Liturgy:
Reading : Psalm 22

                 Mark 15, 33-39

Text       : LD 16b, HC

Ps.    46 : 1,2

Ps.    46 : 3

Ps.    42 : 7

Ps.    22 : 1,6,7,8

Hy.   27 : 1,4

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

“He descended into hell.” Throughout the ages, these words of the Apostles’ Creed have been the subject of many theological discussions, especially with respect to the question whether after He died Christ actually descended into hell. Both the Church of Rome as well as the Lutherans believe so, yet not as an act of humiliation, but of glorification instead. The Church of Rome teaches that after His death Christ – with His soul, whilst His body rested in the grave – went to the realm of the dead to snatch from the devil’s power the souls of the OT believers, who were now rightfully His. The Lutherans in a slightly different way teach that Christ just before He left the grave on Easter morning, first in body and soul, descended into hell to overpower the devil and to proclaim His victory. For a scriptural proof of this explanation, sometimes reference is made to 1 Peter 3, 19. Yet the context does not allow for this interpretation. Let us just have a look at this verse in connection with vs. 18, “…” (Point to: death, resurrection, and then vs. 19: ascension)
It is also noteworthy that this interpretation came into being only around 300 AD. Apparently during the first two centuries of the early Christian Church an actual descent of Christ into hell was never thought of.

From the sermon of last week Sunday morning we already learned, when Christ committed His spirit into Father’s hand and breathed His last, He did so knowing that He had fully accomplished His task to be carried out in humiliation. He had won the victory. Yet, this still leaves us with the question, what then do these words “He descended into hell” mean? 

The Heidelberg Catechism – in a similar way as Calvin explained these words – points to the unspeakable anguish, pain, terror, and agony, which Christ endured throughout all His sufferings, but especially on the cross. This sentence refers in particular to what Christ suffered in His soul. One could say, what was mentioned by the Apostles’ Creed before – He suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried – all these words point to what Christ suffered physically, in His body. The suffering as it could be seen by the eye of man. Yet Christ suffered tremendously more. His most severe suffering was that God’s wrath was poured out upon Him, the wrath of God against the sin of the whole human race, LD 15. It was this wrath, which in the Garden of Gethsemane for example, made Christ sweat great drops of blood.
 Finally this wrath was poured out on Him to its fullest extent, when hanging on the cross He was forsaken by God during three hours of immense darkness. It was in particular during those three hours that Christ suffered the anguish of hell in all its bitterness, not by descending into hell. Instead, hell came to him when He was still alive. After all, that’s what hell is all about: God no longer being present with His love and grace, but only with His wrath. That’s why in hell there is no light, but only darkness. Well, Christ went through this darkness, completely alone, and this for you and me, so that we would never have to walk in darkness. Instead, because of what Christ suffered for us we may always shelter in the light of God’s presence. Yes, no matter how dark at times life may seem to be to us, the light of God’s presence is still there. That’s the gospel I may proclaim this afternoon when focusing on Christ’s descent into hell. I have summarized the message of this gospel as follows,
FOR US AND IN OUR PLACE

CHRIST ENTERED THE REALM OF DARKNESS

SO THAT WE MAY WALK IN THE LIGHT ALWAYS

Focusing on this of this wonderful gospel

1) first we will look at what it means that Christ entered the realm of darkness

2) secondly what benefit we derive from this
I
Speaking about Christ’s descent into hell, – as I mentioned it before – the HC points to the unspeakable anguish, pain, terror, and agony, which Christ endured throughout all His sufferings, but especially on the cross. Yes, this suffering indeed reached it most severe point when at Calvary the light of the sun disappeared and it became completely dark.

Scripture doesn’t tell us much about those three hours of darkness. It simply reads, “Now when the sixth hour had come, there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour.”
 What was the meaning of these three hours of darkness?

After all, this was something quite remarkable, especially when we note that it happened in the middle of the day, at noon, when the sun was at its highest point. All of a sudden complete darkness, and this not as a result of some kind of solar eclipse, as some have tried to interpret this darkness. It was not some kind of natural phenomenon. Instead it was a sign of God, who as the almighty one rules also the light of sun, moon, and stars. At that particular moment of the day, God changed the day into night. Why?
To answer this question, we should listen to the words Christ spoke at the end of this three hours of darkness, Mark 15, 34, “…” Again, Christ quotes the Book of Psalms, this time Psalm 22, explaining that these three hours of darkness pointed to Him being forsaken by God. Christ had fought the final battle, yet in total isolation, forsaken even by God. The light of God’s grace, which we may enjoy even in the darkest night, was taken away from Him. That’s what this darkness at Calvary was all about: a sign that God had forsaken His Son.

Beloved, who are we that we would ever be able to fathom what this meant to Christ, what He suffered during those three hours of darkness, suffered also for you and me? He, the Son of the Father, to whom at the beginning of His public ministry on earth the Father had said, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”
 Yet now God’s wrath was poured out upon Him in all its bitterness. Three hours of darkness during which the Son was no longer allowed to enjoy Father’s pleasure. God was hiding His face from His own Son, pouring out His wrath upon Him instead. Three hours, during which the devil with all his legions had free play to make its final attack on the Mediator of the covenant. Three hours, of immense suffering during which the powers of hell were loosened against the Lord Jesus. 
Again, who are we that we would ever be able to fathom what this meant to Christ. This was a battle so severe that it is beyond human understanding. And then imagine that Christ fought this battle completely alone. He cries out to God, but God does not answer Him. Sometimes we have the feeling that God does not answer us, yet He is still there. Yet this did not apply to Christ. During these three hours God had broken all ties with the Son, revealing His full wrath, God’s wrath against the sin of the whole human race. This, beloved, is what the Catechism is referring to when it speaks about unspeakable anguish, pain, terror, and agony. Christ suffered all this, and this with the aim to deliver us from it. He was forsaken by God – as we heard it in the Form for the Lord’s Supper today – “that we might be accepted by God and nevermore be forsaken by Him.”
Yet though forsaken by God, Christ Himself still held on to God. No matter how severe the battle He had to fight was, His faith in God did not waver. That’s how He finally obtained the victory, conquering the devil and all his legions. Thus full atonement for our sins was made. That’s the gospel proclaimed by this darkness, the gospel of Christ’s substitutionary atonement. We learn this from the words, which Christ spoke at the end of these three hours of darkness, when He takes the first line of Psalm 22 on His lips. Christ quotes only one line of this psalm. But as we learned it also last week – when we looked at Christ last word spoken from the cross, which was a quotation of Psalm 31 – Christ always has the whole context of the Psalm in mind. He never quoted a text out of context. This means to understand Christ’s fourth word from the cross, again we have to look at the whole of Psalm 22. So, let us take our Bible and  have a closer look at this psalm.
Psalm 22, Br. & Sr., consist of two parts. The first part is a song of lamentation, vss. 2- 21a, where after follows a song of praise, vs. 21b-31, in which God is praised for His deliverance; two parts, yet they are closely linked together, since the author cries out to God, firmly assured that God will answer and grant deliverance. In may refer here to vs. 24 of this psalm, where the author confesses, “…” This confession is similar to when we conclude our prayer with the ‘amen’, confessing “God has much more certainly heard My prayer than I feel in my heart that I desire this of Him,” Answer 129 HC. Well, likewise, the author of Psalm 22 concludes his prayer to God with the word ‘amen’. He has poured out his heart before the LORD, since his life was beset with danger from all sides. He feels himself like an animal encircled by hunters. Any moment he expects the fatal shot, with no way of escape. That’s how the author feels. Yet one way is still open, i.e. the way on high to God in heaven. Hence the author’s cry, vs. 1, “…” Yes, it seems even the LORD no longer hears him, vs. 2, “…”  The author can’t find rest, now it even seems that god no longer hears him. At the same time he does not want to believe this, and so he still holds on to God, who is the God of salvation, vss. 3-6, “…” With these words the author keeps clinging to God’s firm promises, knowing I will not plead in vain. That’s the first part of Psalm 22. It was this context which Christ had in mind when He quoted the first line of this psalm, whereby we also should note that Christ quoted these words at the end of the three hours of darkness; three hours during which He indeed had suffered in its fullest extent the bitter reality of this psalm, three hours during which God indeed did not hear Him, was far from helping Him. In complete loneliness Christ had fought against the powers of hell. 
But all this lay now behind Him, hence this cry, “My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?” God, I came to do what was written in Thy book, came to suffer and to die. But I have accomplished all this now. I have drunk the cup of Thy wrath to its last drop. Thus quoting Psalm 22, Christ too clings to God’s promises, in particular to the promise that through suffering He would come to glory. Well, Father, that hour has now come, so why dost Thou still forsake Me. Now the battle has been fought, “O LORD, do not be far from Me. O My Strength, hasten to help Me! Deliver Me from the sword, My precious life from the power of the dog. Save Me from the lion’s mouth and from the horn of the wild oxen.”(vss. 19-21) 
“My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me,” a prayer to God, which was also heard by God. After three hours of darkness the light returns over Calvary, a clear sign that the Father had accepted the sacrifice of the Son. See there, beloved, how atonement for our sins was made. Christ suffered all this also for you and me, so that we might be accepted by God and nevermore be forsaken by Him. Sometimes we may feel forsaken by God, may feel that He does not hear our prayers and is far from helping us. Yet it is not true. Christ suffered all this for us, so that God will always be there for us. Yes since Christ descended into hell, i.e. suffered the anguish and torment of hell in being forsaken by God, we have the assurance that even in our greatest sorrows and temptations God is near. As we sing it with the words of Psalm 23, 
“Though in death valley, lonely and forsaken,

I am by gloom and shadows overtaken,

I fear no evil: Thou art ever near me

And in my grief and sorrow Thou dost hear me.

Thy rod and staff, O God of my salvation

Shall comfort me in all my tribulation.”

Therefore,

“My soul, why are you sad and grieving,

Why so oppressed with anxious care?

Hope yet in God, His Word believing;

For, light and joy from Him receiving,

I’ll praise His Name again and laud

My Helper and my God.”

This brings us to the second point of the sermon, in which we will consider the benefit of Christ’s descent into hell for us.

II
Answer 44 HC speaks about being delivered from anguish. Is this indeed true, Br. & Sr.? Anguish, anxiety – we all know about it. It’s there in our life in various ways: anxiety to fail, for example; anxiety what people may say; anxiety what the future may hold, especially in view of a serious illness.
In addition to anguish, the Heidelberg Catechism also speaks about sorrow and temptations. For a moment, let me just focus on the word temptation. From a spiritual point of view, temptations are crises in faith, of which Satan tries to make the most, knowing that often we are weak in faith during a time of crisis, doubt is easily sown. In fact, this has been Satan’s tactic right from the beginning of world history, when he came to Eve with that subtle question, “Has God indeed said, ‘You shall not eat of every tree of the garden?’”
 Of course, God had not said this. But by putting this question it was Satan’s aim to sow doubt in Eve’s heart regarding the actual command of God. Doubt, which makes Eve wonder, why actually are we not allowed to eat from only one tree? See, beloved, that’s how Satan works, even today.

Sowing doubt – for example in case we are seriously ill with little prospect of getting better, or when we are afflicted with hardship and difficulties, and see no way out. We groan inwardly, “Where is God, why is He so far from helping me?”
However, beloved, temptations can be there also in another way. For example, when talking with our neighbour or at work with a mate, sometimes they may ask us, “Do you really believe that God is always there to help you? But where then was God when this or that did happen to you? Did He perhaps look just the other way, for example in that accident with your child?” Or, comments are made, “Do you really believe all that is written in the Bible, including all those miracles?” Or “what help is there to be expected from someone who died on the cross?” These are all questions, by which Satan tries to sow doubt, tries to make our faith waver.

One may say I’ve never experienced situations like these. Thankfully, I never doubted. I’ve never wondered where God was, since I know He is always there. Somehow, this can cause others, who do doubt at times, waver in faith even more. Am I then so weak? Is my faith perhaps not a true faith? Spiritually they go even more downhill. Beloved, let us be careful what we say to each other. Let us not in haughtiness place ourselves above someone else who struggles. Also, perhaps we have to be more honest with ourselves. Scripture says the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.
 Do you really think that you will escape the attention of this devouring monster? To the Corinthians, among whom there was also quite a measure of haughtiness and self-righteousness, the apostle Paul writes, “Therefore, let him who thinks he stands, take heed lest he fall.”
 Beloved, when you say I never doubt, I never have any difficulty with temptations, perhaps you should examine yourself whether you have not already fallen victim to it. I think, temptations, doubt – at times we all struggle with it. Yet let us thank God that He keeps us in His care. That’s the comfort on which we should focus.
Talking about these things, it’s not my intention this afternoon to refer to those struggles in faith as typical faith experiences, as it is done at times in evangelical circles. Nevertheless, we should keep our eye of faith open for these temptations, lest we think too lightly of them. Never forget, beloved, Satan is always out there to attack our faith, to break that bond between God and us, and he knows often better than we ourselves know how weak we are. It’s these weak moments of which Satan tries to make the most, throwing our faith into a crisis. Yes, these are the moments that we wonder where is God? Does He still hear me? If God has promised to care for me as a Father always, why is He then so far from helping me?
In other instances – because of the sinful inclinations of our own heart – we try to weaken God’s commandments, saying does God really ask this of us? What would be wrong with this or with that? Also these are temptations, of which Satan tries to make the most. Thus we are daily thrown into the crucible.  It’s a hard battle to stand firm, every day again. Our confessions also testify to this. I could refer to the explanation, which the HC gives of the 6th petition, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.”
 Yet I also think of the Canons of Dort, where it reads, “Scripture testifies that believers in this life have to struggle with various doubts of the flesh and, placed under severe temptation, do not always feel the full assurance of faith and certainty of perseverance.” These words clearly show that we should never think lightly of the battle we have to fight and about the temptations we may face in this life.
Where now does this leave us with the comfort Answer 44 HC wants to offer? The point is, Br. & Sr., that in all these sorrows and temptations we may cling to God’s sure promises. If we do so, then even in the deepest valley – in a similar way as the author of Psalm 22 – we may firmly believe that God will not forsake the work of His hands. He will still our refuge be, our strength in troubles nigh, as we have sung it at the beginning of this worship service. Think of Christ, and what He suffered, also for you and me, to redeem us, to bring us back to God, who now for Christ’s sake will never let go of us. Indeed, beloved, never! What a great comfort this is, especially when we struggle, when at times it there seems to be no longer any light in the tunnel; times that we may wonder, “where is God, why is He so far from helping me?” Beloved, God is still there, we only have to open they eye of faith for it. Like that servant of Elijah, who also thought, everything is lost. Look at all those Assyrians surrounding the city. But then Elisha prayed, “God open his eyes.” And then he saw all those angels protecting them.

Beloved, cling to God’s sure promises, God will never let go of you. That’s why Christ was forsaken, so that we might be accepted by God and nevermore be forsaken by Him. We are Christ’s. He bought us with the price of His precious blood, and in doing so – LD 1 – He set us free from all the power of the devil. And not only this, but because He gave His life for us, we are now so precious in His eyes that without God’s will not a hair can fall from my head. Yes, then also all those hairs that fall out during chemo treatment are all numbered by God.
Anguish, torment – beloved, when it gnaws at you, cling to Christ. He entered the realm of darkness for you, so that even in the deepest night, when everything seems to be dark, the light still shines for you, i.e. the light of God’s gracious countenance. For Christ’s sake we are in Father’s hand, and there we are safe, always, even in our greatest sorrows and temptations. What a glorious gospel this is, beloved. Therefore,

“O my soul, why are you grieving,

Why so disquieted in me?

Hope in God, your faith retrieving:

He will still your refuge be.”

Once we have come this far, beloved, we can also continue with the author of Psalm 42, 

“I again shall laud His grace

For the comfort of His face:

He will show His help and favour

For He is my God and Saviour.”

Amen.
� Luke 22, 44


� Mark 15, 33 and parallel texts.


� Mat. 3, 17


� BoP Psalm 23 : 2


� BoP Psalm 43 : 5


� Gen. 3, 1


� 1 Peter 5, 8


� 1 Cor. 10, 12


� Q + A 127





PAGE  
12

