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Introduction
That we might remember his sacrificial death upon the Roman cross in 
our place the Lord Jesus instituted a simple meal with symbolic bread 
and wine with instructions to “do this in remembrance of me” and to ob-
serve this until he comes (1 Cor 11:24-26). Despite the Lord’s directives 
concerning this meal, one that inseparably binds together both gospel 
message and symbol, the stigma of the cross has faded for many west-
ern Christians due partly to historical distance from and banishment of 
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ancient Rome’s form of capital punishment. Religious freedom and the 
ubiquitous presence of the cross as a ceremonial symbol embedded into 
church and cathedral architecture, etched into jewelry, or hanging as a 
pendant upon a chain tends to mask its horrors and repugnance. Offend-
ed activist “vampires” who file lawsuits to banish the cross from public 
buildings and lands ironically suppress the offensiveness of the cross, 
because Christians who take the bait become preoccupied with rights as 
citizens of this world. To the degree that our responses allow the cross 
of Christ to become trivialized, our hearing Jesus’ call to bear our own 
cross is equally muted (cf. Mark 8:34-38; Matt 16:24-27; Luke 9:23-27). 
Consequently, apart from our daily taking up of our crosses and our reg-
ular and mindful ceremonial remembrance (1 Cor 11:27-29), the scan-
dal of Christ’s cross in both symbol and substance is at risk of becoming 
trite, not unlike a dead metaphor.

Until recently, the only images of crucifixion most had seen were artis-
tic renderings of Christ’s death by the great masters or were photographs 
of enacted rituals of reified crucifixions staged as part of Good Friday and 
Easter observances as in the Philippines. Now graphic photographs of cru-
cified bodies may be seen readily on computer screens. For members of 
the violent Islamic State in Iraq and the ash-Sham (ISIS) reportedly cruci-
fied eight men in Raqqa, Syria. Yet, accounts indicate that these men were 
first executed and then their bodies were hung upon poles for three days 
as warning deterrents, with some poles resembling Roman crosses. These 
recent events recall reports of Turks of the Ottoman Empire who crucified 
Armenians in 1914. Greater media access now exposes the practice to a 
horrified world.

Though repugnant, contemporary hanging of corpses, whether of de-
feated foes or of condemned criminals, whether guilty or not, resembles 
an ancient Israelite practice that restricted exposure until evening as in 
the case of Israelite men who engaged in sexual immorality with Moabite 
women (cf. Num 25:4). Joshua hung defeated kings upon poles. He hung 
the king of Ai upon a pole until evening ( Josh 8:23-29), and he did the 
same with five Amorite kings (10:16-27). Because Saul violated a cove-
nant Joshua had made with the Gibeonites David granted the Gibeonites 
seven male descendants from Saul whom they killed and hung for expo-
sure on a hill before the Lord. 

An obscure passage does not prohibit Israel from hanging corpses of exe-
cuted covenant breakers upon poles but regulates the practice. 
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If someone guilty of a capital offense is put to death and their body is exposed 
on a pole, you must not leave the body hanging on the pole overnight. Be sure 
to bury it that same day, because anyone who is hung on a pole is under God’s 
curse. You must not desecrate the land the Lord your God is giving as an 
inheritance (Deut 21:22-23).

Despite this text’s inconspicuousness, several allusions or partial quota-
tions of the passage occur in the New Testament (Matt 27:57-59; Mark 
15:42-45; John 19:31; Acts 5:30; 10:39; 13:29; Gal 3:13; 1 Pet 2:24). 
The crucifixion narratives of three Gospels allude to the passage but the 
most explicit is in John’s Gospel—“Now it was the day of Preparation, 
and the next day was to be a special Sabbath. Because the Jewish lead-
ers did not want the bodies left on the crosses during the Sabbath, they 
asked Pilate to have the legs broken and the bodies taken down.” The al-
lusions in Acts reflect the Septuagint translation with the phrase “hang-
ing upon the pole” (κρεμάσαντες ἐπὶ ξύλου, 5:30; 10:39; κρεμάμενος ἐπὶ 
ξύλου, lxx) or “taking down from the pole” (καθελόντες ἀπὸ τοῦ ξύλου, 
13:29).1 In his letter to the Galatians, at a critical point in reasoning 
through his gospel against the Judaizers’ message, Paul quotes the pas-
sage, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse 
in place of us, for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung upon a 
pole’” (Gal 3:13).2

Why do the New Testament writers appeal to Deuteronomy 21:22-
23, an inconspicuous passage that associates Jesus with covenant break-
ers who were under God’s curse? How can they appropriate this passage 
as fulfilled in Christ’s crucifixion? The Lord Jesus was hung upon a Ro-
man cross to die; the covenant breaker was hung upon a pole after being 
put to death. So, what warrants the New Testament writers, especially 
Paul, to indicate that this Old Testament passage is fulfilled in the sac-
rificial death of Christ Jesus? How does Jesus Christ “fulfill” a law that 
puts a time restriction upon exposure of a covenant breaker’s corpse? 
Do Paul and other New Testament writers arbitrarily use a passage that 
had no connection to the Coming One until they creatively appropriated 
it?3 When Paul cites Deuteronomy 21:22-23 to support his argument 
that “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law” (Gal 3:13), does he 
simply assume “without demonstration, this Scripture applies to Jesus,” 
does Paul transform the passage into prophecy concerning the Christ?4 

The basic thesis I will argue is that though Paul’s appropriation of 
Deuteronomy 21:22-23 in Galatians 3:13 entails slight grammatical ad-



124

aptation, his use of the verse is not arbitrary, does not yank it out of 
context as a prooftext, does not twist its meaning, nor does it reflect 
clever creativity on his part that his readers cannot follow or reproduce. 
Paul does not appropriate the verse merely because it fits conveniently 
due to verbal associations with his use of Deuteronomy 27:26 in Gala-
tians 3:10. Instead, the apostle uses the passage because now that Christ 
Jesus has opened his eyes to understand the unfolding mystery of the 
gospel revealed in advance throughout the Scriptures, we call the Old 
Testament (Gal 1:12-15), Paul recognizes that God endowed Israel’s 
experiences with typological significances and had them inscribed by 
prophets so that even obscure actions, including hung corpses of execut-
ed covenant breakers, foreshadowed things to come in the time of Mes-
siah (1 Cor 10:1-11).5 As the symbolic bronze serpent hung upon a pole 
foreshadowed the raising up of Messiah upon a pole (Num 25:8, 9; John 
3:14), so also the raising up of covenant breakers upon poles to bear the 
law’s curse and to propitiate God’s anger from Israel typified righteous 
Messiah’s becoming a curse, to bear the curse of the law once for all time. 
Thus, the Faithful One, condemned as a criminal, effected redemption 
by propitiating God’s wrath and turned his being cursed into blessing for 
his own people, both Jews and Gentiles, by bestowing the Spirit and the 
full blessing promised to Abraham (Gal 3:13-14).

Deuteronomy 21:22-23 in Law Covenant Context
Deuteronomy 21 consists of a sequence of various case laws that con-
cern making atonement for an unsolved murder (1-9), taking a female 
captive of war as a wife (10-14), inheritance rights of the firstborn son 
when polygamy is involved (15-17), and the stoning of an obstinate and 
rebellious son (18-21). Though a common theme throughout the chap-
ter is difficult to identify, 21:15-23 seems to cohere as a unit, and the 
concluding words—“the land the Lord your God is giving you as an 
inheritance”—forms an inclusio with 21:1—“in the land the Lord your 
God is giving you to possess” (cf. 19:2).6 The lot of a firstborn son of 
the unloved wife in a polygamous family stands in sharp contrast to the 
lot of a stubborn and rebellious son who refuses to obey his parents. To 
the one belongs the right of the firstborn. The lot of the other is death 
by stoning, not privately but publicly, by all the men of the city for three 
apparent purposes: (1) to purge the evil of rebellion from their midst 
(cf. 21:9); (2) to deter all in Israel by observing and duly fearing to 
rebel against the Lord, and (3) to bear God’s wrathful curse. Given the 
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requirement of death by stoning for the rebellious son that entails public 
exposure, restriction upon that exposure aptly follows in 21:22-23. After 
the Israelites purge the evil from their midst by putting the rebellious 
son to death, the lifeless body of a covenant breaker would be hung upon 
a pole for public exposure as a deterrent for others to take note that 
anyone hung upon a pole is under God’s curse (cf. Num 25:4; Josh 8:29; 
10:26-27; 2 Sam 4:12; 21:6-9).7

According to the text, to be hung upon a pole or tree was not the 
method of executing a covenant breaker but was done following that 
one’s death. The corpse was hung for exposure before humans as a warn-
ing deterrent concerning the consequences of violating covenant laws 
but also hung before Lord as one cursed by God. Deuteronomy 21:22-23 
imposes a limitation upon the practice of hanging a lifeless body upon a 
pole. After being hung upon a pole on the day of execution, the corpse is 
to be removed and buried by sunset lest the promised land be defiled by 
a decaying body which signifies the greater decay, the spiritual wasting 
of Israel whose divine blessings are correlated with the prospering of the 
land (cf. 2 Sam 21:1-14). “You must not desecrate the land the Lord 
your God is giving you as an inheritance” recalls the covenant promise of 
land to be given to Abraham and his seed (Gen 12:6; 24:7; etc.). 

The text indicates that “anyone who is hung upon a pole is under 
God’s curse.” This prompts some to query, “Is the body accursed due to 
the fact that it is hanging and thus a public example to be reviled, or is 
it hanging exposed because of its accursed state as the corpse of a crim-
inal?”8 Craigie’s response seems correct, that the hanging of a corpse is 
inseparable from the reason for the execution following due process.9 
After execution the body of the covenant breaker is hung upon a pole to 
signify graphically that it is under God’s curse.10 It is under divine curse 
on account of unrepentant rebellion which incurs and warrants execu-
tion. To rebel against one’s parents is to dishonor them, which is the 
second of twelve specific breaches of the covenant that incurs the Lord’s 
covenant curse (Deut 27:16).11

Hanging a covenant breaker’s corpse upon a pole recalls the bronze 
likeness of a poisonous serpent hung upon a pole to which the Lord had 
Moses instruct the Israelites to look in order that they might be healed 
from their snake bites and live (Num 21:8-9).12 This is instructive con-
cerning the hanging of an executed covenant breaker’s body upon a pole, 
for both are divinely authorized means for deliverance from a divine-
ly imposed curse because of Israel’s disobedience. Repugnant as it is to 
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human sensibilities, the corpse of a convicted covenant violator hung 
upon a pole is not human sacrifice, unlike the sacrifice the Lord instruct-
ed Abraham to make of Isaac, his  (Gen 22:2) or Jephtah’s sacrifice of 
his virgin daughter ( Judges 11:29-40). Though not human sacrifice, 
the hung human corpse is associated with propitiating God’s wrath and 
averting further defilement of the land in keeping with this dictate.

Do not pollute the land where you are. Bloodshed pollutes the land, and 
atonement cannot be made for the land on which blood has been shed, 
except by the blood of the one who shed it. Do not defile the land where 
you live and where I dwell, for I, the Lord, dwell among the Israelites 
(Num 35:33-34).

When King Saul violated a covenant that Joshua had made with the 
cunning Gibeonites to let them live ( Josh 9:3-17), for three years Is-
rael suffered lack of rain that brought about famine. Upon inquiring of 
the Lord, David learned the reason for the famine: “It is on account of 
Saul and his blood-stained house; it is because he put the Gibeonites to 
death” (2 Sam 21:1). So, David queried the Gibeonites, “What shall I do 
for you? How shall I make atonement so that you will bless the Lord’s 
inheritance?” (2 Sam 21:3).13 The atonement price was seven of Saul’s 
male descendants whom the Gibeonites killed and hung for exposure 
on a hill before the Lord.14 These seven, cursed before God, functioned 
as substitutes for Israel by propitiating the Lord’s wrath. Atonement for 
bloodshed was made, so the curse was removed and once again the Lord 
sent rain upon the land.

David’s action to propitiate God’s anger is in keeping with an earlier event 
in Israel’s history. During the days of Moses, Israelite men indulged in sexual 
immorality with Moabite women apparently linked with idol worship, in-
cluding the eating of a sacrificial meal of the Baal of Peor and bowing down 
in worship. The Lord instructed Moses, “Take all the leaders of these people, 
kill them and expose them in broad daylight before the Lord, so that the 
Lord’s anger may turn away from Israel” (Num 25:4).15 So, Moses obeyed 
the Lord by instructing Israel’s judges to slay all who united themselves to 
the Baal of Peor and to expose them (25:5). Those covenant breakers ac-
cursed by God hung for exposure to bear the law’s curse in place of Israel 
as her representatives, thus turning God’s wrath away from Israel.16 Propi-
tiation accomplished by the hanging of a covenant breaker’s body had no 
more enduring effect than atonement realized by the sacrifice of an animal. 
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For as Numbers 35:33-34 states, “atonement cannot be made for the land 
on which blood has been shed, except by the blood of the one who shed it.” 

Thus, within the framework of the law covenant, the practice of hang-
ing upon a pole the lifeless body of an executed covenant breaker, though 
repugnant and rather obscure, holds a significant and instructive role in 
the life of Israel. The practice had significance in Israel’s covenant with 
the Lord, for at crucial times in the nation’s history, Israel’s and the land’s 
blessing or cursing hung upon those whose corpses were placed upon a 
pole for exposure before the people as a deterrent and before the Lord 
to bear the law’s curse and to propitiate the Lord’s wrath on behalf of the 
covenant people. The association becomes clear. Hanging upon a pole is 
not a form of execution, for the law stipulates that it is the corpse that is to 
be hung upon a pole not the live person. Thus, the association is the cove-
nant breaker who hung upon a pole vicariously bore the curse on behalf of 
Israel, averting the Lord’s wrath and restoring the land’s blessing. At least 
on one occasion the Lord’s anger was averted and his curse of the land 
with famine came to an end by implementing this practice. Yet, integral 
to the regulation of the practice is the prohibition of leaving a dead body 
suspended upon a pole past sunset lest the land be desecrated. 

Deuteronomy 21:22-23 in New Covenant Context
A law covenant breaker’s lifeless body hung upon a pole for exposure, 
accursed by God under the law’s condemnation and thus averting his 
anger was abhorrent. How much more so is a guiltless man hung live 
upon a pole as a covenant breaker to propitiate God’s wrath for others 
not only by taking upon himself the covenant’s curse for others but be-
cause of his righteousness,  by removing once for all time that curse on 
behalf of those for whom he hung accursed. Understandably, the pole 
upon which Christ Jesus was hung is the gospel’s primal offense accord-
ing to the apostle Paul (cf. 1 Cor 1:18-25). For Paul features the pole of 
the accursed covenant breaker as the place of divine transaction and the 
turning point of the ages. It was there that Christ, the guiltless one, was 
hung as a covenant breaker as the substitute for real covenant breakers. 
Thus, the righteous one “became a curse in place of us” (Gal 3:13). He 
became a curse, unjustly due him, in order that others, who were justly 
under the law’s curse, might be released from that curse and might be 
blessed, not by receiving the law’s blessing, which Israel forfeited, but 
the blessing of Abraham (3:14).17 

Thus, Paul affirms, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the 
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law by becoming a curse in our stead,” which he authorizes with 
Scripture by explaining, “for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is 
hung upon a pole,” an obvious appeal to Deuteronomy 21:23. What 
warrants Paul’s use of this Old Testament passage? On what basis 
does “cursed is everyone who is hung upon a pole” authorize his 
claim, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a 
curse in our place”?18

It has long been observed that Paul’s use of Deuteronomy 21:23 is 
an exact match of neither the Hebrew nor the Septuagint, though it de-
rives from the latter with only two adaptations.19 First, Paul conforms 
the citation to the covenant curse formulation—“cursed is everyone”—
governed by his use of Deuteronomy 27:26 three verses earlier. He ad-
justs the LXX by substituting “cursed” (ἐπικατάρατος πᾶς), an adjective, 
for “is cursed” (κεκαταραμένος), a participle.20 By adapting his citation 
of 21:23 to read “cursed is everyone,” Paul unmistakably links 27:26 
and 21:23 as speaking of the same curse.21 Second, Paul omits “by 
God” (ὑπὸ θεοῦ) after “cursed” whereas the LXX reads, “everyone hung 
upon a pole is accursed by God.”22 This omission hardly indicates that 
the law cursed Jesus independently of God.23 The progression of Paul’s 
arguments suggests two plausible reasons for this omission. Accenting 
the law’s curse fits with his later accent upon angelic mediation in the 
giving of the law (3:19). God gave the law through intermediaries, an-
gels and Moses, unlike the promise. Also, Paul’s adaptation of the text 
features the law covenant by sustaining his juxtaposing of two histor-
ically sequential covenants with antithetically diverse outcomes, one 
curses, the other blesses. Succinctly stated, the blessing of Abraham 
belongs to “us,” who are of Christ (οἱ ἐκ πίστεως [Ἰησοῦ] εὐλογοῦνται, 
Gal 3:9), not the “them,” who are of the law (ὅσοι ἐξ ἔργων νόμου εἰσίν, 
ὑπὸ κατάραν εἰσίν, 3:10).24

By accenting the law’s curse (3:10-12) over against the prior 
blessing motif anchored in God’s promise to Abraham (3:7-9), Paul 
amplifies one question and raises another. The question he intensi-
fies concerns the blessing of the Gentiles, for he cites God’s promise 
written in Scripture (Gen 12:3; 18:18) as proof that he intended to 
bless the Gentiles “in Abraham,” but thus far, Paul has not shown 
how they can be blessed as Abraham’s seed apart from accepting cir-
cumcision and adhering to the law as the Judaizers contend. Now, 
given his foreboding argument concerning the “curse of the law” 
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(Gal 3:10-12), Paul prompts a second question. If the law has no 
power to bless with justification (2:1-16) or to constitute anyone 
Abraham’s seed, then what hope does a Jew have whose descent is 
bound to the law (cf. ἄνθρωπος ἐξ ἔργων νόμου, 2:15)? The resolu-
tion of both problems is “Jesus Christ crucified,” the central theme 
of Paul’s argument and the one with which he begins his series of 
interrogatives (3:1-6) and which he features in 3:13-14.

Paul addresses these two questions in reverse order, for with its 
curse, the law serves God’s purpose (cf. 4:4) as an impediment to 
the fulfillment of his sworn oath to Abraham (3:6, 8) until Messiah, 
Abraham’s seed, should come (3:15-26).25 Prominent among the law’s 
multidimensional roles is its impedimentary function that is bound 
up in its powerlessness on account of human sinfulness to make good 
on its promise to give life (3:12) or to justify (cf. 3:19-21). The law 
has power to stir up sin (cf. 1 Cor 15:56; Rom 7:7-11; Gal 3:19) and 
to curse on account of unfaithfulness (3:10), but it has no capacity to 
bless, to give life, or to justify, though it promises that all who perse-
vere in obeying the law will receive these.26 The law promises blessing 
for obedience, but imposes a curse because it commands but cannot 
secure obedience of its demands.

So, as a divinely designed impediment to fulfillment of God’s 
promise to Abraham, the law itself in all its aspects functioned 
in the life of Israel as a type that presaged its own fulfillment and 
termination in Messiah. For the law covenant bore within itself a 
variety of instruments for making atonement for sin and for breach 
of the covenant, but every divinely provided means was only an 
earthly shadow of the full measure required to make atonement 
before the Lord of the covenant. For with each transgression, 
atonement had to be repeated. By their repetition each means of 
atonement simultaneously signaled the need for divine propitia-
tion and foreshadowed the sacrifice that would end all sacrifices 
(cf. Heb 10:1-4). In so doing, the law prophesied the coming of 
Messiah by way of its multiform foreshadows and prefigurements, 
anticipating his bearing of the curse, his sacrifice.

Because the law’s imposed curse could not be bypassed it had 
to be removed, for the blessing of Abraham stood at an impasse. 
Fulfillment of the promise, which was followed by the law cove-
nant 430 years later (3:17), stood at bay until the law with its curse 
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would be fulfilled by the one it foreshadowed with all its types, 
copies, and shadows. For the law prefigured the Coming One who 
would bear the curse of the broken covenant just as executed cov-
enant breakers of old bore God’s wrath in place of Israel.27 The 
desolate and repulsive figure of a covenant breaker’s lifeless body 
hung upon a pole to bear the curse of God’s anger, to lift the law’s 
curse from Israel, and to deter Israelites from violating the cove-
nant was not a dominant symbol upon Israel’s and the law’s land-
scape. Nonetheless, this is the type or foreshadow Paul features as 
fulfilled in Christ’s sacrificial curse bearing. By becoming “a curse 
for us” when he was “hung upon a pole,” Messiah accomplished 
redemption from the law’s curse as a substitute for others.

Paul’s use of Deuteronomy 21:23 is the keystone of his anti-
thetical juxtaposing of two contrasting covenant affiliations which 
he begins in 2:15-16 by setting origin from Christ antithetically to 
origin from Torah. In 2:15, Paul commences his sustained argument 
concerning who constitutes the seed of Abraham and climaxes 
with his provisional conclusion, “For as many as were baptized 
into Christ Jesus have put on Christ. Therefore, there is neither 
Jew nor Greek, nor is there slave or free, nor is there male and fe-
male, for we are all one in Christ Jesus. Now if you are of Christ, 
then you are of the seed of Abraham, heirs according to promise” 
(3:27-29). Here, as throughout his argument, Paul’s uses of geni-
tive phrases, “if you are of Christ then you are the seed of Abraham,” 
defines the true lineage of Abraham. Paul’s reasoning inverts the 
argument of the Judaizers who try to compel Gentiles to subject 
themselves to the deeds required by Torah in order that they might 
become the seed of Abraham. So, Paul’s argument climaxes just as 
it begins in 2:15-16 by contrasting origin from Torah and origin from 
Christ.28 Essential to his argument is the enthymeme of 3:10—“For 
as many as are of the deeds required by Torah are under a curse, for 
it is written ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue in all that 
is written in the book of Torah to practice them.’” It seems rea-
sonable to infer the unstated premise that accounts for Paul’s ar-
gument to be the undisputed historical record of Israel’s covenant 
unfaithfulness and exile with hope of restoration, all prophetically 
sketched in Deuteronomy 27-30.29

The turning point of Paul’s argument is at 3:13, which fea-
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tures the cross of Christ Jesus as the pole on which he became the 
cursed covenant breaker to bear Torah’s curse once for all time. 
By becoming the cursed one, Jesus terminated Torah’s curse for 
us and granted the blessing of Abraham to us, to those of faith (οἱ 
ἐκ πίστεως [Χριστοῦ] εὐλογοῦνται, 3:9).30 For Paul contends that 
all who trace their lineage to Abraham from affiliation with the 
law covenant have no claim upon God’s promises made to Abra-
ham. Theirs is the curse of the law; theirs is not the blessing of 
Abraham because the law is powerless to secure the obedience it 
requires in order to grant the blessings it promises. Not those who 
are of the law but those of Christ receive the blessing of Abraham, 
which is the Spirit and justification.31 For by becoming the curse, 
Christ redeemed us from the law’s curse because cursed is every-
one who is hung upon a pole.

So, when Paul uses the graphic expression, “before whose eyes 
Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as the crucified one” (οἳς 
κατʼ ὀφθαλμοὺς Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς προεγράφη ἐσταυρωμένος, 3:1), 
his rhetoric seems to anticipate the visual imagery in 3:13 of the 
curse bearer hung upon a pole which Israelites saw on several oc-
casions.32 For Paul’s use of Deuteronomy 21:23 in Galatians 3:13 
features Christ as curse bearer; he does not accent the mode of 
Christ’s death. For the correlation his citation envisages is not 
“hung upon a pole”/“crucified alive upon a cross” but rather 
“hung upon a pole”/“vicariously bearing a curse.” Accordingly, 
Jesus fulfilled redemption from the law’s curse which was typo-
logically prophesied each time the carcass of a covenant breaker 
was hung upon a wooden pole, several of which occasions were 
written down for our instruction that we might acknowledge Je-
sus as our curse-bearer and know God who is propitious, who 
justifies and grants the Spirit to both Jews and Gentiles without 
distinction (3:13-14).33

It has been argued that the apostle Paul uses Deuteronomy 21:23 not 
arbitrarily as a prooftext yanked from its literary and covenantal context 
because of clever verbal connections, but he appropriates the passage be-
cause it entails a prophetic foreshadowing of the Messiah.34 So, what was 
true concerning those of the old covenant who were hung upon poles aids 
understanding of Christ’s being hung upon a pole. By itself, Paul’s expres-
sion, “by becoming a curse in our place” (θενόμενος ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν κατάρα), 
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need not mean more than “on our behalf.”35 Thus, some attempt to explain 
Jesus’ act of bearing the curse in terms of representation only without sub-
stitution.36 Others contend that “in our place” is a proper translation of 
ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν in view of the curse bearing imagery drawn forward from the 
Old Testament.37 For Jesus acted “both in our place and for our benefit 
(ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν) when he was ‘hung on a pole.’ . . . There was a transference of 
liabilities from sinners to Christ (cf. 2 Co 5:21).”38 Even so, Smiles insists 
that “It is difficult to know for sure how, in Paul’s view, Christ’s death broke 
the power of the curse. It does not seem to be a matter of propitiation or 
vicarious substitution.”39 Similarly, Brondos sweeps aside every interpreta-
tion of Galatians 3:13 that entails participation, representation, or substi-
tution by claiming that such concepts are read back onto Paul’s text from 
“doctrines of atonement found in later Christian tradition.”40 Brondos re-
jects translating ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν with “in our stead” or “in our place,” for he is 
convinced that Paul did not embrace “the idea of vicarious satisfaction or 
penal substitution” within his gospel concerning Christ’s death.41 

However, it is difficult to take ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν in any sense other than “in 
place of” in some verses (e.g., Philem 13; John 11:50), and the phrase 
most likely bears the same sense elsewhere (2 Cor 5:14, 21; and 1 
Tim 2:6).42 Likewise, the old covenant backdrop of Galatians 3:13 
renders it difficult to take the phrase as indicating anything other than 
the concept of substitution, with Christ Jesus taking upon himself the 
curse of the violated covenant in order to redeem his own from the 
law’s curse. This is how early Christians understood Paul’s text, for 
Peter Martens demonstrates that “what is often considered a typical-
ly Protestant idea—penal substitution—actually played a significant 
role in early Christian reflection on Jesus’ death,” and that substitu-
tionary atonement derives in part from Paul’s wording in Galatians 
3:13.43 For example, concerning Justin’s use of Deuteronomy 21:23 in 
Dialogue with Trypho (mid 2nd cent.), Martens concludes that his use of 
the Old Testament was shaped by Paul’s use of it in Galatians 3:13 so 
that “Jesus (the sinless one) vicariously accepted the curses of others 
who were legitimately under a divine curse. In this way he was at the 
same time God’s Messiah and the subject of God’s condemnation.”44

Conclusion
The significance of the violator of the old covenant who was executed and 
then hung upon a pole for exposure is not unlike the mere two mentions of 
Melchizedek in the Old Testament (Gen 14:18; Ps 110:4). Thus, the theo-
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logical magnitude of the regulation concerning the practice of hanging the 
corpse of a covenant breaker is disproportionately greater than its apparent 
obscurity, being tucked away in a series of case laws in Deuteronomy 21. 
No prior bearer of the law’s curse could effect permanent removal of that 
curse, but each one presaged the Coming One who would end both the law 
and its curse. Thus, the repugnant practice foreshadowed the Coming One. 
Use of Deuteronomy 21:22-23 in Galatians 3:13 is the keystone of Paul’s 
argument because it explains how Jesus Christ, who as the Righteous One, 
would be hung upon a pole as though he were a covenant breaker. Thus, he 
became a curse in the place of others in order that he might redeem his peo-
ple from the “curse of the law” and in place of the curse bring blessing, the 
blessing of Abraham and the giving of the Spirit. By taking the law’s curse 
upon himself, Jesus removes the law’s sanction, putting an end to the law’s 
jurisdiction (cf. 4:4). The law as broken covenant required satisfaction; the 
curse needed to be removed in order that the blessing of Abraham, which 
entails justification and the Spirit, might be given to Jew and Gentile believ-
ers without distinction. 
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