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John 19:31-37
Death of Christ: Factor or Fiction?
There was a shout of victory from the cross just before Christ “gave up his spirit.”

It was not the moan of adefeated martyr, nor the sigh of a patient resgnation. Jesus triumphantly
accomplished the work he was sent by his Father to fulfill, and when he completed it shouted one word,
“Finished!” Y ou can also trandateit “Done!” or “Complete!” Then he bowed his head and “he gave up his
gpirit.” Jesus work of redemption was finished. There was nothing else to be added by anyone, anywhere,
now or in the future.

Jesusin that moment summoned death to serve him. John does not say, “He died,” but that “he gave up his
gpirit.” John is emphasizing the voluntary nature of the act. Augustine said it correctly; “He gave up Hislife
because He willed it, when He willed it, and asHe willed it.” Y ou and | cannot say that about our own
deaths.

In John 19:31-37 we have the perspective of an eyewitness to the death of Jesus. The apostle John carefully
observed something unusud at the crucifixion. These are facts that made such a deep impression on him as he
watched the crucifixion take place. The legs of Jesus were not broken aswas the case of the other two men
crucified that day, and in his case a Roman soldier seeing that he was aready dead, thrust a spear into hisside
and out flowed water and blood. They did not pierce the sides of the other two crucified men. Why did al of
thistake place in this manner?

JESUSWASCRUCIFIED ON THE DAY OF PREPARATION

It was the day of preparation for the Passover (v. 31), so the Jewish leaders took steps to have dl three bodies
of the dead removed from the crosses before sundown when the Passover observation would begin. On the
afternoon of the crucifixion of Jesus, the people of Isragl were busy with their preparationsin advance before
the Sabbath began in the evening at 6 p.m. when no buying, slaying of the lambs, cooking the food, cleaning
or other preparations could take place. At sundown when the first star appeared on the horizon, the first day
of the Feast of Unleavened Bread and the Passover meal would begin.

It therefore was of absolute urgency that the Jewish authorities get the bodies buried before the Sabbath
would begin asthe sun went down. “Then, because it was the day of preparation, so that the bodies should
not stay on the crosses on the Sabbath (for that Sabbath was an especially important one), the Jewish leaders
asked Pilate to have the victims' legs broken and the bodies taken down” (John 19:31 NET).

The Old Testament Scriptures made it clear that the land would be defiled if a body was hanging all night on
atree (Deut. 21:22-23; Joshua 8:29). The apostle Paul quotes Deuteronomy 21:23 in Galatians 3:13 when he
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atree (Deut. 21:22-23; Joshua 8:29). The apostle Paul quotes Deuteronomy 21:23 in Galatians 3:13 when he
wrote, “Cursed is everyone who hangs on atree.” Such defilement would be even worse on the Sabbath,
God forbid on the Passover!

The crucifixion was an exceedingly painful, and an unusually cruel and slow
death. No vital organ of the body was directly affected. Even after death the
Roman custom was to leave the bodies of crucified criminals on their crosses
to rot in the sun until the birds of prey and wild animals consumed them asa
public example to the community at large. The Jewish leaders had to get
permission from Pilate before removing the bodies.

“Pilate was surprised that he was already dead. He caled the centurion and
asked himif he had been dead for some time” (Mark 15:44 NET).

The Roman governor gave permission for the legs to be broken to hasten the
death of the victims. To accomplish thisthe soldier placed a crushing blow to
the leg with aheavy iron dedgehammer or mall. This horrible jolt to the body
would hasten death, which would otherwise be delayed by several hours or
even days.

Archaeologisgts have found skeletal remains of crucifixion victims that
revealed a single blow had shattered the lower legs. The smashing of the
lower leg boneswas caled in Latin the crurifragium. It caused the victim to
die rather quickly because of the inability of the person to breathe properly.
When the legs were broken, the chest cavity would then bear the total
pressure of the body' sweight. He would hang there in the form of a*“V”
with full weight on hisarms. Therefore, the only way a crucified man could
obtain afull lung of air was to raise himself by means of pushing hislegsto
ease the tension on his arms and chest muscles. Once his legs were broken,
he could not possibly raise himself to get air and there would be a greater
congtriction of the chest, and he would suffocate in a matter of minutes. This
death, though painful, was more merciful than the enduring crucifixion.

THE FIRST PROOF THAT JESUS WAS DEAD

These Roman soldiers were trained executioners who would make no
mistake about a criminal’ s death. Pilate ordered the legs broken, and they
would not dare disobey him unless absolutely sure that Christ was already
dead. These hardened Roman soldiers were the first witnessesto Christ’s
death.

Jesus had already died so his legs were not broken.

Clearly the eyewitness states that Jesus was dead because when the soldiers
came to break hislegsto hasten his death, they saw that he was aready dead
and there was no need to break them (v. 33 NET). John saw them, “But
when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not
break hislegs.” Jesus“was aready dead” isin the perfect tensein the
origind, “having died and was now dead.”
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God'’s perfect Passover Lamb

Asthe sun went down over Jerusalem, the day Christ died, John recalled that God's perfect Lamb fulfilled all
of the important Old Testament Scriptures. Jesus as the true Passover lamb, that God provided, did not have
any of Hisbones broken (Ex. 12:46; Num. 9:12; Ps. 34:20). “Y ou must not break a bone of it” (24:47b NET).

The daying of the Passover lambs was taking place in the Temple at this very moment when the Lamb of
God was dying on the tree. The Pascal supper would take place in afew hoursin Jewish homes across the
land just asit had for centuries.

Thetiming of the desth of Jesus at the very hour when the Passover lambs were being slain stuck in the mind
of this eyewitness. The apostle John saw clearly these things were being done because it was “the day of the
preparation” of the Passover celebrating the time when God delivered the people from their davery in Egypt.
Centuries earlier in Egypt the blood of the lamb was spread on the doorposts and lintel of the house over
every Jewish home. That night when the angel of death visted every home in Egypt wherever he saw the
blood he would “pass over” and spare the first-born. “1 will pass through the land of Egypt in the same night,
and | will attack all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, both of humans and of animals, and on all the gods of
Egypt | will execute judgment. | am the Lord. The blood will be asign for you on the houses where you are,
so that when | see the blood | will pass over you, and this plague will not fall on you to destroy you when |
attack the land of Egypt” (Exodus 12:12-13 NET). Also, in 12:23 wered, “For the Lord will pass through to
strike Egypt, and when he sees the blood on the top of the doorframe and the two side posts, then the Lord
will pass over the door, and he will not permit the destroyer to enter your housesto strike you” (NET).

The astounding thing that John pondered was the fact that not a bone of Jesus was broken proving that he
was the Passover Lamb that God provided that afternoon. Not one bone of the Passover lamb was broken.
God slew hisown lamb and made provision in the blood of Jesus so that when the judgment of God comes
on us, he will see the blood of His Son and pass over us. Jesus, as God' s perfect lamb died in our place. His
blood coversall our sins. The angel of judgment will “pass over” al who trust in God's Lamb to atone for
their sins.

THE SECOND PROOF THAT JESUS WAS DEAD

To make doubly sure that Jesus was dead, or out of one last act of hate, a Roman soldier picked up a spear
and thrust it deeply into the side of Jesus (vv. 32-34). Beyond a doubt Jesus was dead. There was no point in
breaking hislegs. The only reason the legs of Jesus were not broken wasthat He was already dead. A real
man with areal human body, with real human blood, died on the cross that afternoon outside the walls of
Jerusalem.

The apostle John tells us he watched the horrible scene as, “one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear,
and blood and water flowed out immediately” (John 19:34 NET).

No simple pricking isin the mind of the eyewitness. He sees the infliction of awound intended to Kill
someone. No doubt, the soldier wanted to make doubly sure that Jesus was dead and certify to the centurion
and Pilate that he was dead. The soldier probably thought, “1f this Jew is not already dead, this will finish you
off.”

Thewound made in Jesus side was a large one and John witnessed “blood and water” flowing out of it. His
purpose for stating what he saw wasto certify the real physical death of Jesus. John was testifying as an
eyewitnessthat Jesus had areal body and died ared human death. One of the reasons he was writing his
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eyewitnessthat Jesus had areal body and died ared human death. One of the reasons he was writing his
gospel was to refute any Gnostic nonsense. It was the testimony of an eyewitness, testifying in smple
language the simple factsthe death of his friend. He wrote: “ And the person who saw it hastestified (and his
testimony istrue, and he knows that he istelling the truth), so that you also may believe” (John 19:35 NET).

The gash from the blade of the spear would be large enough to permit the open hand to be thrust into it. The
important thing on the heart of John, years later as he wrote down his testimony, was that he could certify as
an eyewitness that Jesus died. He saw the bloody evidence before hisown eyes. It was ill vivid to him.

Moreover, it had the hand of God al over it, “that the Scriptures might be fulfilled.”
God intervened and the Scriptures were fulfilled

The author tells us that this act was the fulfillment of Jewish Scriptures. “For these things happened so that
the scripture would be fulfilled, ‘Not abone of hiswill be broken™” (John 19:36).

Prophecy was fulfilled that afternoon in amost unusual manner. One Scripture said the Savior’s bones must
not be broken, and another said his body must be pierced. The Roman soldiers would have done exactly the
opposite that afternoon. They came to break the legs of Jesus as they had the other men. Moreover, they had
no intention of piercing the sde of Jesus with the spear. To John’s utter amazement that is exactly what the
soldiers did that afternoon.

Why was this so important in the mind of John?

The sovereign hand of God iswritten all over these events at Calvary. God intervened and caused it to
happen just as hisWord had said it would centuries before. God overruled the circumstances and caused it to
happen according to hiswill. The enemy was unconsciously executing God's perfect will. A sovereign God
wasin control at Calvary. The soldiers had received ingtructions to break the legs of Jesus, but this had not
been done because he was aready dead. The soldiers had not received an order to pierce the Savior' sside,
but thisis what the soldier did.

C. H. Spurgeon observed, “That our Lord’s bones should remain unbroken, and yet that he should be pierced,
seemed a very unlikely thing; but it was carried out.” The purpose of God had to be fulfilled. In case of the
typical Passover lamb, not one of its bones was broken. Moreover, with the divine protection of arighteous
man guaranteed that God “protects all his bones, not one of them will be broken” (Ps. 34:20). Jesus was the
only perfectly righteous man. He was without sin. He never experienced personal sin.

A fountain was opened at Calvary

Moreover, another prophecy was fulfilled that day. “1 will pour out on the kingship of David and the
population of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication so that they will look to me, the one they have
pierced. They will lament for him as one laments for an only son, and there will be a bitter cry for him like the
bitter cry for afirstborn” (Zechariah 12:10 NET). A little later the prophet wrote: “In that day there will be a
fountain opened up for the dynasty of David and the people of Jerusalem to cleanse them from sin and
impurity” (13:1 NET).

The blood of Jesusiis the only cure for our sin problem. The blood of Jesus Christ purges us of every sin when

we trust him as our Savior. Jesus died in our place. His blood cleanses us of all sin and the judgment of God
isturned away and will pass over all who trust in him.
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“For thelife of the flesh isin the blood, and | have given it to you on the dtar to make atonement for your
souls, for it isthe blood by reason of the life that makes atonement” (L eviticus 17:11). The Jewish Talmud
said, “There isno atonement except with blood” (Y oma5a). “Without the shedding of blood there isno
forgiveness’ (Hebrews 9:22b NET).

The apostle John wrote: “But if wewalk in the light as he himself isin the light, we have fellowship with one
another and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1:9 NET).

THE THIRD PROOF THAT JESUS WAS DEAD

“Pilate was surprised that he was already dead. He called the centurion and asked him if he had been dead for
sometime. When Pilate was informed by the centurion, he gave the body to Joseph” (Mark 15:44-45 NET).

Pilate certified from the centurion that Jesus was dead. Pilate had clear evidence that there was no lifein
Jesus body.

Then friends took Him down from the cross and gave Him a proper Jewish burial. Those who handled his
body knew that he was dead. Otherwise, they would not have buried him that afternoon.

After this, Joseph of Arimathea, a disciple of Jesus (but secretly, because he feared the Jewish leaders), asked
Pilate if he could remove the body of Jesus. Pilate gave him permission, so he went and took the body away.
Nicodemus, the man who had previoudy come to Jesus at night, accompanied Joseph, carrying a mixture of
myrrh and aloes weighing about seventy-five pounds. Then they took Jesus' body and wrapped it, with the
aromatic spices, in strips of linen cloth according to Jewish burial customs. Now at the place where Jesuswas
crucified there was a garden, and in the garden was anew tomb where no one had yet been buried. And so,
because it was the Jewish day of preparation and the tomb was nearby, they placed Jesus body there (John
19:38-42 NET).

Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus “wrapped that incorruptible body in spices, for it isto be fragrant for
evermore to al His people as the death like which thereis no other” observed F. W. Grant.

The overwhelming evidence is Jesus died in Jerusalem and was buried and after the third day rose from the
dead.

SOME ABIDING PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

The whole Gospd of John is centered on the death of Jesus Christ. Without the certainty of his death, there
can be no resurrection. Heis éther dead or heis alive.

We cannot escape the evidence that Jesus Christ died on the cross and was buried the
same day in Jerusalem.

The eyewitnesstestimony is clear. The death of Christ was no figment of the imagination. The explicit details
are not afraud inflicted on humanity. Jesus Christ died on the cross and was buried in a Jewish tomb
according to the custom of the Jewish people.

Jesus Christ is the Passover Lamb God provided for his people.
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