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Series: Receiving life by believing in God’s Son (a Gospel of John study)   

Sermon Text: John 19:31-37      Key Words: Cross, Water, Spirit 

(*This account is also found in Matthew 27:32-38; Mark 15:21-28; Luke 23:26-34) 

 

Our mini-series from 19:16-37 is called, “Looking up at the cross with John.” It’s a study of some 

observations he made about the cross. Each week, as we inch closer to the end of the 4th gospel, we’ll 

remind ourselves why it was written. John 20:30-31 explains that “Jesus did many other signs…not 

written in this book; but these are written so you may believe Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 

that by believing you may have life in his name.” Overall, our mini-series is meant to convey this… 

BIG IDEA: There’s more to Jesus than meets the eye. 

 

So far, we’ve made 5 observations in our series: Observation #1: The crucifixion was Christ’s 

coronation. Observation #2: Jesus’ death fulfilled oodles of prophecies. Observation #3: The king 

of the world cares about his individual subjects. Observation #4: Christ’s life and death achieved 

the new creation. Observation #5: Christ’s life and death achieved our salvation (*If you’re asking 

why we addressed this separately, it’s because saving people is just 1 aspect of the new creation). All 

the audio and notes can be found on our website. Today, we’ll uncover more details in John that the 

other gospel writers didn’t address, further proving the need for this 4th gospel after 3 were already 

available. We’ll explore more links between Jesus, the ancient prophesies, and the historic images to 

arrive at Observation #6: Jesus really died, so that we can really live. 

Verse 31 says, since it was the day of (Sabbath) Preparation, and so that the bodies would not 

remain on the cross on the Sabbath (for that Sabbath was a high day), the Jews asked Pilate that 

their legs might be broken and that they might be taken away. A few verses back, we observed the 

sudden reemergence of the disciples in the story. Now, in case we’ve forgotten, John mentioned the 

group primarily responsible for Jesus’ death. While he referred to them as the Jews (Judeans), we’re 

certain he wasn’t being antisemitic since he was Jewish and many of his people had come to faith. It 

was simply a veiled reference to their terrible religious leaders who schemed with Rome to kill God’s 

Son. John highlighted their hypocrisy here as they basically said to Pilate, “Hey man, let’s move this 

along, so we can get back to our empty worship festival.” You see, the next day was a super special 

Passover Sabbath, and Deuteronomy 21:22-23 says: “If a man has committed a crime punishable by 

death and he is put to death, and you hang him on a tree, his body shall not remain all night on the 

tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is cursed by God. You shall not defile 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Jew-people
https://www.gotquestions.org/responsible-Christ-death.html
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your land that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance.” John was telling us at least 2 

things: First, Jesus died on Israel’s Day of Preparation--a day they got everything ready, so nobody 

had to work on the Sabbath. Second, while lying, killing, and not loving their neighbor, these leaders 

believed their rituals would keep God happy with them. 

So, according to verse 32: the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first, and of the other who 

had been crucified with him. When it came to inflicting pain and shame, the Roman army never did 

things halfway. Typically, they used a mallet to break the legs of crucifixion victims, which resulted 

in suffocation when they could no longer push upward. Verse 33 says, but when they came to Jesus 

and saw he was already dead, they did not break his legs. We know Jesus had already handed over 

His Spirit but, to be certain He wasn’t “faking it”, verse 34 says one of the soldiers pierced his side 

with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water. I’ve included some comments about the 

medical implications of this in our sermon notes, but since no autopsy was done, we aren’t sure about 

any of that. In verse 35, John told us why he included this detail: He who saw it has borne witness--

his testimony is true, and he knows that he is telling the truth--that you also may believe. You see, 

late 1st century skeptics were suggesting Jesus was a phantom and hadn’t really died. Such ideas were 

easily debunked by John and those who had been there. He noted in 1 John 1 that their eyes had seen, 

and their hands had touched. Obviously, they couldn’t touch a ghost, nor would one bleed! And, of 

course, Roman soldiers were experts at ensuring crucifixion victims were dead.  

John was also concerned with the fulfillment of prophecy (i.e., proving these events were not so 

random and senseless). So, in verses 36-37 he said these things took place that the Scripture might 

be fulfilled: "Not one of his bones will be broken." And another Scripture says, "They will look on 

him whom they have pierced." These prophecies in Psalm 34:20 and Zechariah 12:10 were penned 

centuries before the Roman Empire existed, a time when nobody knew about Roman soldiers, or their 

future practices, or how they’d pierce Jesus rather than breaking His legs. So, this begs the question, 

“What was John implying?” The answer is, “These events were no accident!” In fact, as we work this 

puzzle of John’s clues, a sovereign God emerges. He’s apparently been there the whole time, calmly 

and quietly keeping His promises to restore all things. John, therefore, wants us to view Scripture as a 

time-tested record of facts that can help us trust God as He progressively completes His masterpiece.  

In closing, let’s fill in a few more puzzle pieces. Wasn’t it strange for Jesus to be thirsty in verse 

28 after He had promised everlasting streams of water to the Samaritan woman in John 4? WELL, it 

https://www.gotquestions.org/what-time-was-Jesus-crucified.html
https://www.gotquestions.org/blood-water-Jesus.html
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isn’t surprising when we consider 2 words John’s been tying together since chapter 1: “water” and 

“spirit.” In 1:29-34, the Spirit was featured during the water baptism of Jesus. In 3:5, Nicodemus, the 

Pharisee who will soon help bury Jesus was told, “Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he can’t 

enter the kingdom of God.” In 7:37-39, on the final day of the Feast of Tabernacles, Jesus cried out, 

“If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whosoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, 

'Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water'”, which John did tell us was “about the Spirit, whom 

those who believed in him were to receive, for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was 

not yet glorified.” Our last puzzle piece is in 16:7 where Jesus said, “It’s to your advantage that I go 

away, for if I don’t, the Helper will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you.” Now, hold on 

to your water bottles! His thirst in verse 28 implies the Spirit of living water had left Him, and at the 

very least, was hovering over the cross like He once did over the original creation. Theologically, if 

we assemble the puzzle pieces, 2 conclusions emerge about the cross: It broke sin’s choke hold over 

our lives, and it released God’s Spirit to empower a new way of living (cf. John 14-16)! This bigger 

picture can now sink in: If we only view the cross as God “taking away our sins” (e.g., atonement, 

propitiation), forgiveness could be an excuse to continue acting awful. The cross, however, also gives 

us “new life” (e.g., purification, renewal). 2 Corinthians 5:17 says, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation. The old has passed away; the new has come.” Here’s the point: While we celebrate faith’s 

power to justify us, give us peace with God, and remove sin’s guilt and condemnation, Christians are 

also to celebrate how union with Jesus by faith (abiding in Him) empowers transformed living! This 

was the message Jesus brought to Nicodemus, that “We can be born all over again!”  

 

Let’s pray: Father, you’ve done so much to achieve our salvation in Christ. Clearly, there’s more to 

Jesus that meets the eye! It’s evident that you love us too much to let us remain guilty, ashamed, and 

condemned and that salvation is more than awaiting a ride to Heaven. The shocker in all this is how 

you, a holy God, are willing and able to make your home inside us. That you, who have overcome the 

world, now empower us by faith to overcome our sinful cravings, to live in new ways while the world 

is still broken, and to participate in the renewal of all things. We thank you for the cross! Amen. 

 

Let’s sing: “Isaiah 53” 

 

So, what’s your NEXT STEP?  

• Remember, our next step always begins with faith in Christ. Either placing faith in Him for the 

first time or exercising faith to repent, change, and grow. Either way, His Spirit will help you. 
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Quotes related to this passage: 

• Crucifixion often continued for days: “The Roman practice was to leave crucified bodies on 

crosses for a long time as a public display of discipline. Some people would last for days on a 

cross. Outside the city walls, such victims were often attacked by wild animals and carrion, 

such as vultures. But in order to hasten death, the soldiers would strike the legs with a heavy 

hammer, accelerating asphyxiation and promoting profuse bleeding as the bones tore through 

the skin due to body weight. The one crucifixion skeleton discovered in 1968 shows evidence 

of this: It is a male whose right tibia was completely crushed; his left calf bones (tibia and 

fibula) were fractured, clear evidence of the Roman mallet. Were the Jewish leaders interested 

in this practice not only to speed these three deaths but also to further mutilate Jesus and 

deepen his shame?” Professor Gary Burge 

• A super special Sabbath: “The Sabbath which would begin on the Friday sundown was a 

‘special’ one, falling as it did during the Passover feast. They accordingly ask Pilate to have 

the crurifragium applied to Jesus and his fellow victims. This consisted in hastening the death 

of the crucified by smashing their legs with an iron mallet. As a result, it was no longer 

possible to push up with the legs for air, and the victim quickly expired.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Corrupt religious leaders: “We return to the Jewish leaders; peace of mind still eludes them, 

and once again it is their religious scruples which are the problem. True, Jesus is dead, but 

even then he may spoil the performance of their religious duties if he remains on the cross into 

the Sabbath. It is sobering to remind ourselves again that those chiefly responsible for the 

death of Jesus were profoundly religious men. As Niebuhr observed, ‘religion is not, as is 

frequently supposed, a fundamentally virtuous human quest for God; it is rather the final battle 

ground in the struggle between God and human self-esteem.’” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Medical speculation about the blood and water: Professor NT Wright tells us that “After 

death, the body fluids separate out. The medical details have been interpreted in different 

ways, and we don’t know whether the spear might not have pierced Jesus’ heart. (John doesn’t 

tell us which side it was, though artists have normally painted the wound in Jesus’ right side.) 

The point seems to be, though, that whereas a living body would have produced blood, a dead 

body, from somewhere in the chest or stomach, would produce a mixture of clotting blood and 

a watery substance. Jesus really was dead. The writer saw it and insists on the truth of his 

evidence.” Pastor Bruce Milne tells us, “Medical opinion has long wrestled with this 

interesting phenomenon. A common view is that the spear penetrated the heart of Jesus, not 

unlikely if, as other crucifixions appear to indicate, the cross was not particularly high off the 

ground. This would explain the flow of blood. The clear fluid which John identifies as water is 

less easy to explain. In cases of heart failure, however, due to traumatic shock, fluid gathers in 

the pericardial sac, with the result that John witnessed. Certainty here is not attainable, but it 

is nonetheless a possible indicator that the cause of Jesus’ death was mental and spiritual 

suffering rather than the physical effects of the beating and crucifixion. In this sense Jesus died 

because of the cross, but not of the cross.” 

• Jewish tradition: “As we discovered in chapter 7, Tabernacles had a water festival in the late 

autumn, in which Israel remembered the miracle of water conducted by Moses when he struck 

the rock at Meribah (Ex. 17:6). This struck rock became a vital part of the Jewish story. It was 

a rock that gave water and life! In some rabbinic legends this rock followed them in the desert! 

The rock of water even merged into the promises for the future described by Zechariah (Zech. 
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13:1; 14:8), becoming a model for the eternal flowing that would spring from Jerusalem. When 

the rabbis were asked what this eternal water really represented, their answer was simple: It 

referred to the Holy Spirit. Early medieval rabbinic commentaries enjoyed expanding this 

rock/water story, and an extensive tradition must have developed in which speculation 

analyzed the miracle. Paul even uses it in 1 Corinthians 10:4 to say that the rock of the desert 

was Christ. In medieval Jewish commentaries, scholars noted that Moses hit the rock twice. 

The first time it gave blood and only the second time it gave water. Therefore 19:34 joins 

19:30 as one more suggestion that at the death of Christ, not only the life-giving benefits of his 

death, but likewise the promise of his Spirit are now coming free. John 19:34 is then a 

symbolic fulfillment of 7:38, which Jesus gave at the Feast of Tabernacles. “Out of his heart 

[or belly] shall flow rivers of living water” (RSV)… J. Massyngberde Ford has successfully 

argued that one of the responsibilities of the temple during Passover sacrifices was to verify 

that the lamb was not already dead as it was brought forward for sacrifice. This was done by 

watching for the strong flow of blood that would “spurt forth” when the lamb’s throat was cut. 

The blood must flow, the Talmud later argued, as water (or fluid). Thus the Mishnah provides 

guidelines for testing a valid sacrifice, and flowing, fluid blood is prominent (m. Hullin 2.6). 

Again, the image of Jesus on the cross evokes major Passover symbolism. His was a living 

sacrifice, a genuine life that had been taken.” Professor Gary Burge 

• They shall look on the one whom they pierced: “This is a quotation from Zechariah 12.10, a 

passage which speaks, darkly to our minds but powerfully in Jesus’ day, about the time of 

great suffering and mourning which will come upon Jerusalem, through which God will bring 

about redemption, rescue, deliverance. The immediate result of the piercing and mourning, 

according to the prophet, is that a fountain will be opened for the house of David and the 

people of Jerusalem, a fountain which will cleanse them from sin and impurity (Zechariah 

13.1). John would have agreed. That is what the water and the blood mean. A real death, 

bringing real deliverance from sin.” Professor NT Wright 

• Centuries old prophecies refute modern skeptics: “It is worth noting just how far in advance 

these prophecies we are talking about were uttered. Zechariah’s prophetic ministry was around 

500 BC. David, the author of the Psalm, lived and reigned around 1000 BC. The exodus was 

some 1300 years before Christ. Together this amounts to an impressive indicator of the 

sovereignty of God…in face of the contradiction represented by Jesus’ death and burial…John 

no doubt has an eye to the Docetists in his day who denied the true humanity of Jesus, and the 

genuineness of his death. These theological errors arose from their dualistic philosophical 

worldview, which identified matter with evil and spirit with good. This framework, the 

assumption of much of the then current philosophy, could not accommodate the idea of 

incarnation. For God to unite himself with matter was philosophically impossible. That he 

should actually experience death was simply unthinkable. Accordingly they argued that Jesus 

did not truly die on the cross, but was still alive when he was taken down from it. The same 

error was to resurface in Islam centuries later and remains a part of Islamic criticism of 

Christianity to this day. There is not a single shred of evidence in its support. The records, like 

John’s here, could not be more graphic in their accounts of the reality of Jesus’ death, a fact 

ratified by the Romans (cf. Mk. 15:44) who were rather expert at recognizing the symptoms of 

death. Further, a Jesus who, according to this theory had simply swooned from the effects of 

his wounds and subsequently appeared to his disciples on the Sunday as ‘risen’, would never 
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have begun to convince them, not simply that he was returned from death, but that in him death 

itself had been overcome. In other words the theory, apart from its other inadequacies, leaves 

wholly without explanation the radiant conviction of early Christianity, and the proven 

willingness of these early disciples, because of their persuasion that Christ had conquered 

death, to forfeit their lives for his sake. The theory is undermined by all the relevant historical 

data and it is high time it was exposed for the nonsense it is.” Pastor Bruce Milne 

• Handing over His Spirit: “At this moment John says that Jesus bows his head and “handed 

over the spirit” (NIV “gave up his spirit”). The word “spirit” (pneuma) may be 

anthropomorphic (as in 11:33; 13:21), so that Jesus is here giving up his life. This would then 

compare with Matthew 27:50 (“he gave up his spirit”) and Luke 23:46 (“Father, into your 

hands I commit my spirit.”). This language is customary in Greek to describe death. But John 

uses an unusual verb here, which does not mean “give up.” The Greek paradidomi means to 

“hand over,” and nowhere in Greek literature is paradidomi to pneuma used as a reference to 

death.11 Note that John does not refer to a recipient for his spirit, such as the Father (as in 

Luke). This verb means to hand on something to a successor.12 The expression may well be 

John’s characteristic double meaning at work, giving the subtle, general impression that the 

gift of the Spirit (a part of Jesus’ promised work) is active at the time of the cross.” Professor 

Gary Burge 

• The big picture: “In his death, Jesus provides the gift that every other sign promised. The 

bread of Galilee (ch. 6) pointed to heavenly bread, consumed when Jesus gave his flesh for the 

life of the world (6:51). The water of Samaria (ch. 4) or Tabernacles (ch. 7) is truly the Holy 

Spirit (4:24; 7:39), which must look toward the hour (4:23; 7:39) for distribution. The new 

temple will only discover its true meaning when Christ has died and been raised to life (2:21–

22). The deeper importance of Lazarus’s story is not that one man in a village is now alive, but 

that the man is present who reigns over death and life and whose own death will therefore pose 

to insurmountable difficulty. The cross is therefore the great sign, the reality from which every 

other sign becomes like a shadow, outlining that reality but lacking its complete form. Effects 

of every other sign will fade. Lazarus remained mortal, the crowds in Galilee would hunger 

again the next day. But this final sign, this great sign, achieved a work that would never be 

repeated. The hour brings a work that has eternal consequences…As we saw in chs. 14 and 16, 

the identities of Jesus and the Spirit-Paraclete are so closely aligned that they are almost 

indistinguishable. The Spirit is Christ’s Spirit, linked intimately to his life. In John’s language, 

Christians do not receive the Holy Spirit, they have Christ’s own Spirit (see 1 John 4:13), 

given as a gift when his life expires. Thus, we see the irony of the source of living water 

experiencing thirst…when Jesus expires, the Spirit becomes free. In John’s thought Jesus 

Christ is like a precious vial of perfume, filled with the fragrant Spirit of God. It is a gift he 

offers throughout his life but cannot genuinely extend until “the hour” when the vial is broken, 

when the crystal is shattered and the fragrance of its contents fills the world…The cross and 

the Spirit are thus an inseparable unity in this Gospel because the Spirit is an integral feature of 

Jesus’ own life. All of this anticipates the giving of the Spirit in chapter 20, where John’s 

imagery will be complete. On Easter Sunday Jesus does not send a foreign power to indwell 

his followers, he breathes on them, giving to them personally and filling them with his own 

Spirit and life (20:22). Any evangelical theology, therefore, that disparages the Spirit, that is 

critical of so-called charismatic Christians on theological grounds, will find itself in sharp 
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disagreement with John. But any charismatic theology that neglects the cross and only 

celebrates renewal and infilling will likewise find itself at odds with this apostle. For John, the 

work of Christ embraces both historic sacrifice and the Spirit.” Professor Gary Burge  

• A brief summary of the Symbolism: Already in John’s time false teachers were doubting the 

true incarnation of Christ (1 John 4:1–6), and it is likely that in 1 John 5:6–9, he may even be 

alluding to this event…Most evangelicals are reluctant to see sacramental symbolism here 

(such as baptism and the Lord’s Supper in the images of water and blood) although this has 

been a common view from the earliest centuries. More promising is the view that sees 

Passover symbolism at work…John even alludes to the Passover requirement in Exodus 12:46 

at the end of the paragraph, ‘Not one of his bones will be broken’ (John 19:36; see also Num. 

9:12; Ps. 34:20).” Professor Gary Burge 

 

Quotes related to the larger context: 

• Full life: John said he wrote this letter to help us find “fullness of life through believing Jesus 

is the Christ, the Son of God.” Chapters 1-12 contain 3 years of real-life stories where people 

met Jesus during His public ministry. Chapters 13-21 slow way down as Jesus began to reveal 

His (God’s) heart to His disciples in the week leading up to the cross and resurrection. 

• Book Context: The Gospel of the Apostle John, the son of Zebedee, provides a clearly stated 

purpose. John 20:30-31 says, “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 

which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” Some 

people demand to have all their questions satisfied before bowing to Jesus, yet John claimed 

his limited account was enough to bring anyone to faith. As we read it, our Savior and friend 

emerges from the pages as a real person in the real world. Jesus shows us what we could 

become, if we too would rely on His infinite Father who will gladly supply whatever we need. 

• Life in his name: Life is the Greek word, “zōē”, which means “Life, Living, Lifetime, Life-

Giving” and is where we get the word, “zoology” in English. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of 

New Testament Words says it’s “used in the NT of life as a principle, life in the absolute sense, 

life as God has it, that which the Father has in Himself, and which He gave to the Incarnate 

Son to have in Himself, Jhn 5:26, and which the Son manifested in the world, 1Jo 1:2. From 

this life man has become alienated in consequence of the Fall, Eph 4:18, and of this life men 

become partakers through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, Jhn 3:15, who becomes its Author to 

all such as trust in Him, Act 3:15, and who is therefore said to be ‘the life’ of the believer, Col 

3:4, for the life that He gives He maintains, Jhn 6:35, 63. Eternal life is the present actual 

possession of the believer because of his relationship with Christ, Jhn 5:24; 1Jo 3:14, and that 

it will one day extend its domain to the sphere of the body is assured by the Resurrection of 

Christ, 2Cr 5:4; 2Ti 1:10. This life is not merely a principle of power and mobility, however, 

for it has moral associations which are inseparable from it, as of holiness and righteousness. 

Death and sin, life and holiness, are frequently contrasted in the Scriptures.” 

 

Other Articles/Songs/Videos: Please ask us about many other resources. 

 

Direction for discussion leaders: 

1. Keep circling back to the big idea and main points of the passage to stay on track. 
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2. Keep the discussion around 30mins. Go for a single, not a home run.  

3. Keep the group small for deeper sharing. Once you hit the “sweet spot”, spend your time there. 

4. Keep these simple questions in your back pocket: What is God teaching you? What are you going 

to do about it? How will it help you love & serve others? 

 

Let’s prepare for our sermon from John 19:31-37. 

• What symbols stand out to you as you read this passage, and what do you think they might 

mean? 

 

Let’s apply our sermon from John 19:31-37. 

• By quoting Old Testament prophecies about the things Jesus would suffer, John wanted us to 

realize the circumstances of Christ’s life and death were not so random. What does this imply 

about the difficulties faced by those who follow Jesus? Please share how you’ve been helped 

by observing the faith Jesus exhibited while enduring hardships and unfair circumstances. 

• Please bless us with some specific examples of how the cross has broken sin’s choke hold on 

your life and how His Holy Spirit has empowered you to live in new ways.  

 

Here are some great resources for digging deeper into community group life… 

How life together looks http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story 

Rethinking what we do https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded 

Numerous articles to provoke thought http://toddengstrom.com/archives/ 

What groups of 2-3 might look like http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf 

http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded
http://toddengstrom.com/archives/
http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf

