“WHAT CHRISTMAS MEANS”

or

“WHEN GOD MADE FOOTPRINTS ON EARTH”

(Hebrews 2:14-15)

“Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood, He also Himself likewise took part of the same; that through death He might destroy Him that had the power of death, that is, the devil; And deliver them, who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage” (KJV)

“Since, therefore, (these His) children share in flesh and blood — that is, in the physical nature of human beings — He (Himself) in a similar manner partook of the same (nature), that by (going through) death He might bring to nought and make of no effect him who had the power of death, that is, the devil; And also that He might deliver and completely set free all those who through the (haunting) fear of death were held in bondage throughout the whole course of their lives” (Amplified Bible)

When Communism was at its height of influence and control, a Christian journalist, visiting Moscow, was in lively conversation with a Russian journalist who spoke fluent English.  The Russian was trying to convince his Western colleague that the most significant event in the history of the world took place in Moscow in 1917, the year of the Marxist revolution.  When the workers of the world begin to unite to throw off the chains of capitalism, all history took a new direction.  The journalist from the “decadent” West said nothing till the end of this passionate exposition of the blessings Lenin and Marx had brought to the world.  Then with great restrain he asked a question:

“You tell me that 1917 was the most important date in the history of the world; but pray tell me, 1917 YEARS AFTER WHAT?”

One awesome night, God walked down the stairs of Heaven with a Baby in His Arms.  On that eternity-packed night, God put on a human face and began to grow hands and feet.  Beginning at that point and for thirty-three years afterward, God left human footprints on the earth.  We call the Event by which God made contact with the human race the Birth of Christ.  But what actually took place when Christ was born?  
I.  HE ACCEPTED OUR FLESH

First, when Christ was born, God accepted our flesh in the Person of His Son, Jesus Christ.  Someone beautifully said, “Jesus is the Christmas name of God.”  Jesus is the name that identifies God in His incarnation in human flesh.  The text says, “As the children are partakers of (co-sharers in) flesh and blood, He Himself likewise took part of (co-shared in) the same.”  It is important that we note a significant lingual change in the words that are used here.  Two terms in the text sound very much alike:  we are partakers…, and Jesus also took part of the same.”  The word translated “partakers,” the word that describes man’s universal participation in “flesh and blood”, is the Greek word koinoneo.  You will recognize this as the word for “fellowship”.   It means “to hold something in common.”  It means that all human beings hold in common that they are constitutionally “flesh and blood.”  In the text, the verb is in the perfect tense, which means that from one past point, all human beings have been co-sharers in flesh and blood, and that all living human beings remain co-sharers in flesh and blood to this day.  Of course, that one past point is the creation of the first human being, Adam. From Adam’s creation, flesh and blood have been common to all human beings.  There is no such thing as a human being who is not flesh and blood. However, the word translated “took part”, referring to Jesus, is a different word altogether.  This translates a verb which means, “to take hold of something which is not naturally one’s own kind.”  You see, flesh and blood has been “man’s own kind” from the beginning of his existence, but flesh and blood did not belong to Jesus (in all of His eternal pre-existence) until His human conception, birth, and incarnation.  Previous to that time, He had eternally been the Second Person of the Godhead, and only pure spirit!  Previous to His human conception, He had no human body.  But when He was conceived in Mary’s womb, He took hold of human flesh as His own nature, and this had not previously been natural to Him.  His eternal essence as God did not change, but His personal expression of His existence changed—adding a human nature!   
What “children” does the writer have in mind in our text?  He is probably referring to all of God’s children, but the rule holds in any case.  The statement is true of every mother’s child.  All human beings co-share in flesh and blood.  And the point is that, beginning at His conception,  Jesus has accepted the same human “flesh and blood” nature to Himself.  The implications of this statement are staggering and far-reaching.

First, this means that a bond has been established between God and man.  It means that God and man “are all of one” nature (verse 11).    God is now “bone of our bone, and flesh of our flesh.”  Remarkably, the term “flesh and blood” is used only five times in the New Testament.  It is used in the chapter of the Great Confession, Matthew 16.  When Simon Peter said to Jesus, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God,” Jesus responded by saying, “Happy are you, Simon, for flesh and blood did not reveal this unto you, but My Father Who is in heaven.”  Flesh and blood does not have the innate capacity to “see into” the things of God.  Then the phrase “flesh and blood” is used in I Corinthians 15:50, which says that “flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom of God.”  The two are in different dimensions altogether.  In Galatians 1:16, Paul said, “When it please God to reveal His Son in me . . . immediately I conferred not with flesh and blood.”  In Ephesians 6:12, Paul opens his great statement about “the whole armor of God” with the words, “For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities and powers, . . .”  And the other use of this phrase is in the statement of our text in Hebrews 2:14.  In all cases, “flesh and blood” is used to describe man in his abject frailty and potential mortality.  And God has established a bond between Himself and that handicapped humanity in the Incarnation of Jesus!
Let me illustrate this Incarnational truth with an Old Testament story  from the fourteenth chapter of Genesis.  When Abraham received the news that Lot had been taken in battle with all of his household and all of his possessions, Abraham might have responded with the attitude, “Well, he deserves such treatment; he made his bed, now let him lie in it!”  But he didn’t respond in this way at all.  He didn’t seem to even stop to consider his nephew’s selfishness, or self-curled ambition, or blatant ingratitude.  The bond of flesh and blood between Abraham and Lot left no place for revenge in Abraham.  Instead, that bond demanded immediate action on Abraham’s part to secure the release of his unworthy nephew Lot and the recovery   of Lot’s possessions.  The same kind of flesh and blood bond unites us to Christ.  All consideration of our unworthiness was swept aside.  Having accepted our flesh and blood, He acted to rescue and recover us from our bondage in sin in spite of our terrible unworthiness.  
Author Philip Jenks popularized the problem of this bond when he wrote: “The human body can be an uncomfortable thing to carry around with us.  It sweats and smells when it is hot, reacts violently to poison ivy, and seldom gets you through a hushed social situation without making odd gastric noises.  It too soon grows wrinkled and misshapen, unless one tries to postpone the process by starving it, which causes its arches to fall.  When moments of crisis arise which call upon it to summon its reserves of sinew and strength, it wants to go to the bathroom.  It also comes with no guarantees, and with a built-in obsolescence.  Why in the world would Almighty God want to put on a human body?”  Why, indeed?

If we were ever to be made “like Him,” He first had to be made like us.  If He is to give us His Spirit, He must first take our flesh.  If we were ever to become partakers of the Divine nature, He must first be partaker of our human nature.  We were flesh and blood by nature, but He became flesh and blood by choice.  Why?  The bottom line is this:  

         He now has flesh that can be rent and torn;

                                 He now has blood that can be shed;

         He now has a nature that is capable of dying!
Not only did the coming of Jesus establish a bond between God and man, but His Humanity means that a brotherhood has been experienced between flesh and blood men and the human Son of God.  Verse 11 of Hebrews 2 says, “For both He that sanctifieth and they who are sanctified are all of one: for which cause He is not ashamed to call them brethren.”  The New American Standard Version translates it, “For both He who sanctifies (Jesus) and those who are sanctified (believers in Him) are all from one Father.”  It is this common Fatherhood of the Son of God and the children of God that creates the brotherhood.   
This is so staggering that I must add, And He doesn’t regard us as poor relations, either!  Verses 12 and 13 quote Jesus as saying, “I will declare Thy Name unto My brethren, in the midst of the church will I sing praise unto Thee.  And again, I will put my trust in Him.  And again, Behold I and the children which God has given Me.”  Verse 17 adds, “Wherefore in all things it behooved Him to be made like unto His brethren.”  Meditate awhile on these words: Jesus calls us His “brethren”!  

The later chapters of the book of Genesis  (Genesis 37-45) contain a beautiful illustration of this “brethren”  truth.  Joseph’s brothers had treated him shamefully.  They did not try to hide their extreme distaste for their idealistic brother.  They abused him, mistreated him, rejected him, and finally sold him into Egyptian slavery.  They spurned their family tie, their brotherhood, and their father.  However, many years later, when they had repented in brokeness, Joseph was not ashamed  to call them “brethren.”  He forgave their earlier atrocities against Him and received them freely.  Though they were outcast shepherds from Israel, Joseph took them into the presence of the Pharaoh himself and presented them before his throne — and they were accepted by him because of Joseph.  The Gospel parallel is obvious.  Though all men have committed treasonous crimes against God and His anointed, Jesus is still not ashamed to call us His “brethren.”  When we repent, He forgives the sins of our rebellion and receives us freely.  Though we are “afar off from God” (Ephesians 2:13) and “alienated from Him”  (Ephesians 4:18), He identifies with us and takes us into the very Presence of God Himself and presents us before Him — and wonder of wonders, because of Jesus we are accepted by Him!

So the story of Christmas could be entitled “A Brother to the Rescue!”  Jesus accepted our human flesh, and became Elder Brother to all mankind!  Then He created a spiritual brotherhood which includes all true believers in Him.  Now, we are bonded with Him as brothers in God’s Forever Family!
II.  HE ACCOSTED OUR FOE

Second, when Christ was born, God accosted our foe in the Person of His Son, Jesus Christ.  In fact, he accepted our flesh in order to accost our foe.  His “flesh and blood” coming had to do with “our adversary the devil.”  It had to do with “that old serpent, the devil.” 

Jesus accepted our flesh in order that He might accost our foe.  He became flesh and blood “that through death He might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil.”  Every student of the book of Hebrews knows what a massive and monumental book it is.  However, in all the sprawling content of this book, and with all the mighty issues it deals with, the only mention of the devil in the entire book is in our text (2:14).  
One of my preacher friends described Satan as “the one who uses people up, and then throws them away.”  The force of Satan is a little like the law of gravity.  Gravity is no real problem until you try to lift something.  Satan, you see, does not concentrate on something already in his control.  The only person who does not believe that the Devil is a real and powerful foe is the person who has never attempted to combat him or his ways.  Henry Martyn, the great missionary to India, said, “When I entered the way of Christ, the serpent threw off his mask.”  A simple primitive tribesman in a remote land may be wiser at this point than a drugged intellectual in a sophisticated society.  My concern at this point is not for fashionable teaching, but for Biblical teaching.  It is enough for me that Jesus took Satan seriously.  Satan is a real and powerful foe, and Jesus came to “face him down” and defeat Him.

To see how Jesus accosted our foe, look at Luke 11:21-22, where Jesus stated the entire cosmic drama involving Satan in a two-verse parable.  He said, “When a strong man armed keeps his palace, his goods are at peace: But when a stronger than he shall come upon him, and overcome him, he taketh from him all his armor wherein he trusted, and divideth his spoils.”  Linger awhile over this great statement, pondering it word by word, phrase by phrase.  The “strong man armed” is Satan.  The Philips paraphrase refers to Satan as “a strong man armed to the teeth.  “When a strong man armed keeps his palace.”  The word “keep” here means to “guard.”  The “strong man’s palace” is the world.  So the world is like a palace with many valuable goods in it , and Satan, the strong man, guards his palace.  He is temporarily “the god of this world,” and he jealously guards his province.  As long as the strong man guards his palace undisturbed, “his good are at peace.”  “His goods” are lost souls, Satan’s property because of sin.  Every lost person is owned and operated by Satan until Jesus sets him free.  Listen to the entire verse again: “When a strong man armed guards his palace, his goods are at peace.”  Now, “the rest of the story.”

“But (thank God for that word!) when a stronger than he shall come upon him, and overcome him, he taketh from him all his armor wherein he trusted, and divideth his spoils.”  What a stupendous statement!  The “stronger than he” is Jesus.  He has “come upon Satan.”  Jesus has invaded Satan’s palace to destroy and to deliver!  He has “overcome him.”  The word means to “bind.”  Jesus has entered Satan’s palace and bound the strong man.  And He has “taken from him all his armor wherein he trusted.”  So Jesus has disarmed Satan (see Colossians 2:14-16).  He has drawn the firing pen from his rifle.  So all of Satan’s bluster today is sheer bluff.  

Helmut Thielicke, the great German pastor who led his people to outlast Hitler, said, “The serpent’s tail may rattle but his head is already crushed.”  Indeed, Satan today is like Hitler after the summer of 1942.  Though it was “all over” for him when General Rommel, the “desert fox,” was defeated in the summer of 1942, with his crazed mind, Hitler kept fighting harder.  And though he inflicted heavy damage as a “cornered rat,” the final disposition of the war was a foregone conclusion.  And so it is with Satan today.  And Jesus is “dividing his spoils” with those who join Him in the mop-up operation.  Christ’s representatives (all believers) are here to “rummage through the ruins” of Satan’s palace and spoil his goods.  What are we looking for in the palace?  Sins?  No.  Substance?  No.  The souls of men!  
Let me summarize the manner in which Jesus accosted our foe.  I will follow the symbolic ideas of this parable of Jesus.  1. Jesus came into Satan’s palace.  That is what Christmas is all about.  2.  Jesus conquered Satan’s power.  He “overcame him.”  3.  Jesus captured Satan’s possessions.  “He took from him his armor wherein he trusted.”  4.  Jesus claimed Satan’s property.  “He divided his spoils.”  

Let me appeal to another parable to explain the relation of the Christian to Satan today.  Larry Christenson wrote a tiny tract entitled The Old Landlord.  Let me quote a part of it.  

“Think of yourself as living in an apartment house.  You have lived there under a landlord who has made your life miserable.  He charged you exorbitant rent and when you couldn’t pay he loaned you money at a fearful rate of interest, to get you further into his debt.  

The landlord came barging into your apartment at all hours of the day and night, wrecked and dirtied the place up, and then charged you extra for not maintaining the premises.  Your life was a misery. 

Then came someone who said, ‘I’ve taken over this apartment house.  I’ve purchased it.  And you can live here as long as you like, free.  The rent is paid up.  I am going to be living here with you in the manager’s apartment.’  What a joy!  You are saved!  You are delivered out of the clutches of that old landlord! 

But what happens?  You have hardly had time to rejoice in your new-found freedom when a knock comes at the door.  And there he is — the old landlord: mean, glowering and demanding as ever.  He has come for the rent, he says.  What do you do?  Do you pay him?  Of course you don’t!  Do you go out and bop him on the nose?  No — he’s bigger than you!  

You quietly and confidently tell him, ‘You’ll have to take that up with the new manager.’  He may bellow and threaten, may wheedle and cajole, but you simply tell him, ‘Take it up with the new manager.’  Even if he comes back a dozen times, with all sorts of threats and arguments, waving all sorts of legal-looking papers in your face, you calmly tell him,’Take it up with the new manager.’

And you know, he has to.  And he knows he has to.  He simply hopes that he can bluff and threaten and deceive you into doubting that the new manager will really take care of things.

Now this is the situation of the Christian.  Once Christ has delivered you from the power of sin and the devil you can rest assured the old landlord will soon come knocking at the door.  And what is your defense?  How do you keep him from getting the whip hand over you again?  You send him to Jesus, telling him, ‘Take it up with the new manager!’”

Jesus has powerfully and victoriously accosted our foe.

III. HE ACCOMPLISHED OUR FREEDOM 
Finally, when Christ came, God not only  accepted our flesh and accosted our foe, He has also accomplished our freedom in the Person of His Son, Jesus Christ.  Jesus co-shared flesh and blood with us, in order that “through death He might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil, And deliver them, who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage.”  There are four words which begin with the letter “D” in that statement, and clear connections should be drawn between them.  Two pairs of these “D” words should be connected together.  Two of the words are nouns—“death” and “devil,” and two of them are verbs—“destroy” and “deliver.”  The connection between the devil and death is made somewhat clear in our text.  Death is Satan’s stock-in-trade; death is the devil’s “business.”  Jesus said, “The thief (Satan) comes not except to . . . kill” (John 10:10).  Satan loves to kill man—body, soul and spirit.  He loves to kill him physically, psychologically, spiritually and eternally.  But the death referred to in Hebrews 2:14, 15 is the death of the body, or physical death.  

The two “D” verbs of the text define and describe the freedom Jesus has accomplished for us as His children.  First, Jesus came to “destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil.”  However, it is clear that Satan is not “destroyed” if the common use of that word is intended.  A popular author wrote a book some years ago entitled, Satan Is Alive and Well on Planet Earth.  I am not so sure about how “well” Satan is, but he is certainly alive on planet earth.  He certainly has not been “destroyed,” if we accept the usual meaning of that word.  So what is meant?

The key is in the meaning of the word, “destroyed.”  The word translated “destroyed” is not the word for annihilation.  It does not mean “put out of existence,” but rather, “put out of business.”  The word means to “render inoperative” or to “nullify.”  It is the word that would be used for a rifle after the firing pen has been removed.  Clearly, the rifle has not been put out of existence.  It still has its usual appearance, and may also have its usual threat.  But it has been put out of business.  It cannot shoot an intended victim anymore.  This is what Jesus has done with regard to Satan and his key weapon, death.  But how did He put Satan’s use of death out of business?  The text answers, “through death.” 

The Son of God became human “that through death He might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil.”  So the weapon Jesus used to render Satan’s use of death inoperative was death itself.  By death, death itself was killed!  When Christ died, death died!  So the death of Jesus was actually the death of death!  
Sometime ago, I found some poetic lines written by the Puritan, Richard Crashaw.  To me, they are some of the most brilliant and insightful lines ever written:

“Christ, when He died, Deceived the cross,

             

 And on death’s side Threw all the loss:

                                    The captive world awakened and found

                                    The prisoners loose, The jailor bound!

                                    O strange mysterious strife, Of open death and hidden life:

                                    When on the cross my King did bleed, Life seemed to die –
                                              But Death died indeed!”
   
So Jesus was like Samson, who went into the prison-house of his enemy and then came forth, carrying the gates of the prison-house on his shoulders.  Jesus entered the “death row” of our prison-house, where all of us were condemned and awaiting execution, and He demonstrated forever that light is stronger than darkness, salvation is greater than sin, and life is stronger than death.  When He emerged with the gates of the prison on His shoulders, He cried, “I am He who lives and was dead, and now I am alive forevermore, and have the keys of Hades and of death.” Death and hell were permitted to choose their own battleground, and they chose their most advantageous field; and there, in the hour of His weakness (II Corinthians 13:4), our King defeated them in the hour of their greatest strength!  

Remember that Satan “had the power of death.”  Death was a chief weapon in Satan’s arsenal.  But “through (His own) death”, Jesus has “abolished death, and brought life and immortality to light through the Gospel” (II Timothy 1:10).  There is a powerful picture of Christ’s triumph over Satan and his use of death in the familiar story of David and Goliath in I Samuel 17.  See Goliath as Satan, and see David as Jesus in the story.  When the story opened, Goliath was intimidating the people of God, just as Satan harasses the people of God today with fear-inducing threats.  David entered the battle-story by coming from his father’s house laden with blessings for his brothers — exactly like Jesus in the Gospel story.  But David was poorly received by his own brothers.  His coming was unappreciated, his motive misunderstood, and he was falsely accused—just like Jesus.  David defeated Goliath in a succession of steps.  First, he took five smooth stones from a brook of running water.  Running water is a type of the Holy Spirit, and the five smooth stones represent something that is the product of the moving Spirit of God.  But David only used one of these five stones when he fought Goliath.  When Jesus first faced Satan in open battle (the temptation in the wilderness — Matthew 4), he quoted three times from the unit of Scripture called the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible).  However, Jesus only quoted from one of these five books, the book of Deuteronomy!  A careful reading of the story will reveal that David did not kill Goliath with the stone; he merely stunned him (rendered him inoperative) with the stone.  Even so, Jesus did not kill Satan with the Word of God; He only stunned him with that, rendering him inoperative.  Then, David climbed onto the fallen body of the Philistine giant, drew his own sword, and cut off the giant’s head with his own sword!  I Samuel 17:51 says, “Therefore David ran, and stood upon the Philistine, and took his sword, and drew it out of the sheath thereof, and slew him, and cut off his head therewith.”  Just exactly like Jesus, who stunned Satan in the wilderness temptation with “a smooth stone from a running brook,” the Word of God, and then slew him through the Cross  with his own sword, death itself!

But there is another “D” verb in our text.  Not only did Jesus destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil (a negative deliverance), but He also delivers them who through fear of death are all their lifetime subject to bondage (a positive deliverance).  Note the term, “them who through fear of death are all their lifetime subject to bondage.”  That long phrase is a summary of the lifetime history of most people you know—they spend their entire lives in slavery to the fear of death.  Now, it is a serious and sober truth that “it is appointed unto man once to die, and after that the judgment” (Hebrews 9:27).   Death hovers over many as a dark cloud and the fear of death lingers within many as a dark threat throughout their entire lives, and they are truly enslaved by this fear of death.  An old proverb says, “He who dies, dies but once; but he who fears death dies a thousand times.”  William Shakespeare wrote, “Cowards die many times before their death; the valiant never taste death but once.”  Death has a double fear for many—an intuitive fear, and an intelligent fear.  This “intelligent” fear is based on the mystery of death, the loneliness of death, and the possibility of judgment beyond death.  So the fear of death is very, very real, and the bondage it fosters is also very real.

However, a supernatural transformation has taken place since Jesus died and rose again from the dead.  The old Scottish Covenanters said it best: “Death has lost its chill since Jesus crossed the river!”  The coldness of death has been replaced by the idea of cemetery-sleep for the body of the departed.  This can be seen in the words we have used to describe our burial grounds.  When Jesus came, a burial-place for dead bodies was called a “necropolis,” or a “city of the dead.”  However, a gradual transformation began to occur at His coming, and today, we refer to such a burial-place as a “koimoterion,” a “cemetery,” or “a sleeping place for dead bodies.”  A cemetery is a dormitory for dead bodies, awaiting the call of the dorm master to awaken from sleep.  

The Old Testament anticipated the Christian transformation of death when it said, “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints” (Psalm 116:15).  Note that even God’s saints sicken, and suffer, and die.  Note, too, that the death of a saint takes place “in the sight of the Lord.”  God loves His child so much that He cannot take His eyes off of him, even in death.  And note that the very experience that brings such fear to our minds and hearts is “precious,” or highly valued, to God.  

II Corinthians 5:1 says, “We know that if our earthly house of this tabernacle be dissolved, we have a building of God, an house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.”  Now, the Christian lives in a body that is like a portable tabernacle or tent.  But then, he will live in a permanent house or home.  Now, his dwelling place is earthly and temporal, but then, it will be heavenly and eternal.  It is apparent that death has undergone a great transformation since Jesus accepted our flesh, accosted our foe, and accomplished our freedom!

The believing Christian does not belong to death; instead, death belongs to him (see I Cor. 3:21).  Death is ours!  It is our Gateway to Glory, our doorway to destiny.  Death is not a box canyon, but a through street.  Satan uses death as a termination, but God sees it merely as a transition.  Death is merely the porter that opens the door and lets us into glory.  Jesus has so overcome “the last enemy” that He has turned our enemy into our servant.  Indeed, into our friend!
In John Bunyan’s great classic, Pilgrim’s Progress, when  Hopeful ventured out into the River of Death at the end of His pilgrimage on earth, he and Christian were fearful of the river and its mystery.  However, after a moment, Hopeful called out to his companion, “Be of good cheer, my brother: I feel the bottom, and it is good.”  Earlier, Christian and Faithful had looked fearfully out over the wide river of death that stretched between them and “the gate of the City.”  When they asked about the depth of the river, this answer was supplied, “You will find the water of the river deeper or shallower depending on your faith in the King of yonder palace.”  Charles Spurgeon gave this quaint advice: “The Bible speaks of death as the last enemy (I Cor. 15:26); then why don’t we leave him until last?”

A godly man gave this testimony of faith when on his deathbed, “I have no fear coming to the river of death—my Father owns the land on both sides of the river!”

A young child played almost daily in a large and beautiful garden, a garden with great patches of bright sunlight and green grass.  However, there was one part of the garden, a long, narrow, winding path, full of dark shades and shadows, into which the child never went.  He avoided that part of the garden  because a foolish nurse had told him that ghosts and goblins lived  there.  At last his elder brother heard of his fear, and came into that part of the garden with him one day.  The elder brother deliberately took the fearful child to the head of the long path.  Leaving the young child at the head of the path terror-stricken, he himself went happily skipping and loudly singing through the length of the narrow pathway.  Then he returned, reasoning with the child that his fears were groundless, and promising him that he did not have to succumb to fear in that place.  At last he took the child’s hand in his own, and they went through the winding pathway together, and from that moment the fear which had haunted the place was gone.  And the memory of that brother’s presence and promises took its place.  This is what Jesus has done for us.  By His Death and Resurrection, made possible by His Birth in Bethlehem, He accomplished our freedom from sin, death and hell.  He set us free from the fear of death and eternity.  What a Savior!

Alton  Motter tells the story of a French soldier who was found suffering from amnesia at the end of World War II.  When he was picked up at a railroad station, he looked blankly at his questioners, and all he could say was, “Who am I?  Who am I?”  Because he had been badly disfigured by facial wounds, there were three different families who claimed him as their own.  And so he was taken from one village to another, where these families lived, and allowed to walk and wander by himself.  Finally, as he entered the third village, recognition flashed upon his face, and he walked unerringly down a side street, through a tidy gate, and up the steps to his own home.  The old familiar surroundings had restored his mind and renewed his memory.  Like a prodigal son, he had come to himself and now knew who he was and where he belonged.  

People without God are like amnesia victims in a shocked and broken world.  They have forgotten who they really are (who they were made to be) and to Whom they rightly belong.  But under the impact of the old Christmas story, many lost people have made their way with unerring steps down a familiar street to their Father’s House.  Dear friend, have you seen what Jesus came to do for you?  Have you realized that He finished the job He came to accomplish?  Have you followed the Story and made your way home to God?  

ADDITIONAL GRACE GLEANINGS ABOUT THE TEXT

Two successions may be seen in the text, one gloomy and one glorious.  The first one, the gloomy succession, looks like this:   Devil ​ (  Death  (  Dread.  Through sin, the devil originated and sponsored death.  So death is both Satan’s greatest accomplishment and Satan’s greatest entrenchment.  He entrenches his purposes in men through the dread of death (“fear of death,” the text says).  By that means, he holds the entire human race in “bondage”, or slavery.  

The second succession suggested in our text, the glorious one, looks like this:  DEATH (Christ’s Death) ( Destruction  (  Deliverance.  “Through His Death, He destroyed (not in the sense of annihilation, but of annulment) him who had the power of death, that is, the devil, and delivered those who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage.”  So, by His Death, Jesus both “rendered powerless” him who had the power of death and exercised that power through our common fear of death, and also delivered us, the fearful, from that fear that otherwise holds us in lifetime slavery.  By death, Jesus put death to death!!


An Old Testament verse illustrates Christ’s victory over Satan and his key weapon, death.

II Samuel 23:21 says, “Another time, Benaiah, son of Jehoida, armed only with a staff, killed an Egyptian warrior who was armed with a spear; he wrenched the spear from the Egyptian’s hand and killed him with it.”  Even so, Jesus wrenched Satan’s key weapon, death, from his hand and killed him with his own weapon!!!    


There is an excellent illustration in Greek mythology of this “fear of death” which tyrannizes the whole human race.  Damocles, labeled in mythology as “the Parasite,” said to his friend, Dyonisius, the tyrant of Syracuse, “You must be the happiest man in all the world.”  Dyonisius retorted, “Would you like a taste of my happiness?”  When Damocles eagerly accepted the offer, Dyonisius placed Damocles in a royal chair and placed him at a table furnished with the best foods, and the meal was attended by a large chorus of singing men and women and nobles from their society to wait on the “honored guest.”  But along with all these amenities came this dire threat:  a sharp naked sword was suspended in the air close above the head of Damocles, held in suspension  only by a slender horse-hair.  When Damocles spied the sword, he took no pleasure in that apparent paradise.  Indeed, he never had another easy moment, but instead begged Dyonisius to remove him from “this happiness.”  Shakespeare summed up the story in a line of one of his plays when he wrote, “Uneasy lies the head of one who wears the crown.”  But this is far more than a message to Kings and Queens.  In fact, this is not mere mythology; this is a moral and spiritual story as well.  This is a picture of all men, who though surrounded by many benefits and amenities, never fully enjoy them because of the “Damocles sword” of death  that hovers precariously above every man’s head at all times.  No wonder the Gospel is necessary, and no wonder it is called a “Gospel” when you consider what the Performance, Presence and Promises of Christ have done to death and to all who are subject to it!

In my readings, I found this powerful paragraph:  “What is death?  That from which there is no escape.  If often comes when least expected.  It terminates every earthly relationship, acquisition, anticipation, and enjoyment.  It disinhabits dwellings, scatters families, dissolves the most endearing ties, and does these things without any regret.  Is there no remedy for the peril and its dread?  It would be a sad mistake to infer that the power of the devil in reference to death is absolute.  Such power is not possessed by any finite being.  It is the exclusive, the incommunicable prerogative—of Him, and of Him alone, who is infinite, of Him who, as occupying in His own right the throne of the universe, has the keys of death (Revelation 1:18).  The power of the devil in reference to death is simply permitted power.  But this permitted power is not limited to mere physical death; it extends also to eternal death.  It is awful to think that there is in the universe a being possessed of such power as to make the sinner the instrument of his own exposure to misery through all eternity.  It would be still more awful if that being were invincible, indestructible.”  In answer to Satan’s power, God said, “I will redeem them from death.”  

“Death is no longer to be considered as a victorious conqueror, which lays waste all before it, and defies all control.  It is a conquered enemy, though it is an enemy still.  Paul said, ‘He (Jesus) has abolished death.’  When He rose from the dead, He visibly triumphed over all the power of death, and gave a sensible evidence of the acceptance of His performance and His complete victory over all His enemies.  And as He conquered it in His own Person, so He will utterly destroy it at last, for ‘the last enemy that shall be destroyed is death’ (I Cor 15:26).”   Let me quote Spurgeon again:  “Since the Bible says that ‘the last enemy that shall be destroyed is death,’ I propose that we leave him until the last.”


Death was annulled through the Death and Resurrection of Christ, and will be finally and fully annihilated by my death and resurrection!  When I die and rise again from the dead, death will be forever dead and powerless to me!  So my own death will be my/His means of full and final victory over death.  Speaking of Jesus, the Bible says, “In that He died, He died unto sin once; death has no more power over Him.”  And when I die, I die once—and death has no more power over me!  Then comes Heaven forevermore, where  “there shall be no more death.”


A child who sees through the gate the interior of a beautiful and fruitful garden, and desires to smell the flowers and taste the fruit, hardly notices the heavy, rough, ugly gate which stands between him and the interior of the garden.  He bounds through that gate to enjoy the delights on the far side.  And the redeemed soul, becoming more and more aware of the beauties of the King and the blessings of His Home, may become so absorbed in those glories that he will no longer be so threatened by the fact and moment of death as he once was.  Christian, keep your eye on the King and His Royal House and remember that He has reserved a place for you there—and it is a guaranteed reservation.  And each day, you are one day’s march nearer Him and Home!
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