
What Happened on Good Friday? 

Exploring the Meaning of the Cross 

 

Study #1: Introduction 

 

Notes 

The cross of Christ stands at the heart of Christian faith. Yet in spite of this fact, or 

perhaps because of it, Christians have never arrived at a uniform understanding of 

the meaning of Jesus’s death. Indeed, it has been understood in numerous and 

sometimes competing ways throughout the history of the church. 

 

In theological terms, the English word that has come represent different ideas 

about the meaning of the cross is “atonement.” 

 

Atonement means being reconciled or in harmony with another (at-one-ment). It 

describes the work that God did through Christ, particularly on the cross, to bring 

reconciliation and salvation to the world. 

 

Throughout the centuries of church history, Christians have employed different 

explanations, theories, and metaphors to explain what happened on the cross. 

 

These explanations and theories have always attempted to be faithful to the 

teaching of scripture, which serves as an ultimate authority for Christian faith. 

 

Yet in spite of this reliance on the Bible, no single understanding of the cross has 

emerged in the history of the church. 

 

This is because: 

1) There are multiple strands of thought in the Bible concerning the meaning of 

the cross. 

2) These ideas have been appropriated in the midst of different cultural 

contexts and situations. 

3) These ideas have been conceived and developed in the midst of different, 

and sometimes competing, church traditions. 

 

This combination of factors helps us to account for diversity of thought regarding 

the meaning of the cross in in the history of the church. This class will explore 

some of the most significant Biblical texts on the meaning of the cross as well as 

their various interpretations in the Christian tradition. 

 



Questions for Reflection: 
 

Does it surprise you that the Christians have not arrived at a uniform understanding 

regarding the meaning of the cross? Why or why not? What is your response to this 

situation? 

 

How do you understand the idea of reconciliation or at-one-ment? What do you 

think that would look like if it actually came to be and how would it be different 

from what we see in the world today? 

 

How do you understand the authority of the Bible in your own life and in the life of 

the church? Have you ever thought about the different ways in which Christians 

view the Bible and if so, what difference does this make? 

 

What do you think about the idea that the Bible contains more than one way of 

understanding the meaning of the cross? Does this make sense to you? Why or 

why not? 

 

How do you think different cultures and Church traditions influence the reading 

and interpretation of the Bible? How do they influence you? What difference does 

this make and what can we learn from different interpretations? 

 

What does the cross of Jesus mean to you? What difference does it make in your 

life and faith? 

 

What is particularly significant to you in this study? 

 

What questions do you have? 

 


