THE CRUCIFIXION AND BURIAL OF JESUS 

John 19:1-42

Key verse: 19:11                                                                                               hymn: 139, 142
Jesus answered, “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.

Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.”

Jesus utters few words in the process of his crucifixion. He is rather silent. We only read what others said and did in his crucifixion and burial. The mystery of this record is that the silent lone figure of Jesus looms larger in our minds and speaks deeper to us while we only read about others’ words and busy activities. In his quiet submission to the assignment of death, Jesus embraces and takes care of his own people more than during the time of his ministry on earth. As he said, he draws all men to himself when he is lifted up. We find this truth to be even more so in this record. He, the Crucified, creates a new people, who embraces and takes care of his people in quiet submission to God.
The author records each process with utmost reverence which is obvious in his extreme restraint in describing them, of which the best example can be 19:18. We need to brace ourselves with the objective of our study in mind to focus on the silent figure and follow him if we want to listen to the author. This record will surely create 120 who join Jesus in his submission to God. 

I. Jesus is sentenced by Pilate to be crucified (19:1-16a)

The author tells us in 19:1-16a that Pilate is responsible for sentencing Jesus to be executed by crucifixion. He tells us how that happened and what Jesus did in the process.

Pilate tried all he could do to avoid the responsibility of executing Jesus because he knew Jesus’ innocence and did not want to give in to the religious leaders’ dirty tricks. He withstood their pressure with the argument that there was no legal basis for the execution according to Roman law. He tried to persuade them to free Jesus by quoting their custom of releasing a prisoner at the Passover every year. But he took the responsibility of sentencing Jesus’ crucifixion when he tried to outplay the religious leaders’ dirty tricks. His strategy to outplay them was taking Jesus and having him flogged. That is how he outwitted himself. I remember what late Dr. Samuel Lee told me regarding wits. He said that you are not cheated if you do not cheat others. The sad truth is that we fool ourselves in our daily life with this foolishness of cheating. But if that is a common mistake, then why do we take Pilate’s attempt to manipulate the religious leaders seriously?

We take this very human practice seriously because that is how Pilate joined the power of sin which is against God. Why did Pilate think he could outsmart the cunning religious leaders? There can be many answers. But we can find two things in verses 10 and 11. He thought he had power. He disregarded the truth that he was under the power of sin. He did have excuses for his ignorance regarding the power of sin but only up until he disregarded Jesus’ teaching on sin. That means he still had room to repent when he attempted to outplay the sin of the religious leaders by his sin of considering himself to be in charge.

19:1-16 tell us of the tragedy of how Pilate sold himself to sin. Perhaps he had expected the religious leaders to withdraw their demand of execution when they saw the mangled body of Jesus from being flogged. But his psychoanalysis didn’t work as he wished. He just provided an occasion for the soldiers to abuse their prisoner. They twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on Jesus’ head. They clothed him in a purple robe and went up to him again and again, saying, “Hail, king of the Jews!” And they struck him in the face. We might ask why they were so cruel. Then we are reminded of the Iraqi prison abuse scandal. The Roman soldiers were not particularly cruel or abusive. They show the truth of humanity which comes to the surface during wartime. Pilate provided the occasion for evil to come out and mock Jesus the Son. Didn’t God make man? He did. Didn’t he make man in his image? He did. Didn’t he teach them to love one another? He did. So what went wrong with Pilate and the soldiers that they together transgressed God’s every intention for and design of man? Obviously, they went astray from God. Pilate went astray when he used his wits to outwit the religious leaders. The soldiers did when they vented their frustration on the person put under their custody.
Once he sided with sin, Pilate couldn’t pull himself out of it. He tried, but the more he tried the deeper he was pulled into it. Look at verses 4-7. “Once more Pilate came out and said to the Jews, ‘Look, I am bringing him out to you to let you know that I find no basis for a charge against him.’  When Jesus came out wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe, Pilate said to them, ‘Here is the man!’ As soon as the chief priests and their officials saw him, they shouted, ‘Crucify! Crucify!’ But Pilate answered, ‘You take him and crucify him. As for me, I find no basis for a charge against him.’ The Jews insisted, ‘We have a law, and according to that law he must die, because he claimed to be the Son of God.’”

Verse 8 tells us that Pilate has been frightened all along. That was the sign he was in sin. In desperation, he went back inside the palace and asked Jesus, “Where do you come from?” Verses 9b-11 say, “… but Jesus gave him no answer.” “Do you refuse to speak to me?” Pilate said. “Don't you realize I have power either to free you or to crucify you?” Jesus answered him, “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above. Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.” Verse 12 says, “From then on, Pilate tried to set Jesus free, but the Jews kept shouting, ‘If you let this man go, you are no friend of Caesar. Anyone who claims to be a king opposes Caesar.’” Why did Pilate try to set Jesus free? Perhaps he was afraid of the guilty verdict of his sin and wanted to undo it by utilizing every effort he could exert for that purpose. He didn’t know what he was doing. Man can not undo sin. The record in verses 13-16 is the elegy of a man who is sentenced for his sin of handing Jesus over to be crucified.
Look at verses 13-16 again. The elegy also turns out to be a saga of the Lamb of God as we follow it word by word. Jesus is absolutely silent in the midst of the exchange of wits between Pilate and the Jews. But we see how he was offered as the Passover Lamb by the hands of sinners. We see how they butchered the Lamb just as the Israelites slaughtered the ewe lamb for their sin over the last two thousand years. Let’s read the verses responsively. “When Pilate heard this, he brought Jesus out and sat down on the judge's seat at a place known as the Stone Pavement (which in Aramaic is Gabbatha). It was the day of Preparation of Passover Week, about the sixth hour. “Here is your king,” Pilate said to the Jews. But they shouted, “Take him away! Take him away! Crucify him!” “Shall I crucify your king?” Pilate asked. “We have no king but Caesar,” the chief priests answered. Finally Pilate handed him over to them to be crucified.” Take note that the author doesn’t call the Passover as the Jewish Passover here as he did in the previous chapters. The Passover came true because the Lamb was offered.
We learn in verses 13-16 the relevance of how Jesus was sentenced to death by Pilate. We slaughter the Lamb with our sin of living by our wits though we never intended that to happen. This was not just Pilate’s case. Luke 23:48 says that when all the people who had gathered to witness Jesus’ crucifixion saw what took place in his death, they beat their breasts and went away. But they couldn’t undo what they had done. In the same way, the Lamb is given into our hands to be slaughtered by the sin of our wits and we repeat the same sin every day. He is offered for our sin, to take away our sin and place it on himself.

II. The crucifixion (16b-27)

Verses 16b-27 is the record of how Jesus was crucified. We read what Pilate did, what the soldiers did and what Jesus did.
How was Jesus led to the cross? Verses 16b-18 tell us how. “So the soldiers took charge of Jesus. Carrying his own cross, he went out to the place of the Skull (which in Aramaic is called Golgotha). Here they crucified him, and with him two others-one on each side and Jesus in the middle.” What does the brief record of Jesus’ crucifixion tell us? It tells us that Jesus was silent. It tells us he became a curse as the Bible says, “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.” (Gal. 3:13) What do we do with the cursed? We despise the cursed and we do not esteem that person. Jesus was despised and we esteemed him not as the Bible says (Isa 53:3, 4). That is what Jesus made himself in his silent submission to God when he walked toward Golgotha carrying his own cross and when he received nails in his palms and in his feet. He did not even moan according to John.

While he was lifted up in silence, he was surrounded with lots of noise. Look at verses 19-22. “Pilate had a notice prepared and fastened to the cross. It read: JESUS OF NAZARETH, THE KING OF THE JEWS.” That was the crime by which Jesus was crucified according to Pilate’ sentence.  “Many of the Jews read this sign, for the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city, and the sign was written in Aramaic, Latin and Greek.” The chief priests of the Jews protested to Pilate, “Do not write ‘The King of the Jews,’ but that this man claimed to be king of the Jews.” Pilate answered, “What I have written, I have written.” Why did the Jews protest about the notice? They wanted to make sure that Jesus’ claim was wrong and they were right. Why did Pilate insist on keeping the notice? He wanted to be legally correct. He exercised his authority to defend his act and the Jews couldn’t budge. What is the significance of the notice? The truth is declared that Jesus is the King of the Jews. The truth of the King of the Jews is declared in daylight in the universal language. What is the truth of the King of the Jews? He is the one whom they despised and killed. He is the God of Israel whom they put to death. Never before and never will there be the One like him, God who is put to death by his own and was declared to be their God by their murder of him. He certainly is the One and Only who alone indeed deserves to be called the Almighty. No one has ever heard of God who is dead and who is alive but he declares to be the One. The sign which was made by Pilate was God’s declaration. Jesus of Nazareth is indeed the King of the Jews forever and ever. We praise him for his appearance. We thank him for his labor of suffering. He has redeemed us by his suffering.

The author records two more things which happened in Jesus’ crucifixion. Look at verses 23-24. What did the soldiers do when they crucified Jesus? “When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took his clothes, dividing them into four shares, one for each of them, with the undergarment remaining. This garment was seamless, woven in one piece from top to bottom. ‘Let's not tear it,’ they said to one another. ‘Let's decide by lot who will get it.’” Why did they do such a disgusting thing? Perhaps that was their practice. The soldiers divide their spoils. They show the truth of our survival. We divide our spoils. We live by the dividends of the spoils. Perhaps they were bored. They just played the game of dividing their spoils and that is pretty much the truth of our life. In other words, there is nothing strange about their behavior. They just show the raw picture of how we survive, the truth which often surfaces in the dog-eat-dog struggle of daily life or particularly, during wartime. Still, we do not want to face or admit this truth. That is why we consider the soldiers’ behavior disgusting.

In verse 24b is the gospel message regarding the disgusting truth of human survival. Let’s read verse 24b. “This happened that the scripture might be fulfilled which said, ‘They divided my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing.’ So this is what the soldiers did.” What is significant that the scripture was fulfilled in their act? Psalm 22 from which came the quotation is the prophecy of the coming One who by his suffering would redeem those who fear God. In our nature, we share the same sin with the soldiers. We will be redeemed when we learn to fear God by remembering Jesus whose clothes were divided by the soldiers. We should not fool ourselves by passing judgment on the soldiers. We should learn to fear God who revealed himself in Jesus.

The author tells us one more thing in verses 25-27. Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother's sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When Jesus saw his mother there, and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he broke the silence. He said to his mother, “Dear woman, here is your son,” and to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” Verse 27b says, “From that time on, this disciple took her into his home.” Who were standing near the cross of Jesus? They were those who loved Jesus. Why were they there? That was all they could do. How did Jesus help them? He loved them. What do you learn in the brief record of Jesus’ love and care and of those who were close to him? We learn from their example that to love Jesus means to be with Jesus in his suffering. We learn from Jesus that he was not self-absorbed though he was intensely devoted to God. On the cross he took care of his own. I am not talking about his generosity. I am talking about the truth that by being crucified he restored them to love one another and to love God. It was good that he was crucified. It was love that he was crucified. The goodness of God is shown. The love has appeared. That is what moves us. What is the relevance of Jesus’ care for his mother and the disciple to us? He saves us from the misguided understanding of personal faith which has become a self-centered, self-absorbed practice. Most scholars think that the disciple was John, the author of this gospel narrative. He was a man who wanted the love from Jesus. Though he stood by the cross he couldn’t love Jesus as the Lord did. Verse 27b shows that he was created new at this time. He became like Jesus who loves. He began to take care of Jesus’ mother as his mother. He would take care of all of God’s children. May the record in verses 25-27 create Jesus’ own who love. 

III. The death of Jesus (28-37)

The author tells us of two things in the record of how Jesus died in verses 28-30. Verse 28 says, “Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, ‘I am thirsty.’ A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus' lips. When he had received the drink, Jesus said, ‘It is finished.’ With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.” Why did Jesus say, “I am thirsty”? He did because he was thirsty. He didn’t perform this act in order to match the prophecy. It was the author who interpreted the words in reference of Psalm 69:21. What did they give to Jesus at his request? They gave vinegar as was prophesied in Psalm. The vinegar was more of an insult according to Psalm. What did Jesus mean by saying, “It is finished”? He meant that he completed his assignment. That is how Jesus finished his life on earth. What do you learn of Jesus in the way he finished his life?

Man either struggle for his life or give in to death at the time of his death. Jesus committed himself to God. Though he was thoroughly devoted to serving God, he did not indulge in himself nor in his service, nor was he self-absorbed. Thus, he became the beginning of the new people who love God, the Creator of God’s own. By his death he gave life.

The story in verses 31-37 gives us a deeper conviction. Look at verses 31-33. “Now it was the day of Preparation, and the next day was to be a special Sabbath. Because the Jews 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 soldiers therefore came and broke the legs of the first man who had been crucified with Jesus, and then those of the other. But when they came to Jesus and found that he was already dead, they did not break his legs. Instead, one of the soldiers pierced Jesus' side with a spear, bringing a sudden flow of blood and water.” Why did the soldiers break the legs of the other two who were crucified next to Jesus? They hastened the death of the two. Why did they pierce Jesus’ side? They did because he was already dead. We still do not understand why the soldiers acted out such an abuse on the already dead.
What does the author say about the cruelty of piercing the side of Jesus? Look at verse 35. “The man who saw it has given testimony, and his testimony is true. He knows that he tells the truth, and he testifies so that you also may believe.” The first thing which the author emphasizes is that the testimony is true. What is “the truth” which the witness testifies to? How does the witness know “that he tells the truth”? He means that Jesus who was pierced in his side is the truth. He knows that he speaks the truth because he is testifying to Jesus whose side was pierced. What does the author mean by his emphatic words in verse 35? He means the record of Jesus whose side was pierced is the power of God for the salvation of making man to believe. What does the quotes of the scripture testify to his confession? Look at verse 36-37. “These things happened so that the scripture would be fulfilled: ‘Not one of his bones will be broken,’ and, as another scripture says, ‘They will look on the one they have pierced.’” Jesus who surely died is the Lord our God. By being pierced in his side, he became the object of our faith by which we are saved. Why do we celebrate the death of Jesus? Why do we call the dead Jesus our Lord and Christ? Why do we talk about the cruel act of the soldiers? It reminds us that Jesus is on the Cross being put to death, being pierced, that is, by us. That was how he became the object of our faith. That is how he saves us. That is why we repeat the cruel story of his death. By being reminded of him who was pierced in his side, we enter the realm of the truth.

IV. Jesus is laid in the new tomb (38-42)

In verses 38-41, the author tells us that Jesus is laid in the new tomb by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus. Look at those verses. “Later, Joseph of Arimathea asked Pilate for the body of Jesus. Now Joseph was a disciple of Jesus, but secretly because he feared the Jews. With Pilate's permission, he came and took the body away. He was accompanied by Nicodemus, the man who earlier had visited Jesus at night. Nicodemus brought a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds. Taking Jesus' body, the two of them wrapped it, with the spices, in strips of linen. This was in accordance with Jewish burial customs. At the place where Jesus was crucified, there was a garden, and in the garden a new tomb, in which no one had ever been laid. Because it was the Jewish day of Preparation and since the tomb was nearby, they laid Jesus there.” 

What is significant of their service of Jesus to bury him? They were the typical lukewarm believers. Now they came out of the closet at the worst time. They show that they loved Jesus as Jesus loved God the Father. What a surprise! They loved Jesus as Jesus loved the Father by his death on the cross! They crucified themselves along with Jesus. They joined the dead, the unclean, the cursed, the abandoned. By his death Jesus created the two new individuals. Verse 40 says that they prepared Jesus’ body according to the Jewish custom. That means they became the witness of Jesus’ death. What was special about the tomb? That was a new tomb. What is the significance of that? It seems the author wants to emphasize the new beginning. Verse 42 supports this assumption. By burying Jesus according to the Jewish custom, they prepared for the Passover as their ancestors prepared for the Passover. Tomorrow will be the Passover, the new beginning of the new creation. By his death he created new people. By his burial he opened the Passover for us.
