


Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen 
zum Neuen Testament · 2. Reihe

Herausgeber / Editor
Jörg Frey (Zürich)

Mitherausgeber / Associate Editors

654





 



Ruben van Wingerden

Netherlands.

 

https://dnb.dnb.de.



 

For Janien and Avner 
  



 

 
 



  

Preface 

This place, the preface, deserves proper attention. We thank many organisa-
tions and individuals who have helped complete the dissertation. Moreover, 
although most of the work is done solo, the different communities one partakes 
in are formative for one’s growth. As with so many other projects and initia-
tives in one’s life, I am dependent on many people, factors and events in my 
life. Here, I want to express my gratitude to some of those who somehow con-
tributed to my research and academic training.  

I want to thank Henk van Wingerden, my uncle, who kindly introduced me 
to the world of theology (and supplied me with half of his theological library). 
My brother Erni and sister-in-law, Herma, for without their support, I couldn’t 
have started studying theology; my father, Hans van Wingerden, who provided 
me with valuable Bible software. I also would like to thank my friends Gerrit, 
Thijs, Mark-Jan and Robert-Jan for providing the necessary distraction and re-
laxation.  

I am indebted to the Professors at the Protestantse Theologische Universiteit 
and the Vrije Universiteit, particularly Prof. Dr. Arie Zwiep (Vrije Universi-
teit) and Prof. Dr. Bert Jan Lietaert Peerbolte (Vrije Universiteit) who both 
supervised my bachelor thesis and research master thesis and whose guidance 
was formidable. Also, gratitude to Prof. Dr. Peter-Ben Smit (Vrije Universi-
teit), who encouraged me to publish my ideas and, at times, gave ‘pastoral’ 
advice when my articles were rejected. I also want to express my thanks to 
Prof. Dr. Aza Goudriaan (Protestantse Theologische Universiteit), who got me 
fascinated with Early Christianity in the first place, and who created an indi-
vidual honours course for me – on Early Christian apologetic literature – during 
my bachelor’s programme. His lectures and impressive on-the-spot-translation 
of Latin texts still leave their trace. All these persons have been vital in my 
academic formation. Thanks to the Vrije Universiteit, where I was allowed to 
design a PhD-research proposal – esp. Prof. Dr. Maarten Wisse (Protestantse 
Theologische Universiteit) and Prof. Dr. Katya Tolstaya (Vrije Universiteit) – 
which the Tilburg School of Catholic Theology accepted in 2018 to my great 
pleasure. I want to thank the Tilburg School of Catholic Theology for accepting 
my PhD-proposal in 2018: the board and faculty members and colleagues, who 
provided a kind and supportive atmosphere. I note here those from the “Atel-
ier”, Em. Prof. Dr. Henk Schoot, Dr. Harm Goris, Dr. Anton ten Klooster and 



VIII Preface  

Em. Prof. Dr. Marcel Poorthuis, whose steady presence helped me to feel at 
home. 

Especially my Doctorväter Prof. Dr. Paul van Geest (Tilburg University) 
and Em. Prof. Dr. Bart Koet (Tilburg University) were indispensable for the 
successful completion of this project. Their encouragement and favourable and 
critical feedback have improved the dissertation. Paul and Bart were supple-
mentary supervisors. Their creativity and willingness to show my research to 
others proved to be very valuable, as will be seen in the footnotes sometimes. 
I mention here Dr. Dries de Crom, Prof. Dr. Luc van Rompay, Dr. Anni-Maria 
Laato, Dr. Edwina Murphy and Dr. Matthijs den Dulk, and those at NOSTER 
for their valuable contributions and feedback. Any remaining errors and other 
infelicities are undoubtedly mine. 

I am very grateful to Jörg Frey for accepting this book in the WUNT II series 
of Mohr Siebeck, and to Tobias Stäbler and Julius Furthmüller for the pleasant 
cooperation in preparing the manuscript for printing. 

This book and my articles on ancient crucifixion could never have been writ-
ten without the massive and excellent work done by Prof. Dr. John Granger 
Cook (LaGrange College, USA). His work on ancient crucifixion has been a 
constant inspiration for my own work. I cannot express my indebtedness 
enough. 

Lastly, I wish to thank my wife, whose critical, loving and supportive eyes 
and ears helped me express my thoughts clearly before getting them on paper. 
 
Ruben van Wingerden 
Bilthoven, St. Martins Day 2025 
 



  

Table of Contents 

Preface …………………………………………………………………...…. VII 
Table of Contents ……………………………………………………………. IX 

Chapter 1: Introduction .......................................................................... 1 
1.1. Presentation of the Study ........................................................................ 3 
1.2. Preliminary Scholarly Discussion ........................................................... 7 
1.3. Basic Problems, Terminology, and Ancient Context ............................... 7 

1.3.1. Crucifixion and Cross-bearing Terminology and Context ............ 9 
1.3.2. Martyrdom ................................................................................. 11 

1.4. Outline of the Study .............................................................................. 12 

Chapter 2: History of Research .......................................................... 13 
2.1. Introduction .......................................................................................... 13 
2.2. Cross-Bearing in Biblical Studies ......................................................... 15 

2.2.1. Richard Koolmeister .................................................................. 16 
2.2.2. Maria Ko Ha Fong ..................................................................... 17 
2.2.3. Sverre Bøe ................................................................................. 18 
2.2.4. John Glenn Rumple ................................................................... 19 

2.3. Cross-bearing in Martyrdom Studies .................................................... 20 
2.4. Umberto Eco in New Testament Studies ............................................... 22 
2.5. Concluding Observations ...................................................................... 25 

Chapter 3: Umberto Eco’s Cooperative Reader ............................. 27 
3.1. Introduction .......................................................................................... 27 



X Table of Contents 

3.2. Eco’s Model ......................................................................................... 28 
3.2.1. The Model Reader ..................................................................... 28 
3.2.2. “Open” and “Closed” Texts ....................................................... 28 
3.2.3. Use and interpretation ................................................................ 29 
3.2.4. Levels of Textual Cooperation ................................................... 29 
3.2.5. Linear Text Manifestation, Circumstances of the Uttering, and 

Bracketed Extensions ................................................................. 31 
3.2.6. Codes and subcodes ................................................................... 31 
3.2.7. Discursive structures.................................................................. 32 
3.2.8. Narrative Structures ................................................................... 33 
3.2.9. Forecasts and inferential walks .................................................. 34 
3.2.10. Actantial, Ideological, and World Structures ........................... 35 

3.3. Eco’s Own Examples ............................................................................ 36 
3.4. From Model to Use ............................................................................... 37 

3.4.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 37 
3.4.2. Silvia Pellegrini ......................................................................... 37 
3.4.3. Tobias Nicklas ........................................................................... 38 
3.4.4. Hermeneutical Engagement ....................................................... 40 
3.4.5. Analysing Interpretations ........................................................... 40 

Chapter 4: Cross-bearing in Mark ..................................................... 41 
4.1. Cross-bearing in the Synoptic Gospels ................................................. 41 
4.2. Introduction to Cross-bearing in Mark .................................................. 43 
4.3. Mark 8:34 ............................................................................................. 44 

4.3.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 44 
4.3.2. Interpreting textual strategies ..................................................... 47 

4.4. Mark 15:21 ........................................................................................... 53 
4.4.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 53 
4.4.2. Interpreting textual strategies ..................................................... 54 



 Table of Contents XI 

4.5. Conclusions .......................................................................................... 62 

Chapter 5: Cross-bearing in Matthew ............................................... 63 
5.1. Introduction .......................................................................................... 63 
5.2. Matthew 10:38 ...................................................................................... 64 

5.2.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 64 
5.2.2. Interpreting textual strategies ..................................................... 66 

5.3. Matthew 16:24 ...................................................................................... 72 
5.3.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 72 
5.3.2. Interpreting textual strategies ..................................................... 73 

5.4. Matthew 27:32 ...................................................................................... 75 
5.4.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 75 
5.4.2. Interpreting textual strategies ..................................................... 76 

5.5. Conclusions .......................................................................................... 79 

Chapter 6: Cross-bearing in Luke ...................................................... 81 
6.1. Introduction .......................................................................................... 81 
6.2. Luke 9:23 ............................................................................................. 84 

6.2.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 84 
6.2.2. Interpreting textual strategies ..................................................... 85 

6.3. Luke 14:27 ........................................................................................... 91 
6.3.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 91 
6.3.2. Interpreting textual strategies ..................................................... 93 

6.4. Luke 23:26 ........................................................................................... 98 
6.4.1. Introduction ............................................................................... 98 
6.4.2. Interpreting textual strategies ................................................... 100 

6.5. Conclusions ........................................................................................ 107 



XII Table of Contents 

Chapter 7: Cross-bearing in John ..................................................... 111 
7.1. Introduction ........................................................................................ 111 
7.2. John 19:17 .......................................................................................... 115 

7.2.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 115 
7.2.2. Interpreting textual strategies ................................................... 116 

7.3. John 21:18 .......................................................................................... 125 
7.3.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 125 
7.3.2. Interpreting textual strategies ................................................... 126 

7.4. Conclusions ........................................................................................ 128 

Chapter 8: Cross-bearing in Second-Century Literature ............ 129 
8.1. Introduction ........................................................................................ 129 
8.2. Gospel of Thomas and Second Discourse of the Great Seth ................ 129 

8.2.1. Introduction to the Gospel of Thomas ...................................... 129 
8.2.2. Gos Thom 55 ........................................................................... 132 
8.2.3. Introduction to the Second Discourse of Great Seth 56.9–10 ... 136 

8.3. Irenaeus of Lyon ................................................................................. 138 
8.3.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 138 
8.3.2. Irenaeus, Haer. 1.3.5 ................................................................ 139 
8.3.3. Irenaeus, Haer. 1.24.4 .............................................................. 141 
8.3.4. Irenaeus, Haer. 3.18.4–5 .......................................................... 142 
8.3.5. Irenaeus, Haer. 4.5.4 ................................................................ 145 

8.4. Melito of Sardis .................................................................................. 147 
8.4.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 147 
8.4.2. Melito, Fr. 9 ............................................................................. 148 

8.5. Clement of Alexandria ........................................................................ 149 
8.5.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 149 
8.5.2. Clement, Paed. 1.5.23 .............................................................. 151 
8.5.3. Clement, Strom. 2.20.104.3 ..................................................... 153 



 Table of Contents XIII 

8.5.4. Clement, Strom. 7.(12.)79.5–7 ................................................. 155 
8.5.5. Clement, Exc. 2.42.2–3 ............................................................ 157 

8.6. Hippolyte Corpus................................................................................ 159 
8.6.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 159 
8.6.2. Hippolytus, Comm. Dan. 2.21.3 .............................................. 159 

8.7. Conclusions ........................................................................................ 162 

Chapter 9: Cross-bearing in Third-Century Literature ............... 165 
9.1. Introduction ........................................................................................ 165 
9.2. Tertullian ............................................................................................ 165 

9.2.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 165 
9.2.2. Tertullian, Idol. 12.2 ................................................................ 167 
9.2.3. Tertullian, Adv. Jud. 10.6 and 10.12 ........................................ 169 
9.2.4. Tertullian, An. 55.5 ................................................................. 173 
9.2.5. Tertullian, Marc. 3.18.2 and 3.19.3 .......................................... 175 
9.2.6. Tertullian, Fug. 7.3 .................................................................. 177 

9.3. Cyprian of Carthage............................................................................ 179 
9.3.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 179 
9.3.2. Cyprian, Test. 3.18 .................................................................. 180 
9.3.3. Cyprian, Ep. 63.6 ..................................................................... 182 
9.3.4. Cyprian, Eleem. 22 .................................................................. 183 
9.3.5. Cyprian, Fort. 6 ....................................................................... 185 

9.4. Novatian ............................................................................................. 188 
9.4.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 188 
9.4.2. Novatian, Ep. 2.4.1 (31.4.1) ..................................................... 189 

9.5. Pseudo-Clementine Letters ................................................................. 191 
9.5.1. Introduction ............................................................................. 191 

9.6. Conclusions ........................................................................................ 195 



XIV Table of Contents 

Chapter 10: Cross-bearing in Origen’s Writings ......................... 197 
10.1. Introduction ...................................................................................... 197

10.2. Origen, Mart. 12; 13; 36 ................................................................... 199

10.3. Origen, Hom. Gen. 8.6 ...................................................................... 204

10.4. Origen, Hom. Lev. 9.9.4 ................................................................... 205

10.5. Origen, Hom. Num. 10.2.2; 16.8.1; 24.2.7; 27.8.5 ............................ 207

10.6. Origen, Hom. Judic. 4.2; 9.1 ............................................................. 212

10.7. Origen Hom. Jer. 17.6.1; 18.2.3 ........................................................ 215

10.8. Origen, Hom. Ez. 3.4.2 ..................................................................... 219

10.9. Origen, Hom. Ps. 76.1.4; 77.9.3; Fr. Ps. 118.35 ................................ 220

10.10. Origen, Comm. Rom. 6.13.3 ........................................................... 225

10.11. Origen, Comm. Matt. 12.22; 24; 26; 15.22; 
Comm. ser. Matt. 76; 126 ................................................................. 227

10.12. Origen, Comm. Jo. 19.150; 32.398 ................................................. 237

10.13. Conclusions .................................................................................... 240

Chapter 11: Conclusions .................................................................... 243 
11.1. Gospels ............................................................................................. 244

11.2. Early Christian Writings ................................................................... 245

11.3. Hermeneutical reflections ................................................................. 248

Bibliography ……………………………………………………………….  25  

Index of References ……………………………………………………….. 277 
Index of Modern Authors ………………………………………………….. 291 
Index of Subjects ……………………………………………………………293 



  

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Interpreting religious texts can be a hazardous undertaking. Interpreting a reli-
gious text calling for radical behaviour according to its “literal” sense is strik-
ingly different from allegorising it. Early Christianity recorded many state-
ments by Jesus, some popular and easy to understand, some opaque, and others 
downright harsh and challenging. In two of those radical statements, which 
were and are highly influential in Christian thought, Jesus calls upon his fol-
lowers to “take up their cross” and follow him (Mark 8:34; Matt 16:24; Luke 
9:23) and says: “whoever does not carry his cross is not worthy of me/cannot 
be my disciple” (Matt 10:38; Luke 14:27). The notion of following Jesus and, 
thus, the call to bear one’s cross, has always been central to believers and faith 
communities. However, it has also given rise to countless divergent interpreta-
tions: some thought Jesus wanted his followers to be executed, others thought 
Jesus could not have demanded such a thing and sought more metaphoric or 
spiritual ways to make sense of the sayings. Both these extremities are found 
in ancient as well as modern interpretations. More modern interpretations focus 
on “carrying” suffering, such as disease, family issues, etc. 

But according to Joanna Dewey, cross-bearing is comparable to “instructing 
someone today to ‘take up their electric chair’”1. That is, to choose a horrific 
death associated with the worst crimes and criminals. Although such an image 
may evoke specific horror for North American audiences, all can see why the 
comparison is made. I think, however, that we lack an adequate analogy in our 
Western “civilised” world; we are short of an apt analogy which incorporates 
all the brutal violence, public display of humiliation, dehumanising and sadistic 
aspects in one, although we do not underestimate what modern humans are 

  
1 Joanna Dewey, “‘Let Them Renounce Themselves and Take up Their Cross’: A Femi-

nist Reading of Mark 8:34 in Mark’s Social and Narrative World,” BTB 34 (2004): 98–104 
at 101–102. 
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capable of. Extreme interpretations of cross-bearing still abound today, as evi-
denced by the yearly crucifixion enactment in the Philippines2 or Norwegian 
mass murderer Anders Breivik, who invoked “cross-bearing” in his manifesto.3 
Consequently, how Jesus’ statement is interpreted, matters, especially in the 
early stages of (the many forms of) Christianity. 

In Early Christianity, Jesus’ call was often interpreted as a call to martyr-
dom, for example, by Tertullian (ca. 160 – ca. 230 CE), who says: 

Observe, then, the difference between pagans and the faithful in death: If you die for God, 
as the Paraclete recommends, then not by some gentle fevers and on beds, but in martyrdom. 
You should take up your cross and follow the Lord, as he himself has instructed. The key to 
the complete paradise is your own blood. (translation my own, see ch. 9.2) 

Tertullian’s example shows that (seeking) martyrdom was part of Early Chris-
tianity as well, and Tertullian’s view is representative of many, as we will see 
in this study. How did one come to such an interpretation? One must assume 
that this image of cross-bearing is somehow based on history. In the Roman 
world, the prospect of someone bearing a cross was death by crucifixion (see 
below).4 Tertullian shows that he takes “cross-bearing” seriously when he re-
lates it to martyrdom. The analogy is easily made: martyrdom means physical 

  
2 Julius Bautista, “Hesukristo Superstar: Entrusted Agency and Passion Rituals in the 

Roman Catholic Philippines,” The Australian Journal of Anthropology 28 (2017): 152–164; 
Peter J. Bräunlein, “Negotiating Charisma: The Social Dimension of Philippine Crucifixion 
Rituals,” Asian Journal of Social Science 37 (2009): 892–917. 

3 Anders B. Breivik, 2083. A European Declaration of Independence (2011), 145. 
https://publicintelli-gence.net/anders-behring-breiviks-complete-manifesto-2083-a-euro-
pean-declaration-of-independence/, accessed 6 December 2017. 

4 In the last decades, a lot of significant studies on crucifixion appeared, see Martin 
Hengel, Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the Cross (Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1977); Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn, “Die Kreuzstrafe während der frühen 
Kaiserzeit. Ihre Wirklichkeit und Wertung in der Umwelt des Urchristentums,” ANRW 
II.25.1: 648–793; P. Cristoforo Iavicoli, La Crocifissione nell‘ambiente ebraico, ed. A. de 
Simone (Firenze: MEF Firenze Atheneum, 2006); Wenhua Shi, Paul’s Message of the Cross 
as Body Language, WUNT II 254 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 20–52; Sverre Bøe, 
Cross-bearing in Luke, WUNT II 278 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010); Gunnar Samuelsson, 
Crucifixion in Antiquity: An Inquiry into the Background and Significance of the New Tes-
tament Terminology of Crucifixion, 2nd ed., WUNT II 310 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013); 
David W. Chapman and Eckhard J. Schnabel, The Trial and Crucifixion of Jesus: Texts and 
Commentary, WUNT 344 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 282–292; John Granger Cook, 
Crucifixion in the Mediterranean World, 2nd ed., WUNT 327 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2019). For a comprehensive review article on the methods of Chapman (and Schnabel), 
Cook, and Samuelsson, see Felicity Harley, “Crucifixion in Roman Antiquity: The State of 
the Field,” JECS 27/2 (2019): 303–323. See also John Granger Cook’s many articles: John 
Granger Cook, “Envisioning Crucifixion: Light from Several Inscriptions and the Palatine 
Grafitto,” NovT 50 (2008): 262–285; John Granger Cook, “Crucifixion as Spectacle in Ro-
man Campania,” NovT 54 (2012): 68–100; John Granger Cook, “John 19:17 and the Man on  
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death, cross-bearing leads to crucifixion, that is, physical death, and voila, we 
have a call to martyrdom by Jesus. Yet, these words were interpreted in other 
than such a (seemingly) literal sense. Luke introduces a figurative interpreta-
tion in his Gospel when he notes that one must take up his cross “daily” (Luke 
9:23). It is figurative because one can be crucified only once (presuming that 
cross-bearing was the prelude to being crucified). How can these words about 
cross-bearing lead to such divergent interpretations? For almost two thousand 
years, readers have been divided over what cross-bearing means in Early Chris-
tianity as much as today. There is no interpretative consensus; the range is still 
from martyrologic to allegorical. Why is that? What happened when these tra-
ditions were interpreted? Or, more specifically, what happened between tradi-
tion – or text – and the reader? How did the interpretation processes involved 
in these Early Christian traditions work? In this study, we will dive into the 
wondrous world of divergent interpretations and how these interpretations 
were formed. We will primarily focus on possible interpretations for the an-
cient reader/hearer.  

1.1. Presentation of the Study 
1.1. Presentation of the Study 
Cross-bearing appears in early Christian texts for the first time in the New Tes-
tament. We see two forms.5 The first form is found among the presumed say-
ings of Jesus, recorded in the Synoptic Gospels. The cross-bearing sayings of 
Jesus can be categorised into two forms: the positively and negatively formu-
lated sayings. The ‘positive’ form is contested in the Synoptic Gospels6: 

  
the Patibulum in the Arieti Tomb,” Early Christianity 4 (2013): 427–453; John Granger 
Cook, “Roman Crucifixions: From the Second Punic War to Constantine,” ZNW 104 (2013): 
1–32. Also see: Ruben van Wingerden, “Carrying a patibulum: A Reassessment of Non-
Christian Latin Sources,” NTS 66 (2020): 433–453; Ruben van Wingerden, “Carrying a 
σταυρός: A Re-Assessment of the Non-Christian Greek Sources,” NTS 67 (2021): 336–355; 
Ruben van Wingerden, “Crucifixion Practices. How to Attach a patibulum to a stipes,” NovT 
64 (2022): 269–276. doi: 10.1163/15685365-bja10021; Ruben van Wingerden, “The De-
scent from the Cross” and Roman Crucifixion Practice,” NovT 67.2 (2025): 182–197. doi: 
10.1163/15685365-bja10088. 

5 See Chapters 4, 5, and 6 for a treatment of how these sayings were interpreted in the 
synoptic Gospels (i.e., how the composers of the Synoptic gospels integrated them). 

6 Own translation. 
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Mark 8:34 Matt 16:24 Luke 9:23 
And he called the crowd 
together with this disci-
ples and said to them 

Then Jesus said to his dis-
ciples 

(But/Then) he said to all 

If someone wants to fol-
low after me, 

If someone wants to come 
after me 

If someone wants to come 
behind me 

let him deny himself and 
let him take up his cross 
and let him follow me. 

let him deny himself and 
let him take up his cross 
and let him follow me. 

let him deny himself and let 
him take up his cross daily 
and let him follow me. 

Then there are the two negatively formulated sayings, presenting the call for 
cross-bearing somewhat differently – only present in Matthew and Luke.7 

Matt 10:38 Luke 14:27 
And whoever does not take upon himself 
his cross and follow me is not worthy of 
me. 

Who carries not his cross and comes after 
me, he cannot be my disciple. 

The Gospel of John contains no cross-sayings of Jesus.  
The second form is found in the passion narratives. They tell of someone 

who carried Jesus’ cross. The Synoptic gospels tell that this was Simon of Cy-
rene who was forced to carry Jesus’ cross (Mark 15:21; Matt 27:32; Luke 
23:26). But in John, Simon of Cyrene is absent; it is uniquely Jesus himself 
who carries the cross (John 19:17). We will discuss these interpretations of the 
passion narratives in their corresponding chapters. 

Mark 15:21 Matt 27:32 Luke 23:26 John 19:17 
And they forced a 
passer-by, a certain 
Simon of Cyrene, 
coming from the 
land, the father of 
Alexander and 
Rufus,  

As they went out, 
they found a man 
from Cyrene, 
named Simon, this 
one they forced 

As they led him 
away, seizing Si-
mon, a Cyrenian, 
coming from the 
land, they laid the 
cross on him 

 

so that he would 
take up his cross. 

so that he would 
take up his cross.  

to carry after Je-
sus. 

And carrying his 
own cross… 

The abovementioned New Testament witnesses are already interpretations of 
preserved traditions on cross-bearing. The Gospel writers composed their 
works using earlier traditions. If we follow the consensus among New Testa-
ment scholars that the Gospel of Mark was composed earlier than the Gospels 

  
7 The negatively formulated saying is also found in the Gospel of Thomas, Logion 55, 

but its composition is generally assumed to be in the second century. See Chapter 8.  
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of Matthew and Luke, Matthew and Luke already interpreted Mark with a dif-
ferent choice of words and a different context for the saying (Mark 8:34, Matt 
16:24 and Luke 9:23).8 

Cross-bearing does not appear in the New Testament apart from the Gospels, 
i.e., mentioning verbs in the semantic range of <carrying> and the umbrella-
term σταυρός. There is one possible reference to the practice of cross-bearing 
in John 21:18, which will be discussed in Chapter 7. We find no references to 
cross-bearing (i.e., referring to the act of carrying a σταυρός) in the Pauline 
literature9 or Hebrews, although some scholars see these as references.10 Cross-

  
8 There are many theories for dealing with the synoptic problem. However, I assume that 

Matthew and Luke knew Mark and had a physical copy in front of them. Oral tradition could 
also account for many differences in the Gospels, including minor agreements. There is 
probably no conclusive evidence to tip the balance, e.g., Arie W. Zwiep, Jairus’s Daughter 
and the Haemorrhaging Woman. Tradition and Interpretation of an Early Christian Miracle 
Story. WUNT 421 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 189–221. See also Chapter 4, General 
Introduction, below. 

9 See for a lengthy discussion on Pauline “cognates”, John Glenn Rumple, “‘Take up the 
Cross’ (Mark 8:34 and par.). The History and Function of the Cross-Saying in Earliest Chris-
tianity,” (PhD diss, University of Edinburgh, 2008), 147–202. See, Troels Engberg-Peder-
sen, “Paul in Mark 8:34–9:1: Mark on what it is to be a Christian,” in Mark and Paul: Com-
parative Essays Part II. For and Against Pauline Influence on Mark, ed. Eve-Marie Becker, 
Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Mogens Mueller, BZNW 199 (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2014), 
189–209. See Chapter 4n40 below why I do not believe the Pauline references are cognates. 

10 See e.g., Hebrews 13:12: Διὸ καὶ Ἰησοῦς, ἵνα ἁγιάσῃ διὰ τοῦ ἰδίου αἵματος τὸν λαόν, 
ἔξω τῆς πύλης ἔπαθεν. E.g., Larry W. Hurtado, “Jesus’ Death as paradigmatic in the New 
Testament,” SJT 54(4) (2004): 413–433, at 423 and Iavicoli, La Crocifissione, 376 connect 
ἔξω τῆς πύλης ἔπαθεν to cross-bearing, but the text is too open to make a case for such a 
statement. It seems more reasonable that the text generally refers to the crucifixion, e.g., 
Luke Timothy Johnson, Hebrews. A Commentary, NTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2012), 348–349. Harrold W. Attridge, The Epistle to the Hebrews, Hermeneia (Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1989), 399 connects ἔξω τῆς παρεμβολῆς τὸν ὀνειδισμὸν αὐτοῦ 
φέροντες from Heb 13:13 with cross-bearing, but without substantiation. Some see 1 Pet 
2:24a speaking of cross-bearing: ὃς τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν αὐτὸς ἀνήνεγκεν ἐν τῷ σώματι αὐτοῦ 
ἐπὶ τὸ ξύλον (cf., Hurtado, “Death as paradigmatic,” 423). While the verb ἀναφέρω implies 
movement, the text reads on (ἐπὶ) the wood, i.e., the cross (see Gal 3:13; Acts 5:30; 10:39; 
Rev 22:14, etc.). In any case, this connection is not found in Early Christian literature and 
makes a reference to cross-bearing very unlikely. 
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bearing does not appear in the Apostolic Fathers 11F

11 or early “apologetic” litera-
ture.12 Tatian’s Diatessaron (about 175 CE) significantly impacted Eastern 
Christianity up to the fifth century but will not be examined here, as the study 
of the lost work is fraught with methodological difficulties and would consume 
too much space and time.13 

We will examine NT passages concerning cross-bearing and subsequent in-
terpretations from Greek, Latin and Sahidic (Coptic) Christian written docu-
ments. We will provide a brief reception history of the cross-sayings as Maria 
Ko Ha Fong did and examine interpretations of cross-bearing in the Passion 
traditions.14 

  
11 Cf. Maria Ko Ha Fong, Crucem tollendo. Christum sequi: Untersuchung zum Verständ-

nis eines Logions Jesu in der alten Kirche, MBTh 52 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1984), 27–32; 
and more generally on the New Testament, Andrew Gregory and Christopher Tuckett, eds., 
The Reception of the New Testament in the Apostolic Fathers (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005). See also various contributions in D. Jeffrey Bingham and Clayton N. Jefford , 
eds., Intertextuality in the Second Century, The Bible in Ancient Christianity 11 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2016). See Diogn. 12.8 for an interesting parallel with carrying wood (i.e., the tree of 
knowledge, there is no indication to interpret this as a crucifixion context or referring to the 
cross-saying): οὗ ξύλον φέρων. Crucifixion as a subject or the noun σταυρός appears in 
Barn. 9.8, 11.8, 12.1–8; Shephard of Hermas, 10.9. Although Ignatius’ letters contain many 
hints of martyrdom, references to cross-bearing are absent, see, e.g., Tobias Nicklas, “Leid, 
Kreuz und Kreuzesnachfolge bei Ignatius von Antiochien,” in Gelitten, Gestorben, 
Auferstanden. Passions- und Ostertraditionen im Antiken Christentum, ed. Tobias Nicklas, 
Andreas Merkt, and Joseph Verheyden, WUNT II 273 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), 
267–298, and literature cited there. 

12 Cf. Fong, Crucem Tollendo, 32–34; I include the writings Aristides, apol.; Justin Mar-
tyr, apol. 1 and 2, Dialogus cum Tryphone; Athenagoras of Athens, Legatio Pro Christianis; 
Tatian, or. ad Graecos; Theophilus of Antioch, apol. ad Autolycum; Minucius Felix, Octa-
vius. An obscure passage is Justin, apol. 1.35.2: ᾧ προσέθηκε τοὺς ὤμους σταυρωθείς (hav-
ing been crucified, he applied his shoulders?). We will not examine whether “applying his 
shoulders” can refer to the σταυρός being carried because the aor. participle shows that 
“σταυρωθείς” is completed before the main verb, i.e., προσέθηκε. Even more so, it is likely 
a reference to LXX Is. 9:5, referred to by Justin just above our passage (οὗ ἡ ἀρχὴ ἐγενήθη 
ἐπὶ τοῦ ὤμου αὐτοῦ). 

13 If William L. Petersen is right about the evidence of Diatessaronic readings in Roma-
nos’ (born c. 485 CE) Hymnes, then we have another two second-century occurrences of 
cross-bearing, see William L. Petersen, “Romanos and the Diatessaron: Readings and 
ethod,” NTS 29 (1983): 484–507, reprinted in William L. Petersen, Jan Krans, Joseph Ver-
heyden, eds., Patristic and Text-Critical Studies: The Collected Essays of William L. Pe-
tersen, NTTSD 40 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 20–46. We find no cross-bearing sayings in Ephrem 
the Syrian’s (c.306–373) Commentary on the Diatessaron; see Carmel McCarthy, Saint 
Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron: an English translation of Chester Beatty 
Syriac MS 709, JSS Supplement 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). 

14 Fong, Crucem tollendo. In the next chapter, we will show that we complement and 
expand Fong’s study considerably. 
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Besides providing a reception history of cross-bearing in Early Christianity, 
we try to describe the formation of these interpretations. For analyses of the 
interpretations – the processes that resulted in the interpretations – we lean on 
Umberto Eco’s model of the cooperative reader, specifically the notion of the 
so-called “encyclopaedia” – see Chapter 3.     

1.2. Preliminary Scholarly Discussion 
1.2. Preliminary Scholarly Discussion 
Cross-bearing as a separate topic has been the subject of very few monographs, 
as we will see in the following chapter. Nevertheless, cross-bearing has been 
treated in thousands of articles and commentaries, be it academic or devotional; 
the latter because of its importance for discipleship and how people shape their 
lives. Crucifixion studies have been the subject of several recent monographs 
in the last decade. However, these were often a treatment of crucifixion prac-
tices or crucifixion terminology used in Antiquity. The study of cross-bearing 
in Antiquity (apart from the NT and later interpretations and appearances in 
Early Christian extant literature) has always been a part of crucifixion studies. 
The extant sources on cross-bearing in Antiquity (apart from the NT or “Chris-
tian” world) have not been critically assessed on their own until recently.15 

Assessing the scholarly literature on cross-bearing is, therefore, a laborious 
task. We refer to Sverre Bøe’s excellent literature survey and his systematisa-
tion, as we will see in Chapter 2. We will address some of the literature he 
discussed for the sake of our own study, and we will pick up where he has left, 
addressing the most recent works on ancient crucifixion. 
We will also survey the most important literature in Biblical Studies in general 
and New Testament studies in particular, in which Umberto Eco’s ideas, in-
cluding his model of the cooperative reader, are incorporated.  

1.3. Basic Problems, Terminology, and Ancient Context 
1.3. Basic Problems, Terminology, and Ancient Context 
This study’s accessible sources come from extant Christian Greek, Latin and 
Sahidic literature, from the earliest start of the Christian movements – the New 
Testament – to literature from the third century. 

Why do we examine cross-bearing in the early stages of Early Christianity? 
The “availability” of social practices ranging from actual crucifixion to spir-
itual asceticism associated with cross-bearing in the first three centuries pro-
vides the ideal backdrop for analysing the reception history of early Christian 
cross-bearing interpretations. It is generally agreed that emperor Constantine 

  
15 See Van Wingerden, “Carrying a patibulum”; Van Wingerden, “Carrying a σταυρός.” 
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(ⴕ 334) wished to abolish crucifixion and that “officially sanctioned crucifix-
ions virtually disappear after his death until the Muslim conquest of Spain.”16 
This project covers the period in which the practice of crucifixion and early 
Christianity intersected (roughly the first through the third century CE), a pe-
riod when a wide range of more literal interpretations competed with more 
moderate ones, as we will see. A more practical reason for limiting this study 
to the first three centuries is the increase of early Christian writings after the 
third century (at least the amount of literature from the fourth century is much 
larger than that of the centuries before). For this reason, Christian writings in 
Syriac, Armenian and other ancient languages are also not considered. 

The ancient written sources do not represent all social classes from Antiq-
uity. On the contrary, this study analyses the extant writings of an upper class 
who could write or had access to literary means, which may not have reflected 
general sentiment. We do not assume that the interpretations expressed by the 
ancient writers under scrutiny represent the general people of the Ancient Med-
iterranean world. Furthermore, many written documents from Antiquity are 
unavailable today for various reasons. This means that texts in this study are 
not a homogenous group but a collection by chance, consisting of multiple gen-
res, such as letters, homilies, commentaries, exhortations, etc. 

As we deal with many primary sources, it is vital to take some space for the 
definitions and terminology used to render our writing as transparent as possi-
ble. We need to stress that we are not seeking to discover the meaning of cross-
bearing as if such a fixed thing would exist (the plethora of interpretations 
should be a reminder that interpretation is context-based). We are primarily 
interested in the processes of forming these interpretations and which interpre-
tations could arise from the texts. 

When using logia, sayings of Jesus, I refer to the collected sayings as rec-
orded by the Gospel traditions. This study does not intend to embark on a re-
covery of the ipsissima verba Jesu.17 This study focuses only on Early Christian 
interpretations of the cross-bearing traditions (i.e., the cross-sayings and Pas-
sion instances).  

For the Greek text of the New Testament, NA28 is always used. Masculine 
personal pronouns are used when referring to the Gospel writers and authors 
of other NT material, as is conventional. In our survey data, all writings have 
likely been composed by male authors. 

In the analysis of the interpretation processes, the less-than and greater-than 
signs are used for certain words or word phrases/groups which represent 
themes, concepts or abstractions that are encountered in the text under scrutiny 

  
16 Cook, Crucifixion, 398–416; quotation from 398. 
17 The historical phenomenon of cross-bearing as a punishment preceding crucifixion en-

hances the historicity of the sayings considerably. Consequently, it weakens the argument 
that the cross-bearing sayings represent inventions of later communities. 
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(e.g., <loss>, <gain>). This use is conventional in semiotic studies (amongst 
others, Umberto Eco) to demarcate the themes and concepts from the rest of 
the sentence. 

1.3.1. Crucifixion and Cross-bearing Terminology and Context 

Crucifixion in the ancient world has been studied intensively over the last dec-
ades, especially its terminology and broader use in the ancient world. But what 
is crucifixion, and how did ancient writers describe it? This paragraph will 
briefly introduce the terms and terminology we use in this study. We will not, 
however, present the reader with a complete overview of crucifixion studies 
and the complexities involved with the terms.18 Crucifixion, as we commonly 
refer to it, was a Roman capital punishment. Although it often occurs in 
Graeco-Roman literature, crucifixion is almost nowhere described in great de-
tail, perhaps because it was considered a punishment unworthy of a Roman 
citizen.19 It was a punishment mainly for slaves and those who did not have 
Roman citizenship (e.g., bandits, rioters, etc.). Literary evidence shows that the 
condemned individual often had to undergo some form of torture preceding 
crucifixion, such as beatings or flagellations. Some sources speak of the con-
demned walking in chains to the execution site – often outside the city. Other 
sources do not say anything about the way to the crucifixion site. Sometimes, 
the condemned carried their cross (patibulum, which was the crossbeam)20 to 
the vertical pole (crux; the whole structure was referred to as crux, and prior to 
Christian usage, in some rare cases, patibulum is identified with crux21). How-
ever, in classical literature, we find no occurrence of a crux being carried. The 
actual practice of attaching the two beams is not known.22 There are two op-
tions for attaching the patibulum to the stipes, both at the execution site:  

  
18 For this paragraph, I draw on the following monographs: Hengel, Crucifixion, Samu-

elsson, Crucifixion, Cook, Crucifixion, esp. 423–430, and Chapman and Schnabel, Trial. 
19 Often mentioned is Cicero Verr. 2.5.168, where it is called summum supplicium, also 

see Cicero Verr. 2.5.165, 169. Also for Cicero’s attitude, Rab. Perd. 16. For discussion, see 
Cook, Crucifixion, 359, 365.  

20 The following passages are often mentioned as evidence of carrying a patibulum: Plau-
tus, Bacch. 361–362; Carb. fr. 2; Mil. glor. 358–360; Most. 56–57; Clodius Licinus, Rer. 
Rom. 21; Firmicus Maternus, Math. 6.31.58; Macrobius, Sat. 1.11.3–5 and the Lex Puteo-
lana II 8,9. For a detailed analysis, see Van Wingerden, “Carrying a patibulum,” 433–453. 
In support of the patibulum being horizontal, see Ruben van Wingerden, “Horizontal or Not? 
The Patibulum in Sallust Hist. 3 Frg. 9,” Bib 99.4 (2018): 592–599. 

21 Cf. Cook, Crucifixion, 23–26, who notes Cicero, Verr. 2.4.90; Seneca, Dial. 6.20.3; 
7.19.3. However, patibulum as a reference to the whole apparatus on which Jesus was cru-
cified, is very common; see, e.g., Tertullian, Nat. 1.12.5; Marc. 4.42; Arnobius, Nat. 1.62; 
Zeno of Verona 1.16.5; Sulpicius Severus, Chron. 2.34.3; Lactantius, Epit. 40.9; 42.1; Max-
imus of Turin, Serm. 37.3M; Paulinus of Nola, Epist. 31, 5, and many more. 

22 The following is drawn from Van Wingerden, “Crucifixion Practices.” 
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1. The patibulum was hoisted on a standing stipes (upright stake); 
2. The beams were fastened together on the ground and then hoisted up. 

On this basis, scholars assume there was some distinction between 
patibulum and crux. The Greek language had only one word for pati-
bulum and crux: σταυρός. In ancient texts other than the NT, a 
σταυρός was also carried, and people were crucified on a σταυρός.23 

We will leave further details concerning crucifixion to the secondary literature. 
However, something should be said about the further development of ancient 
crucifixion terminology in the Christian era. Whereas the Greek-speaking 
Christian community continued to use the semantic umbrella term σταυρός, the 
Latin-speaking Christians did not refer to patibulum anymore when speaking 
of cross-bearing.24 Instead, they used the term crux, possibly because patibu-
lum was a relatively rare and technical term: from then on, carrying a cross-bar 
was expressed with “carrying a crux”.25 Further terms were developed in both 
Greek and Latin to refer to the cross, such as ligno in Latin and ξύλον, κέρας, 
and σημεῖον in Greek.26 The relevant crucifixion terminology on cross-bearing 
in the NT will be discussed in the subsequent chapters. 

  
23 In support of carrying a σταυρός, the following passages are often mentioned: Diony-

sius of Halicarnassus, Ant. Rom. VII.69; Chariton, Chaer. 4.2.7; 4.3.10; Plutarch, Sera/Mor. 
554AB; Artemidorus, Onir. 2.56. For a detailed analysis, see Van Wingerden, “Carrying a 
σταυρός,” 336–355. 

24 According to Cook, Crucifixion, 27, only Ambrose uses patibulum, Ambrose Abr. 
1.8.72. For a useful discussion, see Cook, Crucifixion, 26–28. There are, however, at least 
two other instances by Cassiodorus, Inst. 2 Concl.5: et Vita omnium crucis elegerit sustinere 
patibulum (http://digiliblt.lett.unipmn.it/xtf/view?query=;brand=default;docId=dlt000078/ 
dlt000078.xml, accessed 26 September 2022) and Evagrius, Altercatio Legis 13: Christus 
autem si patibulum mortis huius sustinuit et in cruce pependit…  (CSEL 45:25) and possibly 
Eucherius of Lyon, Instr. 1,7: Nec mirum, sed dicatur patibulum subisse, quem nos etiam ad 
inferna descendisse fateamur (CSEL 31:81). 

25 Cook, Crucifixion, 26–28 on the use of patibulum in Christian writings. He notes that 
Christian writers adopted synecdoche, but the reason remains unclear. For the use of crux in 
the oldest Latin cross-bearing passages of the Gospels, see e.g., the Vetus Latina on John, 
http://www.iohannes.com/vetuslatina/index.html (accessed 1 November 2018) and Jean-
Claude Haelewyck, ed., Evangelium Secundum Marcum. Fascicule 6. Mc 8,11 – 9,46, AGLB 
17 (Freiburg: Herder, 2016), 422–424; Jean-Claude Haelewyck, ed., Evangelium Secundum 
Marcum. Fascicule 10. Mc 14,44 – fin, AGLB 17 (Freiburg: Herder, 2019), 763–764. 

26 Gerardus Quirinus Reijners, The Terminology of the Holy Cross in Early Christian 
Literature. As Based upon Old Testament Typology (Nijmegen/Utrecht: Dekker & Van de 
Vegt N.V., 1965) is very useful in this respect. 
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