
The Symbolism of the Cross: A Photographic Essay about the Message of Christ and the Cross 

An Honors Thesis (HONRS 499) 

by 

Christopher George Christmas 

Thesis Advisor 
Robert Heintzelman 

Ball State University 

Muncie, Indiana 

May 1996 

Expected Graduation Date May 4, 1996 



The four years I have attended Ball State have been an education in a lot of 

ways. I have been educated with lessons that have changed my attitudes and my 

behavior. I have also been educated in the studies of speech communication and 

photojournalism. The classroom experiences have helped me to grow in 

expertise. They have led me outside the classroom to experience theories and 

processes. My greatest educational experiences have just begun in the last four or 

five years. I have learned a great deal about the lifelong process of developing my 

faith in Christ Jesus while I've been at Ball State University. 

Christianity is the core of who I am and who I will always be. My education 

in Christ comes through trial, testing, reading, praying, listening, humbling, 

and persevering. I am confident that my faith will continue to grow and lead me 

in this life and for eternity. 

My life has been forever changed through an act of mercy by a the Son of 

God almost 2,000 years ago. Jesus came to live as an example of righteousness 

and to teach people about God. He also submitted himself to die on a cross at the 

hands of the men and women that he created and loved. Jesus paid the price for 

man's sin with his own blood. Jesus was the sacrifice that reconciled man to God 

after man had sinned and rejected God. 

The cross was the instrument for God's wrath on his own son. The cross is 

now a symbol of the one victim that hung there and rose from the dead three days 

later. The cross tells me much about life and death, and it has been a symbol I 

have embraced as a tool for changing me. 

As a photojournalism major, I have learned to communicate visually. Each 

photograph is accompanied by an explanation page. Look at the pictures before 

you read about each one. Try to see what I've seen. 



To many people death is seen as an ending. The dead will never have life on 

the earth again. The departure is permanent. The cross was used as an 

instrument of death, but on one occasion, the sentence of death was turned into 

hope in a new life. Jesus demonstrated that eternal life was available to mankind 

by rising from the dead after being crucified. The end of life on earth can result in 

the beginning of life in heaven for those who accept Christ's sacrifice or in hell for 

those who don't accept Jesus' sacrifice. 

The other rebirth comes at the moment when someone accepts Jesus as 

Lord and Savior. The death is a death to the self. The selfis what rules a person 

before Jesus takes over. A person is born again after accepting Christ as Lord and 

Savior. To say that someone is your Lord means that they have absolute power 

over you. You must die to your own desires. A rebirth happens when the life of sin 

is washed away by accepting Jesus as your Savior. The sacrifice of Jesus' death 

wipes away all of your past, present and future sin. You become new. In the Bible 

Paul clarifies this truth in his second letter to the Corinthians. In verse 17 of 

chapter five Paul wrote, "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; 

the old has gone, the new has come!" We can be reborn as spiritual children and 

come to God to learn about our new life. 



Jesus paid a price for each person to be saved from eternal damnation. In 

the Bible, Paul wrote about this in his letter to the Romans. In verse 23 of chapter 

six Paul wrote, "For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in 

Christ Jesus our Lord." As a sinner I have earned eternal separation from God, 

which is the death that Paul was talking about. God loved me so much that he 

sent his son receive that wage, which is actually a debt. Because the debt is so big, 

I could not pay the debt of someone else and cover my debt too. My life would be 

taken to pay my own debt, but Jesus lived a perfect life without sin so that he 

would be an acceptable sacrifice for all of mankind. To get our debt paid, we must 

receive that payment from Christ. 

Jesus' death on the cross as an innocent man was the payment for our 

ransom. In the Bible in verses five and six of chapter two of Paul's first letter to 

Timothy, Paul wrote, "For there is one God and one mediator between God and 

men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men ... " The 

ransom was given for all because all are in need, but the price was paid by one 

man because only One could pay it all. 



freedom 

When we receive Christ, we are set free from sin and given a new life. 

Christ had to die, but we have to die too. Our lives are more useful to God when we 

have died to the selfbecause he can live his life in us then. Jesus said that the 

man who tried to save his life would lose it, but the man who lost his life for Jesus' 

sake would save it. Life and death go hand in hand. We have to nail ourselves to 

that tree and be like Christ in his sufferings. If we truly submit to God's word and 

his Holy Spirit, we will be persecuted too. 

God wants us to be transformed into the image of Jesus. Since Jesus died 

for us and paid our debt, God sees us as holy and free from sin if we accept 

Christ's payment. God wants us to experience true life and freedom on this earth 

and discipline us to be good sons and daughters since we have become his 

children. In the book of Galatians in verse 20 of chapter two, Paul wrote, "I have 

been crucified with Christ, and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I 

live in the body, I live by faith in the son of God, who loved me and gave himself for 

me." The new life of freedom can only be experienced by death to a life of sin. 

Jesus healed us by his stripes and his shed blood on the cross, and he wants to live 

through us in return. 

Jesus shows us what it really means to live. In him all things were created, 

including mankind. The creator knows the instructions concerning his creation. 

Jesus knows how to live a life that is truly free, and he wants to show you and me. 



Grace 

God sent Jesus to the earth to offer grace. No man can live a life righteous 

enough to have a relationship with God. It only take one sin to separate someone 

from God. God sent Jesus as a light into the world because he loved mankind. It 

was his favorite creation. Since Jesus was God in the flesh, it was already quite a 

sacrifice for God to be confined into human flesh. He wasn't obligated to do it, but 

he did it because of his love for us. 

God had already given his laws to man. God is just. He gave the laws and 

the punishment for disobeying those laws, but mankind still rebelled. God went so 

far as to demonstrate an example of those laws in his son Jesus. Jesus was a light 

to the world because he exposed the sin of mankind by his righteousness. He 

shined light in the dark areas of men's hearts. God had already told mankind 

what he wanted, but he showered his grace on humanity by humbling himself to 

become a man. He wanted to show his people that he loved them by exposing their 

sin and encouraging them to turn from it. He healed people and raised them from 

the dead. He exposed unrighteous leaders who were drawing people away from 

God. 

The ultimate grace was shown on the cross. God knew that mankind was 

going to be separated from him by their sins. He paid the penalty for our sins. His 

justice triumphed through his grace. He accepted his own sentence for our sin so 

that he could wash us clean. Jesus' death on the cross purified us if we accept it. 

God is reaching out to us to give us the gift of cleansing through the cross after we 

become aware of how dirty we really are. 



Coun<Be/or 

When Jesus ascended into heaven after his resurrection from the dead, he 

left mankind with another counselor. Jesus had been the light and the counselor 

while he walked on the earth, but he ascended to heaven to prepare the kingdom 

of God for those who believed in him and followed him in the past, present or 

future. Since Jesus would not be walking the earth with mankind anymore, God 

gave the gift of the Holy Spirit to his followers. In the gospel of John in verse 26 of 

chapter 14, Jesus said, "But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the father will 

send in my name, will teach you all things and remind you of everything I have 

said to you." 

The Holy Spirit is often related to fire. The apostles received the Holy Spirit 

at Pentecost after Jesus had ascended into heaven. In the book of Acts in verses 

three and four of chapter two, it says, "[The apostles] saw what seemed to be 

tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were 

filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in tongues as the spirit enabled 

them." The apostles spoke with power and authority given to them by the Holy 

Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit is given to everyone who trusts in Jesus Christ and accepts 

his sacrifice for sins. It is the same Holy Spirit that led Jesus when he was on the 

earth. The Holy Spirit is our guide to the new life through Jesus. The Counselor 

remains to mark those who are in Christ and to continue Jesus' ministry through 

his people. 



It takes time to learn what it means to follow Christ. It is a departure from 

living for the self, and God commands his people to renew their minds. It is a 

process of getting to know God. Sometimes I want to do all I can for God since he 

did so much for me, but he just wants me to know him and meditate on him first. 

God wants us to spend some time being still and meditating on his majesty. 

In the book of Psalms chapter 46, verse 10 says, "Be still and know that I am God; 

I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth." God is a 

mighty God that is to be feared and exalted. He desires praise for his glory and 

power. He is perfect. He is also the definition of love. 

In the book of Romans, Paul writes about God's character, including God's 

love for us. In verse eight of chapter five, Paul writes, "But God demonstrates his 

own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us." Always 

being reminded of the cross is important for Christians. It is humbling that God 

paid the price that we could not. The cross is also a reminder of Christ's selfless 

pursuit of God's plan. It reminds us that God's plans need to prevail. 

The cross stands as a symbol of God's character. He came from glory to die 

shamefully because his mercy and love is so great. When we are still and 

examine God in the man of Jesus Christ, we can hear his Holy Spirit speaking to 

us. We can read the Bible and renew our minds so that God will direct our paths. 

As we meditate on God and on his son we can hear his voice in the Holy Spirit. 



Committed 

As a Christian, it takes commitment to follow God. People in this world are 

following their selfish desires more and more freely. As a result good is being 

seen as evil and evil is being praised. Commitment and perseverance are keys to 

remaining in Christ while the world seeks its own pleasures. Once our souls have 

been saved, God needs to purify us into the likeness of Jesus for our own sake and 

for reaching out to others. In the book of Proverbs, it is said that the eyes are the 

windows to the soul. As a follower of Christ my eyes must be pure. 1 must be 

committed to giving them truth to read. 1 must be committed to loving people and 

being sincere with my eyes. What they see and what they speak tells of the 

condition of my soul. 

God has also called us to be servants by our own free will. In the book of 

Exodus in verses five and six of chapter 21, God said: 

"But if the servant declares, '1 love my master and my wife and children 
and do not want to go free,'then his master must take him before the 
judges. He must take him to the door or the doorpost and pierce his ear with 
an awl. Then he will be his servant for life." 

When I became a Christian, I willingly became God's servant. 1 did it because I 

loved my Lord and Father. I committed myself to be a servant for life. My rights 

have been given over to God. I'm by no means perfect, but I'm committed to 

serving God so that I may become more like him. 



United 

The cross is the doorway to eternity with God. The stairs that lead to heaven 

begin at the foot of the cross. Jesus opened the gates so that mankind could talk 

with God and be united with God in heaven after life on earth is over. Since every 

soul is eternal, we will eternally exist in hell or in heaven after we exit this body at 

our death. Jesus died and went to hell for three days to set free the captives who 

had been awaiting him. None of the prophets was perfect enough to get into 

heaven before the time of Jesus Christ, but they had faith that God would purify 

them. When Christ came, he was the sacrifice that showed all of mankind the 

path to heaven. 

Jesus was open about his relationship with God. He called God his Father 

and even said that he was one with the Father. In the gospel of John chapter 14 

verse six, Jesus said, "I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the 

Father except through me." Jesus claimed to be the only path to heaven. Since his 

ascension Jesus has been preparing rooms in heaven, his Father's house, for 

those who follow him. When we come to the end of our earthly lives we have a new 

and better life awaiting us. We will finally be united with our Savior Jesus Christ 

and our Father God. 

The glory of heaven is more than anyone can imagine because we are finite 

creations with limitations, but God is infinite and omnipotent. He is awaiting our 

arrival in heaven through our faith in the sacrifice of his son on the cross. The 

door is open now, but if you pass from this life without accepting the message of 

the cross, you've missed the one and only narrow path to eternity with God. 


