner, 7he Mormon Jesus (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), 284.

Douglas J. Davies, 7he Mormon Culture of Salvation (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2000), 49.

4. Robert L. Millet, “This Is My Gospel,” in A Book of Mormon Treasury: Gospel Insights
Jfrom General Authorities and Religious Educators (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center,
Brigham Young University, 2003), 401.

had



THE LOVING CHRIST

“Gethsemane only.” Additional, less-formal surveys of Latter-day Saint
adults inside and outside of the United States yielded similar results.’

Although the specific location where the Atonement occurred may
seem trivial to some, more than a few antagonists have written criti-
cally about the Church, claiming our beliefs about Gethsemane mean
that we de-emphasize Christ’s Crucifixion and are therefore not true
Christians. Indeed, in a conversation with Robert Millet, who has spent
thirty years in interfaith work, he lamented the fact that because we
teach of the redemptive nature of the Savior’s suffering in Gethsemane,
many Christians have concluded that Latter-day Saints do not actu-
ally believe that Jesus suffered and died on the cross for our sins.® It is
possible some Latter-day Saints focus so much on the saving power of
Gethsemane, they fail to sufficiently recognize Calvary as a place where
Christ also atoned for our sins.

In some cases, misunderstandings about Calvary as part of Christ’s
Atonement have led to incorrect beliefs. According to Elder Gerald N.
Lund, some Church members have thought that Christ atoned for our
sins and overcame spiritual death in Gethsemane and then, separately,
conquered physical death on the cross. Elder Lund called this a “doctri-
nal error” and wrote, “Nowhere in the scriptures do we find indications
that the cross alone overcame physical death or that the Garden alone
overcame spiritual death.””

A related doctrinal error comes if we minimize Christ’s experience
on the cross by saying, “What Christ experienced on the cross was no
different than the suffering experienced by thousands of others who

were crucified.” That statement is false. The Savior’s experience on the

5. See John Hilton III, “Teaching the Scriptural Emphasis on the Crucifixion,” 7he Re-

ligious Educaror 20, no. 3 (2019): 132-53; and John Hilton III, Anthony Sweat, and

Joshua Stratford, “Latter-day Saints and Crucifixion Artwork,” BYU Studies Quarterly,

forthcoming. Both articles are available at http://johnhiltoniii.com/crucifixion.

Personal communication to John Hilton III, March 8, 2019.

7. Gerald N. Lund, “The Fall of Man and His Redemption,” in Second Nephi, The Doc-
trinal Structure, ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate Jr. (Provo, UT: Religious
Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 1989), 94.

N
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cross was completely different from other victims of crucifixion. Jesus
did not just die—he “died for our sins” (1 Cor. 15:3); his Crucifixion
had atoning efficacy. President Russell M. Nelson taught that the suf-
fering Christ experienced in Gethsemane was “intensified as He was
cruelly crucified on Calvary’s cross.”® Gethsemane and Calvary work
together, not in opposition to each other.

The scriptures and our Church leaders describe the atoning im-
portance of both Gethsemane and Calvary. Surprisingly, though, while
some members focus more on Gethsemane, Christ’s Crucifixion is
more frequently emphasized in both the scriptures and the words of
our prophets. While at least two powerful passages of scripture explic-
itly teach Christ suffered for our sins in Gethsemane,” more than fifty
verses specifically link Christ’s death with our salvation.'

In his speeches and writings, Joseph Smith mentioned Gethsemane
one time, using it as an example of Christ submitting his will to his

Father’s."" On more than thirty occasions, Joseph Smith referenced

8. Russell M. Nelson, “The Correct Name of the Church,” Ensign, November 2018.

9. See Mosiah 3:7; D&C 19:16-19. Other verses, such as Isaiah 53:4 and Alma 7:11-13,
may connect to the Garden of Gethsemane, but the verses themselves do not directly
reference Christ’s sufferings there. In addition, some passages speak of Christ’s suffer-
ing in association with his Atonement without specifically locating that suffering in
Gethsemane, on the cross, or elsewhere (see Mosiah 18:2; Alma 16:9; 21:9; 22:14;
33:22). Although in the Book of Mormon, Christ’s suffering is sometimes linked with
Gethsemane (see Mosiah 3:7), it is also linked with his death (see 1 Ne. 19:10-12;
Jacob 1:8; Hel. 14:20; see also Heb. 9:26; 1 Pet. 3:18). Thus we cannot textually estab-
lish that passages about the sufferings of Churist refer solely to events in Gethsemane.
See also Luke 22:44.

10. See John 3:14-15; 12:32; Rom. 5:6, 8, 10; 1 Cor. 5:7; 15:3; 2 Cor. 5:15; Gal. 3:13;
Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:20, 21-22; 2:14; 1 Thes. 5:10; Heb. 9:15, 26; 10:10, 12; 1 Pet.
2:24; 3:18; Rev. 5:8-9; 1 Ne. 11:33; 2 Ne. 2:7-8; 9:5; 26:24; Mosiah 14:12; 15:7-9,
12; 18:2; Alma 21:9; 22:14; 30:26; 33:22; 34:15; Hel. 14:15-16; 3 Ne. 9:21-22;
11:14; 27:14; Ether 12:33; D&C 18:11; 20:23-25; 21:9; 35:2; 45:2-5; 46:13; 53:2;
54:1; 76:41; 138:2, 35, 57; Moses 7:45—47, 55. For a discussion of these passages, see
Hilton, “Teaching the Scriptural Emphasis on the Crucifixion,” 132-53.

11. For a comprehensive discussion of Joseph Smith’s teachings regarding these topics, see
John Hilton III, “The Teachings of Joseph Smith on Gethsemane and Jesus Christ’s
Crucifixion,” in How and What You Worship, ed. Rachel Cope, Carter Charles, and Jor-
dan Watkins (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2020),
303-29, available at http://johnhiltoniii.com/crucifixion.
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Christ’s Crucifixion. For example, he said, “The fundamental principles
of our religion are the testimony of the Apostles and Prophets, con-
cerning Jesus Christ, #hat He died, was buried, and rose again the third
day, and ascended into heaven; and all other things which pertain to
our religion are only appendages to it.”'? Other Church leaders, from
Brigham Young to the present day, have taught more frequently about
the saving importance of Christ’s death than about his sufferings in
Gethsemane. Across thousands of talks by Church leaders recorded
in the Journal of Discourses and given in general conferences through
2020, for each one reference to the atoning power of Gethsemane,
there are more than five references to the atoning power of Christs
death.”® An emphasis on Calvary is also evident in the document “The
Living Christ: The Testimony of the Apostles.”!

Because many Latter-day Saints locate Christ’s Atonement primar-
ily in Gethsemane, some, like my friend Matt, mentioned earlier in the
chapter, might wonder where this focus on Gethsemane over Calvary
comes from. It likely stems from a combination of the following: our
lack of cross iconography (see chapter 1); doctrinal errors, such as those
discussed earlier in this chapter; a desire to differentiate ourselves by
focusing on unique teachings regarding Gethsemane;" and a few state-

ments from Church leaders (see chapter 6).

12. “Elders’ Journal, July 1838,” [44], The Joseph Smith Papers, accessed August
13, 2019, https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper-summary/elders-journal
-july-1838/12.

13. For an analysis of these references, see John Hilton III, Emily Hyde, and McKenna
Trussel, “The Use of ‘Crucifixion’ by Church Leaders: 1852-2018,” BYU Studies Quar-
terly 59, no. 1, 49-80, available at http://johnhiltoniii.com/crucifixion.

14. “The Living Christ: The Testimony of the Apostles,” The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/bc/content/shared/content/
english/pdf/36035_000_25_livingchrist.pdf.

15. Robert Millet wrote, “It is inevitable that over time individuals and whole faith com-
munities begin to define themselves, at least to some extent, over against what others
believe and thus to emphasize most strongly those doctrinal distinctives that make
them who they are. And so it was with the hours of atonement. Because we had come
to know, through the Book of Mormon and Doctrine and Covenants, concerning
the purposes for the Master’s pains in the Garden, we seem to have begun to place
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Before continuing, let me be very clear—the events that took place
in Gethsemane are a significant part of the Savior’s Atonement; I am
certainly not recommending we de-emphasize them. In the past, I fo-
cused primarily on Christ’s sufferings in Gethsemane and did not often
think of his death on the cross. 'm not suggesting that any of us should
reverse this error by exclusively prioritizing Golgotha and ignoring
Gethsemane. This book is centered on Calvary, but that doesn’t mean
we should talk less about Gethsemane, Christ’s Resurrection, or other
aspects of the Savior’s Atonement. Indeed, we should pay more atten-
tion to every facet of Christ’s life, ministry, and sacrifice.

Given that this book focuses on Christ’s Crucifixion, a person
might wonder, “How will learning about the Savior’s death help me?”
Speaking from personal experience, studying Christ’s death is changing
my life. I can’t describe every way this change is happening, but I'm a
little more loving, a little kinder, and a little more patient than I used to
be. 'm a better husband and father. I think about Jesus more than I did
before, and I feel a closer connection with him. I find greater meaning
in the sacrament and temple ordinances. Pondering the Savior’s suffer-
ing on the cross has solidified my witness that he is the living Christ
who leads and guides the Church today.

You can receive numerous blessings from learning more about
the Savior’s sacrifice on Calvary. At a minimum it will increase the
love you feel for and from Jesus. You will also better appreciate an as-
pect of Christ's Atonement that is personally meaningful to him, as
shown by how much he speaks of it in scripture. Learning more about
Christ’s Crucifixion will also help you feel the Holy Ghost more abun-
dantly and more effectively teach others about the Savior’s sacrifice.
Knowledge of the Crucifixion can also help each of us build important

bridges with other Christians.

a greater stress upon Gethsemane than upon the cross.” Whar Happened to the Cross?
Distinctive LDS Teachings (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2007), 107.
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FEELING A DEEPENING LOVE

A faithful Church member once expressed to me, “I understand
Christ died for my sins, but I don’t really like to think about his death.
I prefer to remember the /iving Christ.” Church leaders have focused
on the living Christ, and it is certainly the living Christ who we wor-
ship. We cannot emphasize enough the importance that Jesus Christ
lives today! As Elder M. Russell Ballard explained, “Without the /iving
Christ, our fondest expectations will be unfulfilled.”'

We also worship a loving Christ, and the scriptures repeatedly teach
that both Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ manifested their love for
us through the Savior’s death. In fact, the Apostle John wrote that we
understand what love means “because [Christ] laid down his life for us”
(1 John 3:16).

Christ taught that his death was a central part of his Father’s love:
“Therefore doth my Father love me, because I lay down my life” (John
10:17). On another occasion, Jesus again connected his Crucifixion
with his Father’s love: “As Moses /iffed up the serpent in the wilderness,
even so must the Son of man be /iffed up: That whosoever believeth in
him should not perish, but have eternal life. For God so loved the world,
that be gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him
should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:14-16)."

Christ’s ancient apostles also taught that Heavenly Father showed
his love through the death of his Son. Paul declared, “God commendeth
his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us”
(Rom. 5:8; see also 1 John 4:9-10).

In addition to manifesting Heavenly Father’s love, the Crucifixion

demonstrates Christ’s personal love for us. Jesus taught, “Greater love

16. M. Russell Ballard, “Return and Receive,” Ensign, May 2017.

17. Note the parallel statements in John 3:15 and 3:16. Both verses say, “That whosoever
believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal [everlasting] life.” This parallel
suggests that “lifted up” in verse 14 and “gave” in verse 16 share a similar meaning—
that of being lifted up on the cross.
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hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends”
(John 15:13). Christ’s showing his love for us through his death is also
taught in the Book of Mormon. Nephi testified that Christ “loverh the
world, even that he layeth down his own life that he may draw all men
unto him” (2 Ne. 26:24; see also Ether 12:33).

We can feel more love for Jesus and more deeply feel his love for us
as we study the Crucifixion—the event Christ personally defined as his
greatest act of love. By better understanding the Savior’s death, we will
feel his love in greater abundance and be increasingly able to share that
love with others.

While we believe in the living Christ, we can also be strengthened
by learning more about his sacrifice and death. Jennifer Lane, dean of
Religious Education at BYU-Hawaii, wrote, “As we think about the
Lamb slain from the foundation of the world, we can also know that
he is the life and the light of the world: Christ as the sacrifice and
Christ as the living Word. We don't have to pick which one to focus on
because we can’t have one without the other.”'® Jesus is both the living

and the loving Christ.

CREATING A STRONGER CONNECTION WITH CHRIST

When we care about others, we want to strengthen our relation-
ship with them. One way we do that is by paying attention to what
is important to them. I once presented at a conference with several
other speakers on the day of a highly anticipated college football game.
Throughout the afternoon, I observed one speaker asking others for
updates on the game. I said to him, “Why are you asking everyone
about the game? I thought you didn't care about football.”

“I don’t,” he replied. “But I care about them, and they care about
it. And when I focus on what is important to others, I develop better

relationships with them.”

18. Jennifer C. Lane, Finding Christ in the Covenant Path: Ancient Insights for Modern Life
(Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2020), 148.
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Likewise, if we want to build a stronger connection with the
Savior, we need focus on the things he considers important. Jesus’s own
words show us that his Crucifixion is central; as we study and feel of its
significance, we will build a stronger relationship with him. In scrip-
ture, Christ personally refers to his death more than twenty times."” For
example, when he spoke to those in the Western Hemisphere during
the three days of darkness accompanying his death, some of his first
words were, “I have come . . . to save the world from sin. . . . For such
1 have laid down my life” (3 Ne. 9:21-22; see also 11:14).

Christ’s focus on his Crucifixion continues into the modern day.
In Joseph Smith’s earliest recorded account of his First Vision, Christ
introduces himself by saying, “I am the Lord of glory. [ was crucified
for the world, that all those who believe on my name may have eter-
nal life.”*® Our Redeemer’s repeated references to his death suggest
it is significant, personal, and meaningful to him. Studying Christ’s
Crucifixion thus demonstrates that we care about the Savior. On mul-
tiple occasions Jesus has given each of us this invitation: “Learn of
me” (Matt. 11:29; D&C 19:23; 32:1; 58:1). Jesus Christ wants us to
learn as much as we can about him—including his sacrifice and death.
Doing so will deepen our relationship with him.

I first experienced drawing closer to Christ by studying his
Crucifixion when I lived in Jerusalem. I regularly visited the Garden of
Gethsemane and sites related to Christ’s Crucifixion and Resurrection
to read and reflect on the scriptures about his Atonement. During this

time, I recorded the following in my journal:

[I go to] a sacred place each week and study about the Savior.

19. In mortality, Christ referred to his death at least ten times: Matt. 16:21; 17:22; 20:18;
26:2; John 3:14; 8:28; 10:15, 17; 12:32; 15:13 (this list does not include references in
Mark and Luke that parallel those given by Matthew). In addition, after his Crucifix-
ion, he referred to his death at least eleven times: 3 Ne. 9:21-22; 11:14; 27:14; 28:6;
D&C 6:37; 27:2; 35:2; 45:4-5, 52; 53:2; 110:4.

20. “Circa Summer 1832 History,” [1], The Joseph Smith Papers, accessed August 13,
2019, heeps:/[www.josephsmithpapers.org/articles/primary-accounts-of-first-vision.
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Part of this time [has been] spent reading all of the references to
Christ in the Topical Guide as suggested by President Nelson.*!
Part has been simply pondering, and I've also done focused syn-
optic readings [carefully studying similarities and differences in
the Gospel accounts]* on the last 24 hours of Christ’s life. . . .

This has been a real treasure for me.?

My growing understanding of the importance of the Savior’s sac-
rifice did not require a trip to Jerusalem, but it did require increased
study and pondering. If we have not yet carefully studied Christ’s
Crucifixion, we have a valuable opportunity to learn more about it
now. In my experience, many Latter-day Saints have not examined
the events of Calvary in-depth, creating opportunities for us to, as
President James E. Faust said, “increase in our understanding of His

atoning sacrifice” and therefore come “closer to Him.”*

FEELING THE SPIRIT AND TEACHING OTHERS

A beautiful blessing from studying any aspect of the Savior’s life
and Atonement is that it concentrates our attention on Christ. Can we
think and speak too much of him? A heightened focus on the Savior
leads us to increasingly feel the Holy Ghost because, as Jesus taught,
“The Spirit of truth . . . testif[ies] of me” (John 15:26). Indeed, the
bond between Jesus and the Spirit is so strong that nobody “can say
that Jesus is the Lord, but by the Holy Ghost” (1 Cor. 12:3).

Modern revelation specifically teaches that one of the Spirit’s roles
is to testify of the Savior’s death. The Lord revealed to Joseph Smith
that “the Comforter . . . manifesteth that Jesus was crucified . . . for the

21. See President Russell M. Nelson, “I Studied More Than 2,200 Scriptures about the
Savior in Six Weeks: Here s a Little of What I Learned,” The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/blog/i-studied-more-than
-2200-scriptures-about-the-savior-in-six-weeks-here-is-a-little-of-what-i-learned?

22. See chapter 13 herein.

23. John Hilton III, journal, May 11, 2018.

24. James E. Faust, “The Atonement: Our Greatest Hope,” Ensign, November 2001.
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sins of the world” (D&C 21:9; see also 46:13). Each of us has oppor-
tunities with friends, family members, or in church classrooms to speak
of the atoning efficacy of Christ’s Crucifixion. We can find spiritual
power, feel the Holy Ghost, and help others do the same by frequently
testifying of what occurred on Calvary. We will have many opportuni-
ties to do so since nearly every gospel principle connects to the cross.
Giving a talk or a lesson on agency? Covenants? Faith? Forgiveness?
Humility? Obedience? Repentance? Sacrifice? Service? Zion? All of
these topics and many more directly relate to the Savior’s Crucifixion.
The only thing the Apostle Paul wanted to know was “Jesus Christ
... him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2). As one influential Christian thinker has
observed, “All [Paul] does and teaches is tied to the cross. He cannot
long talk about Christian joy, or Christian ethics, or Christian fellow-
ship, . . . or anything else, without finally tying it to the cross.”* As
we follow Paul’s example by testifying more about the atoning power
of the Savior’s death for us, the Spirit’s influence in our lives will in-
crease and we will find a greater ability to teach others about Christ’s

Atonement.

BUILDING BRIDGES
2,300,000,000—that is a big number. Two billion, three hundred

million: that’s about how many Christians there are in the world,
and members of the Church compose less than one percent of them.
Nearly all Christians believe Christ died for our sins, providing Latter-
day Saints with a perfect opportunity to build on common beliefs.
Unfortunately, we sometimes instead focus on our differences.

Robert Eaton, associate academic vice president for Learning and
Teaching at BYU-Idaho, shared how, when teaching missionary-
preparation classes, he would role-play with students. When students

pretending to be missionaries would ask him (acting as somebody

25. D. A. Carson, The Cross and Christian Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books,
2006), 38.
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learning about the Church) if he knew about Christ’s Atonement, he
would say, “Yes, I saw a movie about Christ dying for our sins on the
cross.” At least half of his students would correct him, stating that
Christ atoned for our sins in Gethsemane, not on the cross. He felt
it was unfortunate that these missionaries didn’t use this opportunity
to focus on what we have in common with Christians—our under-
standing of the saving importance of Christ’s Crucifixion—in addition
to teaching about Gethsemane.?

It’s natural for us to focus on what is different or unique. When
Robert Millet was about to leave on his mission, he asked his father,
“What does it mean to be saved by grace?” His dad responded, “We
don’t believe in that.” When further asked why we didn’t believe that,
Millet’s father said, “Because the Baptists do!”*” Of course, we do be-
lieve in the saving grace of Christ, but this humorous incident illus-
trates our propensity to differentiate our religious beliefs from those of
others. In some cases, however, this inclination can lead to unfortunate
challenges and misunderstandings.

For example, a pastor at a Christian church in Provo, Utah, said,
“We can always tell when one of your wards has a lesson about the
cross because on Monday our kids pay the price for it on the play-
ground.” He described some Latter-day Saint boys who at recess told
a girl from his congregation that wearing a cross necklace was of the
devil. She had to see the school nurse after the boys violently ripped off
her necklace.?®

Coming to a deeper knowledge of the Savior’s Crucifixion will give
us more love and awareness as we interact with hundreds of millions
of Christians for whom the cross is the primary symbol of their belief

that Christ was both crucified and resurrected. As we talk with other

26. Personal communication to John Hilton III, March 7, 2019.

27. Robert L. Millet, Grace Works (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2003), 6-7.

28. This story was told to Richard Holzapfel as he was gathering information about Utah
County for the Utah Centennial County History Series (published by the Utah State

Historical Society and county commissions).
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Christians about our shared faith in Jesus Christ, we can highlight that
the Book of Mormon itself testifies Christ died on the cross to atone
for our sins (see 1 Ne. 11:33).

The Prophet Joseph Smith taught that Latter-day Saints have much
in common with other Christians and should be unified with them. He
said, “The enquiry is frequently made of me, “Wherein do you differ
from others in your religions views?” In reality and essence we do not
differ so far in our religious views. . . . Christians should cease wrangling
and contention with each other and cultivate the principles of union and
[friendship in their midst; and they will do it before the Millennium can
be ushered in, and Christ takes possession of his kingdom.”*

Perhaps in an earlier generation there was a need to focus on the
differences between Church members and other Christians.”® But just
as people in the Book of Mormon who had historically been at odds
united to face serious threats in their time (see 3 Ne. 2:10-14), we too
can link arms with other believers. Elder Ronald A. Rasband said, “We
have to invite our members to be part of a chorus of believers and not
just soloists. We do much better if we join with our friends of other
faiths. . . . We are putting the things that we disagree on aside right
now, and we’re lining up on the things we can agree on.”!

The importance of Christ’s Crucifixion is something Latter-day

29. “History, 18381856, volume E-1 [1 July 1843-30 April 1844],” 1666, The Joseph
Smith Papers, accessed October 1, 2019, https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/paper
-summary/history-1838-1856-volume-e-1-1-july-1843-30-april-1844/36.

30. See Armand L. Mauss, The Angel and the Beehive (Chicago: University of Illinois Press,
1994).

31. Scott Taylor, “Church Leaders Discuss Faith and Religious Freedom with U.S. Vice
President Pence,” Church News, August 24, 2019. In addition, the Gospel Topics Essay
on “Are Mormon Christian?” states, “While members of The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints have no desire to compromise the distinctiveness of the restored
Church of Jesus Christ, they wish to work together with other Christians—and people
of all faiths—to recognize and remedy many of the moral and family issues faced by
society. . . . There is no good reason for Christian faiths to ostracize each other when
there has never been more urgent need for unity in proclaiming the divinity and teach-
ings of Jesus Christ.” https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/gospel-topics
-essays/christians?
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Saints and other Christians can agree on. In an era where religious lib-
erties are frequently attacked, working with others of faith is increas-
ingly important. Learning more about Christ’s Crucifixion can help
us build bridges, both individually and as a Church collectively, with
other Christians.

Although many Latter-day Saints focus primarily on Gethsemane
when discussing the Savior’s Atonement, the scriptures and modern
Church leaders more frequently mention Calvary. The living Christ
himself often emphasizes his Crucifixion. Studying Christ’s death can
change our lives. It can increase the love we feel for and from Jesus. We
will fortify our relationship with the Savior by focusing on an event he
often uses to identify himself. We will feel a greater abundance of the
Spirit as we study and speak more about the Savior’s atoning sacrifice
and become more united with other Christians.

As we ponder and study both the living and the loving Christ, our

hearts will echo more fully these words from our beloved hymn:

1 think of his hands pierced and bleeding to pay the debt!
Such mercy, such love and devotion can I forget?

No, no, I will praise and adore at the mercy seat,
Until at the glorified throne I kneel at his feet.

Ob, it is wonderful that he should care for me
Enough to die for me!
Ob, it is wonderful, wonderful to me!>*

We must never forget the mercy, love, and devotion Jesus so fully
proffers us through his Atonement. Rather, we must strive to learn all

we can about him—including the sacrifice he made on Calvary.

32. “I Stand All Amazed,” Hymns (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints, 1985), no. 193.
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