
“Our Death-Defeating Hero” 

John 19-20 

Throughout human history, perhaps no greater fear has existed in the minds of human 

beings than the fear of death and dying.  In fact, the fear of death is the underlying fear 

behind all sorts of other phobias: 

• Arachnophobia—fear of spiders 

• Claustrophobia—fear of enclosed spaces 

• Glossophobia—fear of public speaking 

Ultimately, all of these fears come back to an underlying fear of death and the 

uncertainty it brings.  Just this week I heard about a company called ‘Alcor’ which is 

based in Arizona and specializes in human cryogenics.  For a ‘small’ price of $250k, this 

company will swap out your blood with antifreeze after you are dead and keep your 

corpse on ice until the science of ‘resuscitation’ is discovered.  More than a thousand 

people are on the waiting list, and they have already had some famous people go 

through with it after death.  Ted Williams, the baseball player, for example. 

Mankind has always sought some way to try and prolong his life by cheating death.  And 

yet no matter how hard we try, death is inevitable.  Now I’m not trying to be morbid, but 

sooner or later, one day all of us will take our final breath.  My heart will stop beating in 

my chest, my blood will cease to circulate throughout my body, and someone will make 

the pronouncement that I have died.  

Benjamin Franklin—“In this world, nothing can be said to be certain, except death and 

taxes.”  

I don’t know who coined the phrase, but perhaps you've heard it said that death is the 

‘great equalizer.’  No matter how successful of a person you are, no matter how many 

friends you have, and no matter how many people know your name, to the rich and to 

the poor, to the old and to the young—death comes to us all. 

This is why the gospel is such good news to those who believe.   



By dying, Jesus Christ paid the penalty for my sin.  And by rising from the grave, Jesus 

Christ has secured my salvation and given me eternal life.  

The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the single most important event in human 

history.  It is the fulcrum upon which all of history turns, for it literally changed the course 

of human history.  The gospel is not simply that Jesus died for sins.  I feel that too often 

in our preaching we leave Christ on the cross.  Jesus died, but Jesus is not dead.  The 

full gospel is that Jesus died for sins and rose to life again. 

Because of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, those who trust in Him have no 

need to fear death.  The truth that Jesus conquered the grave as our death-defeating 

hero is what gives confidence to our lives and propels us forward in our mission. 

For this reason, the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the lynchpin of Christianity.  Without 

it, we would have no gospel.  Nor would we have any hope for life beyond death.  If 

Jesus Christ were not raised, Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15 that we would still be in our 

sins.  And those of us who believe would be, of all people, the most pitied. 

Perhaps no other gospel writer goes into as much detail explaining the events of the 

cross as does the apostle John.  After all, of all the disciples, John was the only one 

who was present with Jesus in His final hours.  John was there at the foot of the cross, 

and his perspective is unique.  In his gospel account, he presents Jesus as our death-

defeating Hero.  Rather than being defeated by death, John wants us to know that 

Jesus Christ conquered it through His vicarious death and victorious resurrection. 

1.  He willingly EMBRACED His death on the cross 

John takes great length to go into detail in order to describe for us how Jesus died upon 

the cross.  It is important for the reader to understand that Jesus did not simply go into a 

coma and revive in the coolness of the tomb.  He did not faint or swoon upon the cross; 

John is very specific in that he tells us that Jesus physically died.  He was on the cross 

from 9am to 3pm, which means He suffered for six agonizing hours.  However, it was 

not uncommon for victims of crucifixion to remain alive on the cross for more than 24 

hours.  Often, the Romans would leave crucified criminals on the cross for the 



scavengers to ravage their corpses.  Yet John tells us that the Jews wanted the whole 

procedure to be sped up because of Passover.  If the bodies of those who had been 

crucified were kept on the cross, in their minds it would defile the land.  One can’t help 

but see how their blatant hypocrisy stands out. 

32—So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first, and of the other who had been 

crucified with him. 

Since crucifixion was essentially death by asphyxiation, breaking the legs of the victim 

would speed up death as they could no longer push up on the spikes through their feet.  

They would suffocate. 

Notice what John says: 

33—But when they came to Jesus and saw that He was already dead, they did not 

break His legs. 

Remember that Jesus ‘gave up’ His spirit.  He had the say so over His own life and 

death, as One in full control.  It was by His own authority that He laid down His life, and 

by His own authority He would take it up again. 

34—But one of the soldiers pierced His side with a spear, and at once there came out 

blood and water. 

The blood and water is perhaps evidence that Jesus’ heart burst in His chest.  The pain 

of enduring separation as our sin-bearer, as well as the physical torture, caused His 

heart to break.  Medically, the rapid heartbeat brought on by hypovolemic shock causes 

fluid to gather around the heart and lungs, something called pericardial effusion.  This 

also serves as evidence that Jesus had died. 

35—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. 

John is writing an eyewitness, one who was present at the foot of the cross.  Of all the 

disciples, John was the only one who stayed while the others fled in fear.  John was 

there as Jesus died, and he saw it with his own eyes.  



36—For these things took place that the Scripture might be fulfilled: Not one of His 

bones will be broken. 

37—And again another Scripture says, They will look on Him who they have pierced. 

Notice that John says it all took place to fulfill Scripture.  

The fact that Jesus’ legs were not broken while the others beside Him were is fulfillment 

of Old Testament prophecy.  John sees this as fulfillment of Exodus 12:46 and the 

instructions that were given about the Passover lamb.  Moses gave specific instructions 

that the Passover lamb was to be roasted whole, and no bone was to be broken.   

David wrote: 

Psalm 22:16-18—“For dogs encompass Me; a company of evildoers encircles Me; 
they have pierced My hands and feet—I can count all My bones—they stare and 
gloat over Me; they divide My garments among them, and for My clothing they 
cast lots.” 

John sees the thrust of the spear into Jesus’ side as yet another fulfillment of prophecy: 

Zechariah 12:10—“And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and pleas for mercy, so that, when they look on Me, 
on Him whom they have pierced, they shall mourn for Him, as one mourns for an 
only child, and weep bitterly over Him, as one weeps over a firstborn.” 

Jesus Christ willingly gave up His life by embracing death on the cross, and as such, 

has destroyed death’s hold. 

Hebrews 2:14-15—“That through death He might destroy the one who has the 
power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death 
were subject to lifelong slavery.” 

This is what C.S. Lewis had in mind in his Narnia tales. 



The Chronicles of Narnia by C.S. Lewis is about four children who find a magic 

wardrobe leading to a mystical land called Narnia.  To defeat the White Witch, who 

holds the land under her evil spells, they must join forces with Aslan, the King of Narnia. 

One of the four children, Edmund, has been promised a lofty position in the kingdom by 

the Witch if he will bring his siblings to her.  He succumbs to the temptation, only to find 

that she has used him as a pawn.  When Edmund is rescued from the Witch's clutches 

and brought under the care of Aslan, the Witch protests.  According to the laws of 

Narnia, Edmund—a guilty traitor—must die.  In Lewis’ tale, Aslan saves him, however, 

by willingly dying in his place. 

In the movie version of this scene, Susan and her sister, Lucy, are walking away from 

the stone table on which Aslan's lifeless body lies, when suddenly the ground shakes.  

They stumble and turn around to see the stone table broken in two and Aslan's body is 

no longer there.  “Susan!” shouts Lucy. “What have they done?” asks Susan as they 

approach the stone table.  And suddenly, Aslan appears, and the children shout for joy.  

As the girls hug the huge lion, Susan perplexedly says, “But we saw the knife, the 

witch…”  Aslan responds, “If the witch knew the true meaning of sacrifice, she might 

have interpreted the Deep Magic differently; that when a willing victim, who has 

committed no treachery, is killed in a traitor's stead, the stone table will crack, and even 

death itself will turn backwards.” 

Lewis used this as a way to illustrate how the willing death of Jesus broke the power of 

death held by Satan.  Down through the centuries of time, the devil had a trump card 

when it came to death.  The soul that sins, it shall die.  And yet by the grace of God, 

Jesus Christ tasted death for every man.  By becoming obedient to the death of the 

cross, Jesus has taken death’s sting away by receiving the penalty of death in Himself. 

2.  He powerfully OVERWHELMED the grave by His resurrection 

As our death-defeating Hero, not only did Jesus destroy death’s power through His own 

death.  Notice how He also emptied the grave of its strength through His own bodily 

resurrection. 



Notice how in verse 38, John gives details about how the body of Jesus was taken by 

Joseph of Arimathea and was buried in a borrowed tomb.  John mentions that the body 

was taken and wrapped in linen cloths, and was packed with 75 pounds of spices 

according to Jewish custom. 

41—Now in the place where He was crucified there was a garden, and in the garden a 

new tomb in which no one had yet been laid. 

The other gospels tell us that it was Joseph’s own tomb. 

42—So because of of the Jewish day of Preparation, since the tomb was close at hand, 

they laid Jesus there. 

And so as Jesus is taken down from the cross, His body is prepared and buried in a 

tomb.  At this point, His disciples are in hiding in the fear that the Jewish authorities 

would be coming to arrest them and perhaps they themselves would suffer the same 

fate.  While they are in hiding, notice that chapter 20 begins by saying: 

1—Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene came to the tomb early, while it 

was still dark, and saw that the stone had been taken away from the tomb. 

Mary is shocked to find that the stone that had sealed the entrance to the tomb was off 

to the side, and the tomb was empty.  She runs to find Peter and John, and notice that 

her immediate response is that someone had taken away Jesus’ body: 

2—They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid 

Him. 

Peter and John run to the tomb, and they too find it empty.  The linen grave cloths were 

still there, but the face cloth was folded in a place by itself.  John says that he went in, 

saw, and believed. 

9—for as yet they did not understand the Scripture, that He must rise from the dead. 



Even though Jesus had repeatedly told His disciples about His own resurrection, they 

didn’t understand.  John says that their bewilderment stemmed from failure to 

understand the Scripture. 

Psalm 16:10-11—“For You will not abandon My soul to Sheol, or let your holy one 
see corruption.  You make known to Me the path of life; in Your presence there is 
fullness of joy; at Your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” 

John 2:19—“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” 

The Scripture said that Messiah would rise again.  

I often wonder how much we fail to see simply because we fail to understand the 

Scripture?  So much of our frustration in life can be attributed to ignorance of the truth.  

Our lives are often spiritually impoverished because of our failure to spend time with 

God in His Word, sitting at Christ’s feet. 

You will notice down in verse 11 that Mary returns to the tomb, weeping because she 

thought that the authorities had stolen the Lord’s body.  All of the sudden, what would 

later be revealed as two angelic messengers engage her in conversation, asking her 

why she was weeping. 

13—She said to them, They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they 

have laid Him. 

Verse 14 goes on the say that she turned and saw Jesus standing there, but she didn’t 

recognize Him and merely supposed that He was the gardener. 

It is only as Jesus calls her name that she recognizes Him for who He is.  Her eyes are 

opened, and she becomes an eyewitness to the resurrection. 

In just a matter of hours, the word began to circulate that Jesus had risen from the 

dead.  The other gospels tell us that the religious leaders bribed the Roman soldiers 

that been placed on guard to say that the disciples had stolen the body while they slept. 

Other explanations throughout history have been: 



• Jesus didn’t die on the cross 

• The women went to the wrong tomb 

• The disciples stole the body 

• The disciples were delusional 

For the past 2,000 years all the way up to this very day, the ultimate question for the 

Christian faith and for our individual lives is this—Did Jesus Christ actually rise from the 

dead?  Either He did, or He did not.  If He did not rise, then we as Christians are 

wasting our time gathering here this morning.  If He did not rise, our faith is nothing 

more than some made up superstition.  If He did not rise, then there is no need for you 

to give sacrificially to His cause, no need for you to engage the world with His message, 

and no purpose behind our relationships with one another. 

This is Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15:12-19.  

But if Jesus did in fact rise from the grave, then the situation is drastically different.  If 

He did rise, nothing is more important than the proclamation of His message.  If He did 

rise, His mission demands we sacrifice everything that we have.  If He did rise, nothing 

is more important on earth than the local church.  If He did rise, then there is hope for 

every man, woman, and child. 

And yet all of the evidence that supports the resurrection is absolutely shocking.  The 

New Testament records at least ten post-resurrection appearances of Jesus: 

• to Mary Magdalene (John 20:11-18) 

• to the other women at the tomb (Matthew 28:8-10) 

• to two disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-32) 

• to Peter (Luke 24:34) 

• to ten of the other eleven apostles (Luke 24:36-43) 

• to all eleven apostles (John 20:26-31) 



• to seven apostles on the shore of Galilee (John 21) 

• to more than 500 at once (1 Corinthians 15:7) 

• to James (1 Corinthians 15:7) 

• to the apostles at the ascension (Acts 1:3-11) 

• to Saul of Tarsus on the Damascus Road (Acts 9:1-9) 

The testimony of the gospel stands for itself, as there is plenty of evidence that leads to 

the truth that Jesus Christ, rather than the grave overwhelming Him, He overwhelmed 

the grave. 

3.  He eternally SECURED the salvation of His own 

Our death-defying Hero willingly gave His life on the cross, and He powerfully 

overwhelmed the grave through His own bodily resurrection.   

Since this is true, it means that He also has secured the salvation of all who trust in 

Him. 

1 Corinthians 15:1-2—“Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I 
preached to you, which you received, in which you stand, and by which you are 
being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you—unless you believed 
in vain.” 

Notice that he says ‘by which you are saved.’ 

Paul goes on to describe the reality of the resurrection and the great theological 

importance it has for life and for the hope of salvation.  If Christ is not risen, we have no 

message to proclaim.  If Christ is not risen, we are still in sin.  And if Christ is not risen, 

we are to be pitied as fools.  But Christ IS risen, and is become the ‘first fruits.’  

If you are a Christian, your life is secure.  Your salvation is stedfast, kept by the 

enduring power of the living Christ.  You have nothing to fear in life and death, for your 

future is secure.  This is your confidence in life. 



No need to fear Satan; he has been defeated. 

Martin Luther expressed it well, and we sang it just a couple of weeks ago: 

And though this world, with devils filled, 

Should threaten to undo us, 

We will not fear, for God hath willed 

His truth to triumph through us: 

The Prince of Darkness grim, 

We tremble not for him; 

His rage we can endure, 

For lo! his doom is sure, 

One little word shall fell him. 

That word above all earthly powers, 

No thanks to them, abideth; 

The Spirit and the gifts are ours 

Through Him who with us sideth: 

Let goods and kindred go, 

This mortal life also; 

The body they may kill: 

God’s truth abideth still, 

His Kingdom is forever. 

There’s no need to fear death, and there is no need to fear the encroaching darkness of 

the hour.  Why?  Because we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us, 

gave His life for us, and ever lives to make intercession for us. 

There is no one here this morning who has not at some point felt the pain of death, 

perhaps while standing beside and looking down into an open hole in the ground, soon 

to be a loved one’s grave.  Right now, people are saying in our country, “Something’s 

not right in the world.  What’s happening?  What’s wrong?”   



When things like this happen, sometimes out of their pain and confusion, people will 

question God’s existence.  They will ask, “Where was God when I lost my husband?  

Where was God when I lost my child?  Where was God when I was lonely and hurting?  

Where was He when I needed Him the most?” 

He was right there through His own death and resurrection.   

The gospel means that He felt every ounce of heartbreak, felt every hot tear that 

streamed down your cheeks.  The cross of Jesus was God experiencing every pain and 

every disappointment and every sorrow you have ever or will ever experience out of the 

broken existence of this fallen world we live in.  He felt it all, He controls it all, and He is 

making all things new.  And when tragedy and heartbreak strike, the likes of which we 

have never seen before, it is only the truth of the empty tomb of Jesus Christ that gives 

you and me hope. 

Our death-defeating Hero is the original grave robber. 

John 11:25—“I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in Me, though 
he die, yet shall he live.” 

The promise upon which we stake our lives and hope is a Person.  Jesus is my 

resurrection life, and no matter what happens to me in this life, or to the ones I love who 

are in Christ, I am safe and eternally secure. 

Application 

Jesus Christ is our death-defeating Hero who has conquered sin and death through His 

redemptive work.  Therefore, we need to understand the very practical implications this 

has for us.  What does it mean? 

• First, we have confidence for our lives 

The fact that Jesus is our risen Lord brings great and necessary confidence to my life as 

a Christian.  It means that Christianity is not simply some religious system that was 

founded by a guy who lived, died, and convinced His followers that He had come back 

from the dead.  The truth of Christ’s resurrection is what makes Christianity unique.  You 



can pretty much visit the grave of every other world religion founder, and there you will 

find that founder’s remains.  Those religious systems were not dependent upon the 

founder’s resurrection.  Without the resurrection of Jesus, you have no Christianity. 

The resurrection is proof positive that my sins have been forgiven as someone who 

trusts in Jesus. 

It gives me the confidence that I need to know that I will never cease to have a High 

Priest who gives me complete and total access to God. 

It provides me with the confidence that I need to know that I have an Advocate who 

always lives to represent me before my Father. 

It gives me confidence to pursue personal holiness in my life, knowing that I am being 

changed into the likeness of Christ.  This is how I put sin to death in my life. 

Romans 6:1-13—“What shall we say then?  Are we to continue in sin that grace 
may abound?  By no means!  How can we who died to sin still live in it?  Do you 
not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized 
into His death?  We were buried therefore with Him by baptism into death, in 
order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we 
too might walk in newness of life.  For if we have been united with Him in a death 
like His, we shall certainly be united with Him in a resurrection like His.  We know 
that our old self was crucified with Him in order that the body of sin might be 
brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be enslaved to sin.  Now if we 
have died with Christ, we believe we believe that we also will live with Him.  We 
know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no 
longer has dominion over Him.  For the death He died He died to sin, once for all, 
but the life He lives He lives to God.  So you also must reckon yourselves dead to 
sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.”   

• Second, we have power for our mission 

Before the resurrection, the disciples are huddled in fear in an upper room.  After the 

resurrection, the disciples will see Jesus and soon be indwelt with His Spirit.  The 



mission of making disciples would be bookended by the promise of Christ’s power and 

by the reassurance of His presence.   

The resurrection empowers you and sends you to a world that desperately needs to 

hear the truth of its message. 

• Third, we have certainty for our future 

By His resurrection, Jesus Christ has emptied the grave of its power and has rendered 

death defeated once and for all.  Because He died, my sins have been crucified and 

buried and are no longer remembered.  Because He lives, I too now live through faith in 

His name.  My future is secure, and I have no need to live my life in fear or worry about 

what might happen. 

I can face tomorrow! 

All fear is gone! 

Because I know He holds the future! 

And life is worth living just because He lives! 

The enduring life of Jesus Christ reminds you and me that this world is not all there is.  

If all of our hope is bound up in the temporal things of this world, then we have no hope 

in the face of tragedy, no expectation for the future. 

Without the resurrection, nothing makes sense in life. 

Tim Keller—“Each year at Easter I get to preach on the Resurrection.  In my sermon I 

always say to my skeptical, secular friends that, even if they can’t believe in the 

resurrection, they should want it to be true.  Most of them care deeply about justice for 

the poor, alleviating hunger and disease, and caring for the environment.  Yet many of 

them believe that the material world was caused by accident and that the world and 

everything in it will eventually simply burn up.  They find it discouraging that so few 

people care about justice without realizing that their own worldview undermines any 

motivation to make the world a better place.  Why sacrifice for the needs of others if in 

the end nothing we do will make any difference?  However, if the resurrection of Jesus 



happened, that means there’s infinite hope and reason to pour ourselves out for the 

needs of the world.” 

Has the truth of Jesus Christ gripped your heart and changed your life?  I’m talking 

about something that is far more than an abstract understanding.  I am referring to 

personal application of this truth.  I’m not talking about mentally assenting to a set of 

facts—I’m talking about personally surrendering your life to Christ. 

There is a huge difference. 

Romans 10:9—“If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in 
your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.” 

After looking at the evidence for yourself, have you come to personally believe that 

Jesus Christ is risen?  Know that the gospel says that there is more involved here than 

just ascribing to the facts.  All over the Bible belt, the majority of people will say that they 

believe in the resurrection of Jesus, but undoubtedly there are plenty of them who are 

not saved from their sins. 

Mere intellectual assent does not save.  If you were to ask Satan himself if he believes 

the facts, he would say ‘yes.’ 

Scores of professing Christians have only believed half of Romans 10:9, and they think 

that they have been saved from their sins, when in reality they are not.  They give lip-

service to Jesus as Savior, but they have yet to surrender their life to Him as Lord, as 

the death-defeating Hero that He is, worthy of their worship and full devotion. 

The crucial question to be answered is this one—“Will you repent of your sin and 

surrender your life to Jesus Christ as Lord?”  


