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Lords Day 15   
Faith in the Crucified Jesus 

 

  Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.  37.  What dost thou understand by the words, "He suffered"? 

A.  That he, all the time that he lived on earth, but especially at the end of his life, sustained 
in body and soul, the wrath of God against the sins of all mankind: that so by his 
passion, as the only propitiatory sacrifice, he might redeem our body and soul from 
everlasting damnation, and obtain for us the favor of God, righteousness and eternal 
life. 

 
Q.  38.  Why did he suffer under Pontius Pilate, as judge? 

A.  That he being innocent, and yet condemned by a temporal judge, might thereby free us 
from the severe judgment of God in which we were exposed. 

 
Q. 39. Is there anything more in his being crucified than if he had died some other death? 
A.  Yes [there is]: for thereby I am assured, that he took on him the curse which lay upon 

me; for the death of the cross was accursed of God. 
 

I believe, so we have confessed thus far, in Jesus Christ, who is and remains unto all eternity the 
only begotten Son of God, who is eternally in the bosom of the Father, and who also took upon Himself, 
through the Virgin Mary, our flesh and blood.  Jesus' divine nature, so we saw, did not change into His 
human nature.  Neither did the person of the Son of God join itself to the person of the Son of man.  
There is not a dualism of persons.  Jesus is one in person, even after the incarnation.  Nor did the two 
natures of Jesus change into a sort of third nature, but the two natures were united in the one person, 
the person of the Son of God.  That one person, possessing from eternity the divine nature, assumes the 
human nature.  That is the truth of the incarnation.   

And now, following that same line of confession, we add to the mystery of Godliness, that we 
believe in Him as He suffered and died on the cross.  We have become accustomed to these things; yet 
every time we discuss them we find that we can never fathom the depth of the mystery of Godliness.  I 
believe in Jesus Christ; that is, I believe in the Jesus Christ who suffered and died and, from the legal 
point of view, was sentenced under Pontius Pilate to be crucified.  That is the basis of our faith from a 
judicial point of view.   

Even as from the organic point of view the incarnation is the basis of our faith, so from a legal, 
judicial point of view, the basis of our faith is the suffering and death of Jesus; and the question is, what 
do I mean when I say, I believe, not that Jesus suffered and died, but, I believe in Him that suffered and 
died.   

The catechism speaks of various elements in this suffering of Jesus.  It speaks of this suffering of 
Jesus as a bearing of the wrath of God; as a taking upon Himself the curse of God.  It speaks of this 
suffering as a propitiatory sacrifice, as a vicarious atonement; and we must look at the suffering of Jesus 
from the point of view of these various elements.   

Theme: Faith in the Crucified Jesus.   

I.  The Power of a Heart-felt Contrition.   
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II.  The Power of a Perfect Righteousness in the Midst of Unrighteousness.   
III.  The Power of a Perfect Sanctification in the Midst of Corruption.   

 

I.  The Power of a Heart-felt Contrition.   

The catechism asks, what do you mean when you say, I believe in Jesus who suffered?  What was 
the reason, the cause, the nature of that suffering in which you profess to believe?  And the catechism 
points to the heart of that suffering when it says that Jesus sustained in body and soul the wrath of God 
against the sins of all mankind, and that, in so sustaining the wrath of God, He bore the curse of God 
upon the sins of all mankind.   

In speaking of the suffering of Christ as a sustaining of the wrath of God and so bearing the curse of 
God, various questions arise.  The question arises, What do we mean by the wrath of God?  The 
question arises, How can this wrath of God be sustained?  How can the sustaining of the wrath of God 
be the bearing of the curse of God against sin?  And finally, In what sense did Jesus, the Son of God who 
is eternally in the bosom of the Father, actually sustain the wrath of God?  And the only possible line to 
follow is, that God is in Himself, the ever blessed Lord, and the sole foundation of all goodness; and it is 
His purpose to glorify Himself in all His creatures.  That is the only fundamental viewpoint from which 
the suffering of Jesus can be explained.   

It was God's wish that all should taste and acknowledge that He alone is good, and in Him alone is 
blessedness.  This He is when He reaches His purpose in the vessels of honor when He makes them to 
taste His goodness by placing them in a relation of righteousness to Himself.  And this He does also in 
the vessels of wrath by reaching His purpose in them when He makes them taste and acknowledge that 
it is a miserable thing to follow the lie.  That is God's eternal purpose.  God causes both to taste 
antithetically that He is the fountain of all good, in order that all should acknowledge that He alone is 
the blessed one, and it is a lie to say that blessedness is not in God.   

At the center of this is the cross.  In the cross, Christ tasted the misery of the desolation of being 
separated from God's blessedness, when He cries out, "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?"  
That was God's wrath, that operation in God in which He caused a man to suffer the full misery of 
desolation.  It was His displeasure with sin, a wrath that is never spent inasmuch as God is infinite.  His 
holiness must react.  He is devoted to Himself as the highest good, and He must seek Himself in the 
creature for His own sake.   

This wrath is always holy and constant.  It is just as constant as His holiness, and cannot cease as 
long as there is a creature that opposes Him.  When that wrath comes against the creature, that 
creature becomes miserable and desolate as in the operation of this desolation he bears the curse.   

It was that wrath which Christ sustained, and that curse He bore.  He was made a curse for us.  The 
question is, how is that possible?  What do you mean when you say that Jesus sustained the wrath of 
God and bore the curse while never committing any sin, and was personally none other than the Son of 
God who is eternally in the bosom of the Father?  Was God angry with His Son?  Or if not with His son, 
was God angry with His servant?  Was He angry with His servant of whom He had testified three times, 
in the midst of witnesses, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I well pleased?”  Was God angry with Christ 
when Christ caused His life-blood to flow in perfect obedience?   

That is the way it is often looked at, but you feel this is impossible.  God is never angry with His Son.  
He has always loved His Son.  He was well pleased with Him even while He was suffering on the cross.  
No, but God caused His servant, that stands at the head of all mankind, (not in the individualistic sense 
but in the organic sense; that is, at the head of His brethren from all mankind) to suffer the misery 
caused by the operation of His wrath which they deserved to fall upon Him.  God caused all the suffering 
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of an infinite desolation to vibrate through Christ.  In other words, Christ bore the wrath of God in the 
sense that He bore the suffering of wrath against those who sinned.  And it was only because Christ 
entered into that suffering caused by the operation of divine wrath as the Son that He could finally cry 
out, almost in amazement, "My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me?"  It was the loving Son, 
bearing the wrath of the loving God.   

Do you believe in that suffering of Jesus, not in the sense that you can say these twelve articles of 
faith, but in the sense that you believe in Him?  And if you do, is that faith a living faith?  If it is, then that 
faith in the crucified one is the power of a heartfelt contrition.  It cannot be any different.  You cannot 
stand at the cross with a stiff neck.  If you stand at the cross with a stiff neck, it will only be the occasion 
for a greater curse.  When you stand at the cross in faith, you must say that that suffering was of an 
unbelievably unusual nature.   

Oh, we can look at the cross from the point of view of its physical suffering.  But when we speak of 
the suffering of Jesus we mean that His suffering was essentially the bearing of the wrath of God.  And if 
we look at the cross in faith, is it not implied that this wrath was a righteous wrath?  And does it not 
imply, if we include ourselves, that we say, "It is I who am worthy of being cast out.”  Is it not true when 
we stand at the cross in faith that we say, "It was because of my sin, God is righteous?”  And as He cried 
out of the depths of suffering, so we cry out of the depths of sin and death and see in it our 
condemnation.  Out of the depths of sin and misery God makes us to cry to Him in order that we my 
taste and acknowledge that God is righteous and the Ever Blessed One.   

 II.  The Power of a Perfect Righteousness in the Midst of Unrighteousness.   

And when so we pray, that prayer out of the depths never goes unheard.  There will never be a man 
― that is a spiritual impossibility ― who can say to God, "I cried out of the depths to thee, and my 
prayer was not answered."  from the judicial point of view such a prayer for salvation and for 
righteousness, must be answered, exactly because the suffering of Jesus was a vicarious atonement.   

Jesus suffered vicariously.  His suffering was not a mere show.  Sometimes it is explained that way, 
even in some leading commentaries.  They say that God merely shows what He could do to us.  He 
caused Christ to die as an example.  God shows in Christ the terribleness of His wrath; and if we look at 
it and acknowledge the righteousness of it and say, "What God has done to Christ He could do to me," 
then we will be saved.  That is the way it is explained.  But then the vicariousness of the suffering is 
gone, and that is contrary to all Scripture.  Scripture clearly testifies that our sins were laid upon Him, 
and He was bruised for our transgressions.  And it is contrary also to God's righteousness; for then Jesus’ 
innocence was made to be a mere show for the wicked.   

Scripture teaches, however, that the suffering of Christ was vicarious, that is, it was not in behalf of, 
but instead of His people.  In other words, God loaded on Him the sins of His people.  God's people were 
lying in sin and guilt.  These sins separated them from God; and therefore satisfaction must be made.  
Their sins must be atoned for.   

To atone for, is to bear an evil equal to the evil committed.  This Jesus did.  He took away the sin of 
His people by bearing an evil that would weigh up against the evil committed by them.  Jesus suffering, 
therefore, was a vicarious suffering, and He must appear before a temporal Judge.  The cloud of evil that 
hung over us came down upon His head.  All the wrath of God against our sin was gathered in one cloud 
and laid upon His shoulders.  It was a vicarious suffering, and it was an atoning suffering.  It was atoning 
because it was satisfying.  Jesus in His suffering brought satisfaction to the justice of God; and that it 
could be satisfying is due to the fact that Jesus entered into that suffering willingly, in perfect obedience.  
Otherwise there would have been no end to that suffering.  In hell there is only suffering, and none of 
that suffering is willingly borne.  That is why there is no end to the suffering in hell.  Christ, however, 
entered into God’s wrath , gave every drop of His blood, and bore all that wrath He experienced 
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willingly, in perfect obedience.  And so, by suffering obediently and willingly Jesus brought a perfect 
sacrifice which was of an infinite value, because He suffered as the Son.  Jesus brought a propitiatory 
sacrifice.   

The question has been asked, how is this possible?  How is it possible for one to suffer for another, 
and to call that justice?  God's justice must be satisfied, but is it justice when one dies for another?  Still 
more, justice means that an evil is inflicted equal to the moral evil committed.  Now many have sinned 
and only one died.  Is the suffering of one sufficient for the sins of all?  And finally, the catechism 
teaches that all would have to die and suffer everlasting damnation, but one suffers for a little while.  Is 
that suffering of one actually big enough to pay for the sins of all?  Is that justice?  Or is the vicarious 
atonement a farce, as claimed by so many today?   

The answer is, in the first place, that He that suffered is the Son of God.  We must hold to the truth 
of the incarnation.  Deny that truth and you must deny the vicarious atonement.  He that suffered was 
the infinite Son of God.  That is why that suffering is so deep.  Outwardly this suffering was no different 
from the suffering of others.  The difference is not in the outward suffering, but in this, that the suffering 
of Jesus was the infinite Son of God bearing the wrath of God in His human nature.  The infinite Son of 
God gave infinite value to His suffering; and as far as the justice of it is concerned, it was God Himself, 
the offended party, who took upon Himself our guilt and paid for our sins.  He did so by sending His Son 
in the likeness of sinful flesh. 

And that is why the whole idea of a universal salvation is an impossible one, and the doctrine that 
Jesus paid for all, and that it is now up to the free will of man to accept it, must be the denial of the 
blood itself.  It is a doctrine that must end in a denial of the vicarious atonement.  And the fact is that 
history shows that whenever the Church began to teach this doctrine it ended in modernism.  If the 
suffering of Jesus was a vicarious atonement, if He paid that price, then the debt is gone, and my free 
will cannot change that.  If the death of Jesus is a payment for sin, and He died for all, then all are saved.  
But it is plain that all are not saved, and so many have taken the other alternative and said that Jesus’ 
death was not vicarious.  Deny election and you must deny vicarious atonement.   

Jesus brought a propitiatory sacrifice.  What does that mean?  It means that when I say I believe in 
Jesus who suffered, I say at the same time that I believe my sins are gone.  Our sins are gone, but at the 
same time God also makes His people to cry out from the depth of their sin and causes them to believe 
that, although they are sinful in themselves, in Christ they are children of God.  He makes them 
experience that although dead, they are alive; although unrighteous they are righteous.  God manifests 
that He is blessed and the fountain of all goodness, antithetically, even in His people.  Faith in Jesus is 
the power of a perfect justification.   

 III.  The Power of a Perfect Sanctification in the Midst of Corruption.   

And finally, if that is so, if we have learned to humble ourselves at the cross, and know the 
righteousness of God, then that same faith is the power of a living sanctification.  That inevitably 
follows.   

Justification is first, but justification bears fruit in sanctification.  Justification is first, but justification 
does not stand alone.  From that point of view, the Epistle of James is supplementary to Romans.  It is 
true we are justified by faith, but we are not justified without works.  Justification has its fruit, 
sanctification.  God was in Christ reconciling the world unto Himself.  "Be ye therefore reconciled to 
God.”  That is, enter into this reconciliation, and walk in sanctification.  Jesus has delivered us from the 
power of sin and death and from everlasting damnation.   

Our age is too morally weak to believe in eternal damnation, but eternal damnation is reality.  Hell 
is reality.  It is as real as God is real and because He is real.  As long as the creature does not pay His 
debt, the wrath of God is upon him.  God is holy, and He does not change His nature to bestow a little 
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sickening love upon the guilty sinner.  He must pay, and he cannot pay; therefore, the only result is 
eternal damnation.   

From that wrath, Jesus delivered us.  If we have felt a little of our sinful condition and of the wrath 
of God upon us because of it, we realize what a blessing it is that Jesus delivered us.  Stand righteous 
before God and His wrath is upon us, and the result of that wrath is eternal damnation, but, on the 
other, stand righteous before God and His love will be upon us, and the result is eternal life.  Eternal life 
does not mean endless life.  This life cannot be lived endlessly.  Eternal life is another life.  It is the life of 
the risen Lord, and if that life of the risen Lord is in us, then it is inevitable that that life become manifest 
in us, and we walk in sanctification.   


