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Second Sunday of Easter ~ Series C ~ April 11, 2010

The Keys of Death and Hades

The text for today is from our Epistle, Revelation 1:17-18: 

“Fear not, I am the First and the Last, and the Living One.  I died, and behold I am alive forevermore.  And I have the keys of Death and Hades.”  

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Behold your risen Lord!  Jesus Christ.  The Faithful Witness.  The Firstborn of the Dead.  The Ruler of Kings on Earth.  The Alpha and Omega.  The First and Last.  The Living One.  The Keeper of the Keys of Death and Hades.  Behold, He is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see Him, even those who pierced Him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on account of Him.

We rejoice that Christ is risen and we look forward to His return in glory.  In the meantime, though, it is easy to lose sight of the grace and life and help that the risen Christ brings us now.  It was true for those churches to whom John wrote in Revelation, too.  So behold your risen Lord.

Jesus is the Faithful Witness: therefore, whatever He says is true.  When you are tempted to doubt God’s Word, remember this: Jesus always keeps His promises—and He has promised to deliver you from all of your afflictions.

On Easter morning, Jesus became the Firstborn from the Dead.  The firstborn in Jewish families was the pacesetter: other sons and daughters were blessed according to the inheritance the firstborn received.  By His death and resurrection, our High Priest, Jesus became the pacesetter among the children of God.  Through Him we have salvation and regular access to God’s throne.  We have a share of His inheritance, an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you and me (1 Peter 1:4).   

When we die, we inherit an eternal benefit from His resurrection.  Jesus promised, “Because I live, you also will live” (John 14:19).  All who are God’s children by faith will be blessed in line with the resurrection of the firstborn from the dead.  “The Lord Jesus Christ… by the power that enables Him to bring everything under His control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His glorious body” (Philippians 3:20-21).

Jesus is the Firstborn from the Dead.  The firstborn… not the one and only.  Whatever lies ahead, then, you know that just as Christ is risen from the dead, He will raise you, too.  

The great Prophet and great Priest is also our great King.  All power has been given to Jesus in heaven and on earth.  In times of deepest distress, believers know that He is in control, not just of spiritual things but also of the affairs of this world.  Jesus is “King of kings and Lord of lords” (Revelation 19:16).  History is His story; earthly rulers are temporary pretenders to the real throne (Psalm 2).  “At the name of Jesus every knee should bow” (Philippians 2:10).

Jesus is the Ruler over the Kings of the Earth.  Some rulers will be better than others.  Some will be just and some will be downright wicked.  Some will be sympathetic to your faith and others will persecute you.  But you do not put your trust in princes because, hidden behind the power and political intrigue, bluster and shenanigans, propaganda and double-speak, you rest assured that your Savior is at work.  He is King of kings and Lord of lords, and He uses all things for your good.

Jesus has loved you and washed you from your sins—and while free for you, the price was terrible for Him.  He suffered and died on that cross to save you.  He poured out His blood to free you from your sins.  Should you feel worthless and forsaken by all others, this is certain: your Savior considers you so priceless that He has washed you clean with His own blood.  Having paid such a price to redeem you, He will not forsake you now.

But not only is Jesus, King… He has made you to be kings and priests to His God and Father.  You have not been delivered from hell to sleep through eternity.  Christ has died and is risen so that you might be raised, too—to live in His glorious presence, no longer separated by sin and its curse.  Have no fear, little flock: it is the Father’s good pleasure to give you His kingdom (Luke 12:32).  For how long?  His dominion is forever and ever.  And so shall you forever be kings and priests.  

Furthermore, Jesus is coming back: “Behold, He is coming with clouds, and every eye will see Him.”  And how will He be recognized?  Not just the clouds of glory, but “every eye will see Him, even they who pierced Him.”  

Scripture holds up the pierced hands and feet and side of the Savior as a sign of His humble but victorious struggle for our salvation.  David prophesied: “They have pierced My hands and My feet” (Psalm 22:16).  Isaiah said God’s suffering servant would be “pierced for our transgressions” (Isaiah 53:5).  Zechariah echoed: “They will look on Me, the One they have pierced” (12:10).

It was His pierced hands and side that Jesus showed to His disciples in the locked upper room on the first Easter evening.  The same body piercings Jesus offered to Thomas a week later when He said to the doubting disciple: “Peace be with you.  Put your finger here, and see My hands; and put our your hand, and place it in My side.  Do not disbelieve, but believe.”  It is those pierced hands that we see represented on the altar statue, held up in a benediction of peace.

This trail of prophecy and fulfillment will end when the enemies who pierced Jesus by sin or sword stand before His judgment.  Every eye will see Him because all will be raised from the dead.  The majority will be those who rejected their Lord through unbelief and opposed His Church.  “Broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it” (Matthew 7:13).  “There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 22:13) because it is too late to repent.  But for the faithful, Jesus’ promise will come true: “I will see you again and you will rejoice.”  

Jesus will be recognized for the cross.  That’s why it’s crucial that we keep preaching Christ and Him crucified—for it’s only through the lens of the cross that you recognize Christ as your Lord and Savior.

On the Last Day, Christ will be known by all as the One who suffered and died for the sins of the world; and the world will mourn for having rejected Him.  But as for you, that is your day of resurrection, your beginning of eternal life in heaven.

All of this is within John’s greeting as he writes to these seven churches.  Time and again, he bombards them with news of what God has done for them—and time and again, he declares that this is all for the sake of Jesus, who shed His blood to save them.  And who shed His blood to save you.

Then, the vision begins.  John hears a voice, a command to write what he sees and tell it to those Christians in the seven churches.  John turns and sees seven lampstands, and in their midst one like the Son of Man.  

This is Jesus; and while the description sounds mysterious, it really isn’t.  It’s mostly out of the Old Testament book of Daniel.  In Daniel 7, “one like the Son of Man” comes on clouds before God, the “Ancient of Days,” and receives everlasting dominion over all.  In Daniel 10, He appears to Daniel in white robe and gold, His face like lightning.  This is Jesus, the Incarnate Son of God.  

In Revelation, John confirms that the Messiah prophesied in the Old Testament is the Son of God who has died and lives again, having conquered sin, death, and devil for you.  And so, finally in our text, we hear Jesus proclaim, “I have the keys of Hades and of Death.”

Jesus has the keys.  He has the keys of Hades and of Death.  In Matthew 16:19, He declares to Peter, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”  

This is big stuff.  Jesus has the keys—to heaven and death and Hades.  You couldn’t escape the prison of your grave, but Jesus unlocks the door and delivers you from your cell—and there is no power that can stop Him.  Furthermore, He has unlocked the gates of heaven for you.  

The same Lord who opened the doors of the prison for the apostles and brought them out in our First Lesson has freed you in an even more miraculous way.  By His shed blood, you are delivered from death and hell to life and heaven.

Where does this take place?  This is what ties it in to our Gospel lesson for the day, where Jesus repeats the gift of the keys to the disciples: “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  

Where does this great unlocking of doors happen?  The keys are turned with the forgiveness of sins.  This is what we call the “Office of the Keys.”  The Small Catechism calls this “the peculiar—unique—church power which Christ has given to His Church on earth to forgive the sins of penitent sinners, but to retain the sins of the impenitent as long as they do not repent.”  

That may also sound pretty mysterious, but it really is straightforward.  To all who hear, we declare God’s Law and Gospel.  We speak the truth that we’re born in sin, that the wages of sin is death.  And we declare the Good News that Christ has died for our sins and Christ is risen.  

When someone says, “I like my sin, so I’m not going to repent,” we tell them what the Word says: as long as they hold onto that sin, they still have it.  That sin is retained, bound to them—the gates of heaven are shut, the gates of hell wide open.  

And when someone repents and trusts in Christ for forgiveness, we tell them what the Word says then, too: that Jesus has taken away that sin, that they are set free for eternal life.  The gates of hell are shut for them, the gates of heaven wide open.  

This is what it means to bind and loose, to forgive and retain sins: we speak God’s Word of Law and Gospel, sin and grace.  Those who reject forgiveness remain in sin.  Those who repent and believe in Jesus are forgiven.

The Office of the Keys is a special God-given way of applying the Gospel to the individual.  In the Smalcald Articles, Martin Luther explains the various means in which this happens: “God is surpassingly rich in His grace: First, through the spoken word, by which the forgiveness of sin (the peculiar function of the Gospel) is preached to the whole world; second, through Baptism; third, through the holy Sacrament of the Altar; fourth, through the power of the keys; and finally, through the mutual conversation and consolation of brethren” (SC III IV).

  The Christian congregation by the command of Christ calls pastors to carry out the Office of the Keys publicly in His name and on behalf of the congregation.  This is not our doing: we simply declare God’s Word.  It is He who judges and it is He who gives faith and forgiveness.  We have the honor of telling people that Christ has died and risen for them.  

When called ministers of Christ deal with us by His divine command, in particular when they exclude openly unrepentant sinners from the Christian congregation and absolve those who repent of their sins and want to do better, this is just as valid and certain, even in heaven, as if Christ our dear Lord dealt with us Himself.  This is true whether the absolution is spoken in a public setting or in private confession and absolution.

It’s all about the forgiveness Jesus has won by His death and resurrection.  In fact, forgiveness takes His death and resurrection and gives it to you.  That’s what makes all His promises “yes” for you.  That’s why you’re sure that you will be raised to everlasting life.  That’s why you’re a king and a priest in the kingdom of God forever.  That’s why the Lord declares you precious and priceless, holy and righteous—it’s all for the sake of Jesus.  

That forgiveness on a continual, regular basis is your great need.  And it is Christ’s greatest gift.  That is also why we return to speak of Christ and His forgiveness every Sunday here.  It is not fashionable for churches to return to the message of forgiveness every week, but only forgiveness locks hell and opens heaven for you—for only Christ and His forgiveness give life.  

You use your house keys daily for your safety: daily, rejoice in Jesus’ forgiveness for your eternal well-being.  That’s what He told the disciples to proclaim in our Gospel lesson, and that is what prepares you for His return in glory on the Last Day.  Daily confess your sins and receive Jesus’ peace and blessing through His Word and Sacraments.  

Rejoice, dear friends in Christ!  Your Savior is risen from the dead!  And He holds the keys to Hades and death and heaven.  He has shut hell for you and flung wide the gates of heaven with this gracious promise: for His sake, you are forgiven for all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
