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The King is Dead 
John 19:31-42 

B.I. “He was cut off out of the land of the living for the transgression of my people, 
to whom the stroke was due” (Isa 53:8). 

LTS: Psalm 71 

    On July 17, 1429, several years after Charles VI of France died, Charles the VII was 
crowned King. The years between the one king’s death and the next king’s coronation 
there was terrible civil war. To keep this from happening again the French established a 
tradition that was consistent with their belief in the divine succession of kings. They 
established by law that when the elder king died his successor would immediately be 
named king in his place without any time-lapse between. Along with this new law came a 
new tradition. Upon the death of the king a resounding declaration would go forth saying, 
“The King is dead! Long Live the King!”  
     In England this same tradition was honored when king Henry III died while his son, 
Edward, was far away fighting in one of the crusades. It was clear that Edward was to 
succeed his father as supreme monarch so as soon as Henry died, though Edward was not 
able to return to England for many months, the cry went out, The King is Dead! Long 
Live the King.” 
     Over the past few weeks as we have studied the gospel of John we have learned about 
the Kingship of Jesus. He is not just the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the 
world. He is also King. He rules the hearts of that innumerable host of men and women 
given Him by the Father. They are His kingdom and He is their King. One of the most 
striking things about the Gospel records is the portrayal of Jesus not only as King but as 
the suffering King; One who did not come to conquer earthly governments but who came 
to conquer sin and death for His people by dying in their place.  
     In the next two messages I hope to cover two passages of Scripture that are of 
immense importance. In the passage before us this morning the apostle John seeks to 
establish one primary truth; namely, that the King is really and truly dead. This leaves the 
discerning reader hanging with the question, “Then who will be our King?” To which 
John offers us chapter twenty in which this very same King, by virtue of His own 
sovereign authority over death and the grave, rises from the dead. As such, Jesus Christ is 
the only King since the beginning of time of whom both sides of that famous declaration 
apply: “The King is Dead! Long Live the King!”  
     This week John recounts the details of the first half of this declaration. John wants us 
to know without a doubt that on the day before the High Sabbath of the Jews just outside 
the walls of Jerusalem, Jesus (the King of kings) suffered and died on a cross.  

I. The Kings Death is Verified: (31-35)



1. It would be a mistake to think that Jesus could have died another way. Theologically 
speaking, it was essential for Jesus’s death to be neither natural nor accidental. It had to 
be as a result of judicial condemnation. Assassination would not have been sufficient. 
Jesus had to be condemned as a villain, “the scum of mankind, the meanest of criminals”  1

if He would serve as Mediator and perfect sacrifice for all who would believe. 
Furthermore, He could not be stoned by a lawless mob (as the Jews so often attempted to 
do), nor could it be by beheading (a more merciful execution reserved for Roman 
citizens). No, He had to die upon a tree as one who was cursed by God, “despised and 
rejected of men” and “numbered with transgressors” (Isa 53).  As Louis Berkhof 
explains, “By dying that death, Jesus met the extreme demands of the law. At the same 
time He died an accursed death, and thus gave evidence of the fact that He became a 
curse for us.”  2

2. So as John approaches the terrible narrative of Jesus’ execution he offers us enough 
detail to establish and reveal the intense suffering Jesus endured on our behalf. More 
importantly, however, he is concerned that everyone understands that at the end of the 
day there could be no doubt that Jesus Christ was truly dead. 
3. Why was this important? It was important because even in John’s lifetime there were 
those who had begun spreading a heretical rumor that Jesus couldn’t have died on the 
cross because He was NOT really an honest to goodness human being. The two heresies 
that espoused this idea are called Docetism and Gnosticism. The term Docetism comes 
from the word dokeo meaning “to seem.” This group taught that Jesus only seemed to be 
a real man. The Gnostics, on the other hand, taught that spirit is good and flesh is evil, so 
clearly the Christ could not have been a real man. He must have been a spirit-being who 
only appeared to be a man. 
4. Four hundred years later Muhammad would come on the scene and begin espousing a 
similar teaching. His claim was that God loved Jesus too much to allow Him to suffer the 
horror and indignity of the cross so at the last minute God switched Jesus out with a look-
alike. Therefore, it was not Jesus who died on the cross but a substitute for the real Jesus. 
But John labors to undermine any view that espouses Jesus to be something other than a 
real man who actually died on the cross or a different man than the very Jesus whom the 
disciples had followed for the previous three years. 
5. The importance of Jesus’ death cannot be over-emphasized. We rest our souls on the 
“finished work” of Christ. As J.C. Ryle warns, “Without a real death there could be no 
real resurrection. Without a real death and real resurrection, the whole of Christianity is a 
house built on sand, and has no foundation at all.”3
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6. At the end of Chapter 19 John offers two kinds of proof to establish that Jesus, the Son 
of God, died on the cross. First, he offers Eye-Witness Testimony. Then He points to Old 
Testament Prophesy.
6. Notice the King’s death is verified through Eye-witness Testimony. Notice how John 
makes his intention explicit when he writes (35), “He who saw it has born witness – his 
testimony is true, and he knows that he is telling the truth.” John writes this as one who 
offers eye-witness testimony in the court of law. What he is tell us is not simply a report 
he heard from someone else but his own testimony of what he himself has seen with his 
own eyed.

A. First John witnesses the breaking of the criminal’s legs (31-33). Normally when 
the Romans crucified a criminal they would leave the body hanging on the cross 
for days allowing the birds to come and feast on the remains. But this was 
unconscionable to the Jews because this was “Preparation Day.” In other words, it 
was not Friday afternoon and tomorrow would be the Sabbath. Moreover, it was 
the “high Sabbath,” the Sabbath that comes only once a year while the Jews 
celebrate Passover. 

B. The Mosaic law allowed no one to remain hanging on a tree of execution 
overnight, and night was approaching fast so something had to be done to 
expedite the deaths of the men hanging on the crosses. So the Jew asked Pilate 
(31) if Pilate would hurry things along the Roman way; namely, by breaking the 
legs of the condemned. This always brought about a speedy death because the 
only way victims of crucifixion could keep themselves alive was to push up with 
their legs to take a breath. 

C. So Pilate ordered the soldiers to finish the job by smashing their legs, probably 
with a large mallet. John says (32) that they, in fact, did this to the other two men. 
But when they came to Jesus they saw that He was already dead. Again, Ryle 
expounds, 

Accustomed as Roman soldiers necessarily were to see death in every form, 
wounds of every kind, and dead bodies of every description, and trained to take 
away human life by their profession, they were of all men least likely to make a 
mistake about such a matter. Thus we have it most expressly recorded that the 
soldiers “saw that He was dead already” and therefore did not break His legs. 4

D. Second, John also witnessed Jesus being pierced through to the heart. He testifies 
(34) that one of the soldiers, instead of breaking Jesus’s legs, took his spear and 
pierced His side. Immediately blood and water flowed from the wound. Over the 
centuries many have speculated about the spiritual meaning of blood and water. 
Some have said it is a picture of the Lord’s table. Others speculate that it was a 
symbol of justification and sanctification. Others have delved into gross 
mysticism. The reality is, however, that in this passage John is simply trying to 
prove without a doubt that within three hours of Jesus’ crucifixion He was 
absolutely, verifiably dead. 
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E. Perhaps if the Roman’s had denied the Jew’s request and left Him undisturbed on 
the cross some might have reason to speculate that He had not truly died. But the 
testimony of John that with his own eyes he witnessed one of the soldiers 
thrusting a spear into his side which produced the blood and water indicative of a 
ruptured heart, leaves no room for speculation. “Little indeed did that reckless 
Roman soldier dream that he was a mighty helper of our religion, when he thrust 
his spear into our Lord’s side.”  5

F. So John concludes by saying, “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. 

7. So the King’s death is verified through Eye-witness Testimony. Second, the King’s 
Death is verified through O.T. prophesy. 

A. In the following statement John is essentially saying, “You should believe that 
Jesus died on the cross NOT only because I saw it but because it happened just as 
God foretold it.”

B. John says (36), “For these things took place that the Scripture might be fulfilled: 
“Not one of His bones will be broken.” Clearly John views Jesus as our Passover 
Lamb sacrificed on our behalf, because this statement is directly connected with 
Mosaic instructions on how to offer, cook, and eat the sacrificial lamb. 
Specifically, Moses says, when you eat it you are not allowed to break any of it’s 
bones (Ex. 12:46).  Likewise, the Psalmist says of Messiah, God “keeps all His 
bones and not one of them is broken” (Psa. 34:20). In the N.T. Paul applies this 
image of Jesus as our Passover lamb, when he writes (1 Cor. 5:7), “For Christ our 
Passover Lamb has been sacrificed.” Peter picks up on it as well (1 Pet. 1:19), 
“You were not redeemed with perishable things like silver or gold from your futile 
way of life inherited from your forefathers, 19 but with precious blood, as of a 
lamb unblemished and spotless, the blood of Christ.”

C. So you see, Jesus not only needed to die but He had to die in a certain way. He 
died as our Passover Lamb. And though the other two men had their legs broken, 
the mighty hand of providence would not permit it for Jesus so that Scripture 
would be fulfilled, “Not one of His bones would be broken.”

D. But there is more prophesy fulfilled in the crucifixion of Jesus for John adds (37), 
“and again another scripture says, ‘They will look on Him whom they have 
pierced.’” John see the piercing of Jesus’ side as the fulfillment of Zech.12:10. 
This is the prophesy that says one day Israel will wake up to the reality of the 
rejection of their King and they will mourn for Him as one mourns for one’s only 
son, when they look on Him whom they have pierced.”

E. It’s amazing, isn’t it – how Jesus’ life and death repeatedly fulfill O.T. prophesies? 
John is showing us these things as convincing proofs that the death of our Lord at 
Calvary was something that was foreseen and predetermined by God. Hundreds of 
years before the crucifixion, every part of it was arranged in the Divine counsels, 
and the minutest particulars were revealed to the prophets. The apostle Paul was 
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right when He said (1 Cor. 15:3) that Jesus “died according to the Scriptures.”  
Again, Ryle exclaims, 

It really requires more unreasoning faith to be an infidel than to be a Christian. The 
man who regards the repeated fulfillments of prophesy about Christ’s death, such as 
the prophesies about His dress, His thirst, His pierced side, and His bones, as the 
result of chance, and not of design, must indeed be a credulous man.6

F. And consider the sovereignty of God over what happened specifically in the days 
of Jesus arrest, trial, and crucifixion. If the Jews had not interfered and had Him 
taken down from the cross and buried on Friday afternoon, He would not have 
been in the tomb on Sunday to rise again from the dead. 

How true it is that the wickedest enemies of God are only axes and saws and 
hammers in His hands, and are ignorantly His instruments for doing His work in 
the world. The restless, busy, meddling of Caiaphas and his companions was 
actually one of the causes that Christ rose the third day after death, and His 
Messiahship was proved. Pilate was their tool, but they were God’s tool!... Those 
who inteceeded for His crucifixion [also] interceded for His burial. And by so 
doing they actually paved the way for the crowning miracle of His resurrection!  7

8. So the death of the King was substantied by eye-witness testimony and by O.T. 
Prophesy. In all of this The King’s Death is Verified. But there’s more. 

II. The King’s Body is Glorified: (36-42) 
1. Jesus death was the last stage of is humiliation, but His burial was the first state of His 
glorification. Isaiah predicted (53:9) that though Messiah would die among wicked men, 
He would also be with a rich man in His death.” John actually records that after His death 
He was attended by Two rich men, Joseph of Aramathia, and Nicodemus who met with 
Jesus at night back in John chapter three.
2. Again, we must not miss the primary theme of this text; namely, that at the end of the 
day Jesus was really, truly dead. Not only was that demonstrated in what transpired on 
the cross but it is further confirmed by the fact that two wealthy, scholarly men made sure 
He had a proper – almost Royal! - burial.
3. It seems that Joseph was the first to step out on the limb risking his position on the 
Sanhedrin Council to ask Pilate for Jesus’ body. Mark’s gospel gives a little more 
information about this. He tells us (Mk. 15:43ff) 

Joseph of Arimathea came, a prominent member of the Council, who himself was waiting 
for the kingdom of God; and he gathered up courage and went in before Pilate, and asked 
for the body of Jesus. 44 Pilate wondered if He was dead by this time, and summoning the 
centurion, he questioned him as to whether He was already dead. 45 And ascertaining this 
from the centurion, he granted the body to Joseph. 46 Joseph bought a linen cloth, took 
Him down, wrapped Him in the linen cloth and laid Him in a tomb which had been hewn 
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out in the rock; and he rolled a stone against the entrance of the tomb. 47 Mary Magdalene 
and Mary the mother of Joses were looking on to see where He was laid. 

4. No doubt the Council made him pay severely when all this  was discovered. 
Apparently, while Joseph was speaking to Pilate, Nicodemus also stepped out by laying 
down a large sum of money to purchase the mixture of myrrh and aloes (about 75 
pounds) for Jesus’ burial. Joseph took care of the legal matters while Nicodemus took 
care of burial arrangements. Some have suggested that Joseph was the owner of the 
nearby garden and had recently had a tomb hewn out of solid rock for his own burial. 
This, apparently, is where they took Jesus’ body. 
5. Let there be no mistake, this was not the typical burial of criminal. Seventy Five 
pounds of spices sounds more like a royal burial. Josephus tells us that when Herod the 
Great died “five hundred servants carrying spices” participated in the funeral procession.  8

Clearly, Jesus didn’t have a royal funeral but it is at this point that Jesus’ decent into 
ultimate humiliation reverses course. 
6. In two days He will be completely restored to His former glory as the majestic Son of 
God. And yet, even here at his burial rulers are beginning to bow before Him. Jesus has 
not been tended to with such wealth and privilege since early childhood when the wise 
men arrived at His home bearing gifts of Gold, Frankincense, and yes, Myrrh. 
7. His burial was the beginning of the restoration of the King. But for now, this is where 
the narrative ends. Jesus is left in the tomb sealed shut with a great stone. And those who 
loved Him walking away thinking, “The King is dead. The King is dead.” But early on 
Sunday the funeral dirge will be replaced with exuberant rejoicing. No longer will there 
be grief that mourns “The King is Dead.” Then their souls will exclaim with great 
delight, “Long Live the King!”

8. But you will have to come back next week to hear about it. 

9. For now, beloved, take comfort in the death of Jesus Christ. Let me finish with one 
more comment from J.C. Ryle: 

We rest our souls on a ‘Finished Work,’ if we rest them on the work of Jesus Christ the 
Lord. We need not fear that either sin, or Satan, or law shall condemn us at the last day. 
We may lean back on the thought that we have a Savior who has done all, paid all, 
accomplished all, performed all that is necessary for our salvation. We make take up the 
challenge of the Apostle, “Who is he that condemns? It is Christ who died- yes, rather 
that is risen again; who is even at the right hand of God; who also makes intercession for 
us” (Rom. 8:34). When we look at our own works, we may well be ashamed of their 
imperfections. But when we look at the finished work of Christ, we may feel [great] 
peace. We are “complete in Him,” if we believe (Col. 2:10).  

10. Do you believe? As Isaiah prophesied, “He was cut off out of the land of the living 
for the transgression of my people, to whom the stroke was due” (Isa 53:8). As I read this 
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story of the passion of Christ I can’t help but say, “The Kings is dead! Long live the 
King!” 
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