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I hate death. I know, big surprise. It's a hideous beast, wreaking havoc, causing grief, agony, weeping and heartache. It's a monstrous ogre that rips the soul from the body in the most violent of ways. It tears apart family and friends, leaving nothing but a path of destruction and ruin in its wake. 


I'll bet you hate death, too. Don't you wish death would just . . .die? It steals what does not belong to it. It takes life away without a moment's notice. It yanks from our arms loved ones, leaving those arms aching with only memories of hugs, almost as if we lost a limb and the phantom pain is all that's left to comfort us. 


The worst part of death is its reality. It can't be reversed. There's no inoculation against it, no cure or remedy for it. We know it's coming, and there's no escaping this train. It looms ever larger day after day, constantly in our faces, laughing its maniacal laugh, just waiting, patiently waiting, because it knows its day is coming. The day when it wins. The hour when it has the last laugh. The minute when it can strike with impunity and gusto and permanence. 


Although some may beg to differ, it's not something to be embraced or welcomed. No matter what others may tell you, it's not part of life. It's the antithesis of life. It's the enemy of all that life is. It ends life, stops it dead in its tracks. Life always loses to death. Death will always have the last word, the last play, the last move. 


While we may say otherwise, death is THE reason we take medications and go to the doctor for those uncomfortable check-ups and tests. Death is the reason we suffer with low-fat diet craziness and exercise till we're blue in the face and nearly comatose from the exertion. Death is the reason we give up bad vices that though bad, we still like to do. We do all this for one reason: so that somehow we can stave off death for even a day. If by eating tofu instead of steak, asparagus instead of cake, and fruit instead of fries, we can extend our life by a few days, why, we'll do it. Anything to thumb our noses at death. We hate death that much.


You know what? God hates death, too. It was not part of His plan in the beginning. After six days, all that God had created, He labeled with a resounding “very good.” Death was not alive then. God is the author of life, not the creator of death. He intended his creation to live forever, which means death would have never entered the picture, a picture of beauty and perfect life. 


God hates death more than we do. God hates it because it mars His work. It rips and shreds what He has lovingly knit together with his own hands. It's like someone who smashes the potter's work in progress to bits and pieces. God despises death because it separates Him from His creatures, especially his “very good” creation, man, whom He created to love and be loved by. One cannot love if one is dead. One cannot be loved either.


Why, then, is death around, if God never intended it to be around? If it is all these horrible things and more, and it is, then why, oh why, would God allow it or bring it or even speak of it? If something is your sworn enemy, you fight it, you wrestle with it, you do battle with it until you defeat it and thereby subject it to your control. How can God stand by and permit this abominable desecration of all that is good? 


Well, we know why. “Sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned.” Well, at least we have someone we can blame. Adam and Eve. It's all their fault. They were warned. One simple command. One tree out of all those in the garden, they were not to eat of. How hard could that have been, really? Seems an easy enough thing to follow, doesn't it? 


So does “Thou shalt not kill.” And “Thou shalt not bear false witness.” And  the always simple “Thou shalt not steal.” Ten simple commands. Ten simple rules. Just ten trees to avoid, out of all the trees in life that we do have permission to partake of. You'd think we could avoid those ten, wouldn't you? 


Yet, those ten trees, those ten commandments of God, we always disobey. Sometimes with so much gusto we're like rebellious teens out from under the parents' house rules. Feels good to be free.  Feels invigorating. Which, if we were to think about it, is not freeing at all. 


The fact is, that when we sin, we make ourselves slaves to sin. When we partake of the one of the forbidden fruit of those ten trees, we are not freeing ourselves, but imprisoning ourselves. When we sin, we place ourselves, willingly in most instances, under sin's rule. Without a second thought or objection. This makes no sense at all. St. Paul says, “Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death. . .” The last thing we would ever think of doing is subjecting ourselves to another's rule over us. Yet, when we sin, that is exactly what we do. We allow, we invite, sin to be our Lord and master.


And guess where sin leads? Guess what sin brings, welcomes, embraces, flings wide the portals for? You got it. Death. Which means I and you should probably hate sin as much or more than we hate death. We should hate sin, because sin brings death, which reminds us of who we are. Disobedient, disrespectful, rebellious, foolish sinners. I die, you die, we all die, because we are sinners. We do bad things, hurtful things, careless and despicable things, though we don't want to admit it. We cause dissension, discord, strife, bitterness and the like. Our life's work is sin, and death is the paycheck we have earned for a job well done.


Sin invites death to come on down and do its worst. Sin, like death, destroys and tears down. It  ruins lives, turns congregations into disaster areas and rips apart societies. Sin creates chaos and anarchy. Sin begets more sin, which begets death and more death. 


I hate death. You hate death. God hates death.  There's no reason to embrace it, welcome it, or become friends with it. It's not something to play with or attempt to manipulate for our purposes. We  are fooling ourselves if we think we can control death. It's an uncontrollable and ugly beast, a monstrous ogre, a vicious enemy bent on our destruction. It always wins, can never be avoided, and remains the foe of all that is godly and good.


But. There's always a but when God is involved. Leave it to God to take something so wrong, so bad, so ugly and hated, so opposed to everything that is God, and use it for His eternal purposes and his wise will. Only the Almighty Lord of heaven and earth, life and death, good and evil, can and does make death his servant and slave to do his bidding.


God uses death to kill sin. He rightly judges sin for what it is, rebellion and disobedience to His express will. He pronounces the judgment of death on sin, and proceeds to carry out that sentence. He takes the wheel of death and steers it headlong into his Son, who dies our death. There, on the cross, in Jesus' all too human body, God slays sin, our sin, by putting to death His beloved Son. He who knew no sin became sin for us. Jesus cashes the paycheck we earned for our job well done by dying on the cross. He's there, not because of his sin, but because of ours. Sin is put to death, crucified on the cross, dead in Jesus' dead body.


For a day, death was the victor. For that one day in time and history, for all practical purposes, for God's purposes, death could claim a stunning upset. Sin killed the Lord and creator of life. Death landed a mortal blow on the Son of Man, and the Son of God died on the cross, a victim of death. To all there, it seemed there was something stronger, more powerful, more mighty, than God. It appeared death was the ultimate authority.  


But. I told you, with God, there's always a but. But death's victory was a short-lived victory. A temporary win. For death on Friday danced the dance of victory, it stumbled and fell on Sunday. Sunday death met its end. Death was dealt a blow, a permanent setback. Death was robbed of life, as it robbed the Son of God of life. Death lost its power once exerted over Jesus. On Easter Sunday, death died. For good.  


Christ rose from the dead. He was freed from the clutches of the grave and death's power was canceled, emptied, and made impotent. God took over death's reins and now it is His tool, for His use. He controls the times and seasons. Jesus has been given all authority in heaven and on earth, and that means death is under his control. He rules over death. With Jesus' resurrection, God says to death, “I own you.” 


St. Paul's words in today's epistle should have us rethinking our original thoughts about death. Knowing that God controls all things, and that includes death, St. Paul seems to be positing that death can be used for godly purposes. Especially when it is in the hands of the resurrected and living Christ. 


Death, Paul proclaims, brings freedom. Death releases one from the dictates of the law. Death, Christ's death on the cross, frees us from the law's demands and the law's punishments and the law's judgments. Christ's death is the death of death and the law. Christ has won the war against death and by his death, has brought us true freedom. Freedom is never free, and usually involves the sacrifice of life. The ultimate freedom, freedom from the Law's demands, is won for us in the sacrifice of Jesus on Calvary. Christ's death is our Independence Day.


By virtue of your baptism, God has united you with Christ. With his death. Which is thus your death. Your death to sin. It is the death of attempting to live by the law. In dying with Christ, we are dead to sin. We are no longer slaves to sin, subject to its dominion and power. Sin has had its power stripped and we are no longer its servants. We are dead to it, and alive to Christ. We belong to Christ, because he gave his life as a ransom. He paid for us with his life's blood.  Christ owns us. 


Thereby, death becomes something God uses to liberate us to live for him. “Once, living in the flesh, our sinful passion, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for death.” Once, that's all we could do, bear fruit that led to death. Once, all we earned was death for our sins.


But now, because we have died with Christ, God has used that death to create new life in us. We belong to Him, having been joined to Christ's death and His resurrection. We have been raised with Christ, in order that “we may bear fruit for God.” Emancipated from sin's bondage, we are freed to serve God with a glad heart and a thankful spirit. “We have died to that which held us captive, so that we may serve in the new way of the Spirit.” 


Now, we use our members for good, for others' good, for God's good. We actively seek to be reconciled to each other, as we are reconciled to God in Christ. We freely forgive, because we have been freely forgiven. We are no longer slaves to sin, but are now servants of righteousness. We as God's resurrected children live by the Spirit, bearing the fruit of the Spirit, love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,gentleness, and self-control. We show mercy as we have been shown mercy, in our families, in our jobs, in our congregation, in our lives. 


While we will never understand completely God's ways, one thing is clear. God controls death. God manipulates, determines and uses death for His purposes, though we may never know the reasons why. But we know this for sure. God owns death, and God is the only one who does. His power is limitless, his authority over all things unchallenged, and his wisdom unsearchable. God knows what he is doing, even with death. 


I still hate death. But I now see how God uses it for his purposes, which are always good. I know that though it appears otherwise, death will not win. I know that death is not permanent, and can not hold us down for long, because it did not hold Christ for long. I can still hate death because it is what we all earn for our sins. I still hate death because it separates us from loved ones. But thanks be to God that He hated death as well, so much so that He sent his one and only Son to die in our place, that we might live with him and our loved ones in his place. Forever. There, we won't have to deal with death, for death will be dead and gone. Permanently. Amen.  
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