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Do not be afraid!  I hold the keys to death and Hades!

4 John, To the seven churches in the province of Asia:  Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits (or sevenfold spirit) before his throne,  5 and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.  To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, 6 and has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father—to him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen.  7 Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him.  So shall it be! Amen. 8 “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.”  9 I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.  10 On the Lord’s Day I was in the Spirit, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet, 11 which said: “Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.” 12 I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me. And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, 13 and among the lampstands was someone “like a son of man,” dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest.  14 His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire.  15 His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters.  16 In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance. 17 When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his right hand on me and said: “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last.  18 I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades. 

What a difficult and depressing world we live in.  Everyday the news reports of men and women of our Armed Forces who are dying.  Just a couple of days ago eight people died in a suicide bombing on the Iraqi parliament building.  These bombing s are so commonplace that the reports don’t affect us anymore, “Oh, only eight people died in this one.”  You no doubt heard of the sad report of the neglect of our veterans at Walter Reed Hospital.  Who treats our war heroes that way?  And news concerning our military is just one aspect of the depressing world in which we live.  But can you imagine what it must have been like to live in the world of the early Christian church?  As we read in Acts 5 this morning, the apostles were arrested and thrown into prison because they were teaching the people about Jesus.  Can you imagine a police officer walking into our church this morning after the service, arresting your pastor and throwing him into the Hardin County Jail for preaching about Jesus?  
Those were hard times for the early Christians.  This is why a special revelation was given to the Apostle John.  He himself was exiled to the island of Patmos for sharing the gospel message.  Jesus gave John this vision to share with persecuted Christians who were being murdered, tortured and thrown into prison, because of Jesus.  This book was to bring them comfort.  Revelation is also a very comforting book for us today.  We wait for our Savior to take us from this wretched sinful world into eternal glory, either through our death or when he comes again on the clouds in glory with saints and angles.  While we wait, he gives us encouragement and comfort through his words: “Do not be afraid!  I hold the keys to death and Hades!” 

1933 was a dark year in the history of our nation.  Depression had reached its depth.  Unemployment and taxes were very high.  Moral values had shrunken to fantastic levels.  Trade rates were frozen.  Farmers could find no markets to sell their produce.  The savings accounts of millions of families were gone.  The general public as a whole was frightened as to what the future held.  Then Franklin D. Roosevelt was elected to office.  In his inaugural address he gave hope to the despondent American people.  You no doubt have heard his famous line, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”  The President reassured the American people that these loses they had experienced were merely physical blessings.  New leadership would help them bounce back.  The President gave them hope in fearful times.     
Christians in the early church had reason to be fearful of the future, even the Apostle John as he sat exiled on an island in the Aegean Sea.  But Jesus brought hope to fearful Christians in fearful times and said to them, “Do not be afraid.  I hold the keys to death and Hades.”   

You and I need to hear these words from our Savior.  At one time you and I had every reason to be afraid.  Let me go back to the beginning and explain why.  Before the fall into sin, mankind knew that God was a holy judge who would not tolerate any disobedience to his commands.  The LORD God had said to the man, “You must not eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil or you will surely die.” (Gen 2:17)  But man had no reason to be afraid of him.  He had not transgressed any of his laws.  He knew God as a God of love and grace, the source of all good.  Man lived in a beautiful, lush garden that provided for his every need.  The LORD had made a woman for the man to be his helper.  But the fall into sin brought fear into the world.  That is why Adam hid from God in the bushes of the garden (Gen 3:10).  He feared God’s righteous decree, “You will surely die.”   Would the Almighty Creator make a threat and then not carry it out?  You sinned.  You will die.  

Paul in Romans 5:12 explains the fearful situation that has come upon all mankind because of Adam and Eve’s disobedience, “Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all people.”  This is a very depressing situation.  Because Adam and Eve sinned, I have inherited sin from my parents.  Because I am born in sin that means I’m going to die.  Whether we think that we or our children do not commit sin, we do, all the time, everyday, God’s Word tells us, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23)  Because of our naturally sinful state AND the actual sins we commit we are all doomed to die, not just here on earth, but for all time and eternity.  This is the situation for all humans from birth.  This is our life without Christ’s death and resurrection. Now all mankind has every reason to be afraid.  All of humankind knows that they will and that they must die. They witness it everyday.  There is nothing to stop death.  We have every reason to be afraid.  Like the American people of 1933 we all have every reason to be fearful of the future. 
If you were a Roman citizen living at the time of the apostles, 2,000 years ago, you also would have had a bleak outlook on life and death.  According to Greek mythology Pluto, the Greek god of the underworld, was thought to have the keys to Hades, which he would lock up so no one could get out.  Charon, the old, ugly, stubble-bearded ferryman, waited with his blue boat to let the dead who had been buried get in for their trip across the River Styx to the underworld from which they never returned.  What a contrast with the One who was dead but now is alive and holds the key to Hades!  He says to you, “Do not be afraid! I hold the keys to death and Hades!”

His words, “Stop being afraid,” are a fitting introduction to the gospel message.  Christ’s death and resurrection are the only antidote to man’s fear.  Christ’s death and resurrection are the only solution to our sin.  If Christ had lived and died and that’s it, we would have said, “What a great man!  He sacrificed himself for his friends.  He did so many good things for people.”  But there’s no hope in that message.  He’s still dead.  Dead people can’t help anybody.  “Behold!  I was dead, but now I am alive for ever and ever!”  Now that message brings us confidence.  God demanded that all people must die because of sin.  The writer to the Hebrews tells us that Christ died once for all (7:27).  Christ’s death has value because he was the innocent one, he was the sinless Son of God.  But he didn’t stay dead.  As proof that his death had saved all from sin he came out of his grave again.  As John says in vs5, “He is the firstborn from the dead.”  He is the first one to raise himself up from the dead.  Because he raised himself from death, Paul tells us in 1Corinthians 15:54, “Death has been swallowed up in victory.”  Do not be afraid!  I hold the keys to death and Hades!  
You often hear of someone being presented with an honorary key to the city.  It is a symbolic way of expressing goodwill and appreciation.  The individual that receives the key is usually a governmental dignitary or accomplished some great feat.  But the key itself doesn’t really mean anything.  There is no “gate” to the city of Radcliff that anyone could lock or unlock.  That key really doesn’t hold any power.  Whoever holds the key to death has the power to release all who are enchained by it.  Whoever holds the key to hell has the power to lock in it those who reject him.  Whoever holds the key to hell has the power to unlock it and release its prisoners.  Thank God that Christ holds that key.  He rightfully earned possession of that key.  He defeated hell by living a perfect, sin-free life as our substitute.  He defeated our sin by dying an innocent death on our behalf.  He defeated death by rising bodily from the grave.  He proves it by saying in his vision to the Apostle John, “I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever.” (vs18)    

What does this mean for you?  When you die death will not and cannot hold you in its icy grasp.  You will walk out of your grave on the Last Day, when he comes on the clouds with the trumpet call of the angels.  When you die Satan cannot and will not snatch you off to eternal torment.  Your Risen Savior has released you from hell’s prison, which was waiting for you because of your sin.  He has instead unlocked the gate to heaven.  Jesus waits for you there with outstretched arms, waiting for you to come home.  Do not be afraid.  I hold the keys to death and Hades!  

These words were of great comfort to the Christians in the early church, who were being murdered for their belief in Jesus.  Just as he suffered, they too would suffer.  He promised it.  But more importantly, he promised that they would rise in glory just as he rose in glory and was exalted, never to be humiliated again.  They did not have to fear what happened to their bodies.  Their bodies too would be transformed to glorious, holy bodies.  They could look forward to the fact that they would see their Jesus as John saw him in his vision, “Shining like the sun in all its brilliance.”  (vs16)  They did not have to fear what would happen to their souls.  They were safe in Jesus’ hands.  As they died they could take comfort and hope in the words of Jesus, “I am the Living One.”          

One too many times I’ve attended funerals of other denominations that, when I left, I felt depressed.  The pastors of those churches shared no message of joy and hope for the family, no mention of Jesus as the Living One, no mention of Christ as the Savior from sin, death and hell.  A Christian funeral is a joyous occasion!  About a year and a half ago I received a phone call from a Lutheran pastor in Wisconsin.  A life-long member of his congregation had been living in Evansville, Indiana for several years and was now 93 years old, failing in health and had no pastor to shepherd him.  Since I was the closest WELS pastor, he asked if I would be willing to visit Melvin Hildebrandt.  I agreed, and over the past year and half, once a month, I’ve made the four hour round trip to Evansville, Indiana.  On my visits I shared God’s Word and celebrated the Lord’s Supper with him.  I last visited Melvin three weeks ago.  Last week I received a phone call.  Melvin died last Sunday.  His body is being flown up to Wisconsin this week for the funeral and to be buried there in his hometown.  An interesting thing: the pastor at Trinity Lutheran Church in Kaukauna, WI has never met Melvin.  But I know exactly what that pastor will say at Melvin’s funeral.  He may talk about Melvin’s service in the Air Force during WWII.  That pastor may tell a funny story about Melvin that his sisters share with him.  But more importantly I know that pastor will tell the family and friends that Melvin deserved to die because he was a sinner.  That pastor will then talk about how Jesus was Melvin’s Savior from sin, and how Jesus brought Melvin to saving faith through baptism, and how Jesus sustained Melvin through the Word of God, and how Jesus strengthened Melvin through the Lord’s Supper.  That pastor will preach about Easter Sunday, and what a glorious day it was for Melvin to go home to heaven.  He will say to the family and friends, “Do not be afraid.  Jesus holds the keys to death and hell.”

At your Christian funeral and at mine our family and friends will hear these words from the pastor, “Do not be afraid.”  “Because I live you also will live.” (John 14:19)  “I am the resurrection and the life, he who believes in me will live, even though he dies.  And whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” (John 11:25,26)  “I know that my Redeemer lives and that in the end he will stand upon the earth, and after my skin has been destroyed yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes—I and not another.  How my heart yearns within me!” (Job 19:25-27)   He says to you and me before we face death, “Do not be afraid.  I am the Living One.  I hold the keys to death and hell.”  Amen.            
