Death: The Final Foe #4

“The Control of Death”

selected Scriptures
In the 1993 medical thriller Malice, Dr. Jed Hill (portrayed by Alec Baldwin) is called into question over a medical procedure he had performed. In the midst of the questioning a lawyer accused him of having a “God complex.” Dr. Hill replied,

“I have an M.D. from Harvard, I am board certified in cardio-thoracic medicine and trauma surgery, I have been awarded citations from seven different medical boards in New England…. So I ask you; when someone goes into that chapel and they fall on their knees and they pray to God that their wife doesn’t miscarry or that their daughter doesn’t bleed to death or that their mother doesn’t suffer acute neural trauma from postoperative shock, who do you think they’re praying to? Now, go ahead and read your Bible…and you go to your church, and, with any luck, you might win the annual raffle, but if you’re looking for God, he was in operating room number two on November 17, and he doesn’t like to be second guessed. You ask me if I have a God complex. Let me tell you something: I am God.”

I realize that is an extreme statement—perhaps overly dramatic even for Hollywood—but it captures the essence of an ongoing debate as to how much power over life and death lies in the hands of doctors and surgeons. Certainly their skills can reverse what appears to be a hopeless situation, and their errors can bring about what may seem to be an unnecessary death. But are they really in control of life and death?

What about the murderer who wields a gun or knife, deciding who will live and who will die? Or the judge who decides whether a convicted killer is to be executed or not? Or the tyrant who can end the lives of countless of his own countrymen on a whim? Do these control death?

Many would answer negatively and claim that only God has the control of death. Does this, then, mean that God is responsible for every abortion, every murder, every disease, every disaster, and every accident that takes a life? We might have a hard time correlating that with our view that God is loving and good.

Some take the opposite view—that Satan is in control of death. After all, does not Hebrews 2:14 describe the devil as “him who holds the power of death”? Jesus said of Satan in John 8:44, “He was a murderer from the beginning,” and in John 10:10, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.” Does this not suggest that Satan holds the power of death?

This is an important question…and one not reserved for philosophers or scholars in an academic setting. The answer to this dilemma impacts every one of us as to how we approach the subject of death. Thankfully God has provided answers for us in His Word.

The Choices of Man

First, let’s consider the choices of man. God created mankind with the capacity to choose, and those choices carry consequences—sometimes deadly consequences. This fact became quite evident early in human history…with the first set of brothers. We read in Genesis 4:8, “Now Cain said to his brother Abel, ‘Let’s go out to the field.’ And while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him.” Cain made a choice that ultimately ended the life of his brother Abel. Cain was held responsible when confronted by God in the verses that follow. In 1 John 3:12, what we might call the New Testament commentary on this episode, John writes, “Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous.” While acknowledging that Cain “belonged to the evil one” (meaning Satan), the apostle places the responsibility not on the devil, but on Cain himself.  His action brought about the death of his brother.

Human history has been splattered with the blood of such victims ever since. At times death comes intentionally; other times accidentally. Some act with premeditation; others react with passion at the moment. Often death comes directly from the murderer’s hands, as when Moses killed the Egyptian who was beating an Israelite; while on other occasions death results indirectly, as when Pharaoh ordered that the boy babies of the Israelites be killed, or when King David commanded his general Joab to put Uriah in harm’s way in order to be killed. (God held David directly responsible for Uriah’s death, even though the king himself did not fire the fatal shot.) Even the absence of action can result in another’s death, and the negligent party bears the blame.

But does this mean that man holds the control of death? I think not. When Pilate tried to intimidate Jesus by saying in John 19:10, “Don’t you realize I have power either to free you or to crucify you?” Jesus replied in the next verse, “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above.” Pilate said, in effect, “I have control over whether you live or die!” to which Jesus said, “No, you really don’t.”

I believe that while man controls his choices, God controls the consequences of his choices. I can make a decision, but once made, I am not in control of what transpires. Otherwise there would be no such thing as “attempted murder,” for everyone who tries to kill another is not trying to fail! We’ve all heard stories of the gun that jams or misfires, the knife blade that snaps, or the rope that breaks—sparing the intended victim. Who controls those circumstances? Not the one intending to kill!

What about the other side of the coin…those who have the power to prevent death? Here I refer to the first responders and paramedics who can revive a patient whose heart has stopped, or the doctors and nurses who treat an otherwise fatal condition and provide healing and health. Do they control who lives and who dies? Not entirely, else no patient would ever die. I agree with Billy Graham who writes, “While the physicians cannot have the final power over death, they can achieve temporary power over it.”
 Yet even that is not completely true, for the same treatment may prolong one life while not having any effect on another.

Proverbs 19:21 states, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” I believe this verse applies to the choices of man regarding life and death. Man makes choices, but the consequences are controlled by God.

The Corruption of Satan

Secondly, I want to consider the corruption of Satan. I mentioned earlier that Satan was not held responsible for Abel’s murder (Cain was), yet we read Jesus’ words in John 8:44, “You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning…” How are we to understand that? Furthermore, Hebrews 2:14 refers to Satan as “him who holds the power of death.” Does that not indicate that death falls under Satan’s control?

Some of the early church fathers seemed to lean this way. They thought of him as the lord of sin and death, and as the major tyrant from whom Jesus came to liberate us. In doing so, they credited the devil with more power than he has. They tended to speak as if he had acquired certain “rights” over mankind that even God was under obligation to satisfy.

The opening chapters of Job paint a different picture, though. In Job 1:12 we read, “The Lord said to Satan, ‘Very well, then, everything he has is in your hands, but on the man himself do not lay a finger.’” Later, in Job 2:6, “The Lord said to Satan, ‘Very well, then, he is in your hands; but you must spare his life.’” Warren Wiersbe writes,

Satan can touch God’s people only with God’s permission, and God uses it for their good and His glory. God is at work in our lives to make us more like Jesus Christ, and He can use even the attacks of the devil to perfect us. When you are in the path of obedience and you find yourself in a severe trial, remind yourself that nothing can come to your life that is outside His will.

Some of the so-called tragedies in the lives of God’s people have really been weapons of God to “still the enemy and the avenger” (Psa. 8:2). The angels watch the church and learn from God’s dealings with His people (1 Cor. 4:9; Eph. 3:10). We may not know until we get to heaven why God allowed certain things to happen. Meanwhile, we walk by faith and say with Job, “Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

Thus Satan does not have the authority to kill people; if he did, no one would be alive! God alone has that power.
 How, then, are we to understand that Satan “holds the power of death”? This power is held by the devil only in a secondary and not in an ultimate sense. God is still supreme in his sovereignty. Death is not a sphere that has broken loose from God’s command. On the contrary, Scripture clearly teaches that death, like all else, is under God’s control. The power of death wielded by the devil is not an absolute power; indeed, death is the sentence of God pronounced against man who sinfully has transferred his allegiance from his Creator to the creature. Death is the awful reality of divine judgment, not satanic victory. Creation and destruction belong properly and absolutely to God alone.
 Satan wields the power of death only insofar as he induces people to sin and to come under sin’s penalty, which is death.

The Control of God

This brings us finally to the control of God. He ultimately holds sway over death. He said through Moses in Deuteronomy 32:39, “I put to death and I bring to life, I have wounded and I will heal, and no one can deliver out of my hand.” As Christians we affirm that Almighty God is the only giver, sustainer and taker-away of life. On the one hand “he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else,” and “in him we live and move and have our being.” On the other, as the psalmist says to God, “when you take away their breath, they die and return to the dust.” Indeed, whenever anybody dies, Christian faith struggles to affirm with Job: “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised.” To the Christian, then, both life-giving and life-taking are divine prerogatives.

Psalm 139 is a favorite passage for many believers as it poetically describes God’s direct involvement in our lives from beginning to end. Verses 13-16 state,

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body. 

We can all agree that God is intimately involved with putting us together, making each one of us unique individuals. (And this applies to all people—however “normal” we might consider them!) These verses speak of the beginning of human life—before birth!

Yet verse 16 concludes, “All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.” While this still has the element of beginnings—“before one of them came to be”—there is also the perspective of the conclusion of our time on earth, since “all the days ordained for me,” meaning from first to last, “were written in your book.” God has ordained the days of our lives, including the length of our lives. And, as Wiersbe points out, “This is not the impersonal blueprint of a distant engineer, but the loving plan of a gracious heavenly Father.”
 Max Lucado puts it as only he can:

God didn’t delegate death’s datebook. Death sits well within his jurisdiction. Morticians answer to him…. Your death may surprise you and sadden others, but heaven knows no untimely death: “You saw me before I was born. Every day of my life was recorded in your book. Every moment was laid out before a single day had passed” (Psa. 139:16).

Did you hear those words, “Heaven knows no untimely death”? Let that sink in! We may call death “tragic” or “accidental” or “untimely,” but not to God! Through His divine, infinite plan, He has determined the length of each human life who has ever lived or ever will live. 

When my 29-year-old brother was killed in a truck accident, my father found great comfort in this very verse. At no time did he blame God for his son’s death, but he was comforted to know that God knew how long Ed would live and had worked all things into His master plan.

This leads to a common issue for believers and unbelievers alike. When a loved one dies, folks often say, “God called him (or her) home.” When a child dies, people say, “God wanted a flower for His garden,” making Him sound awfully selfish! But what about the case when death comes as a result of sin—either the person’s own sin (such as suicide or reckless behavior) or another person’s sin (such as murder or negligence)? Do we attribute those deaths to God as well? Is He responsible? 

Let’s review some general Bible truths.

God is both the author and sustainer of life. Since He is all-powerful, He has the ability to terminate human life, as he did in the case of Uzzah in 2 Samuel 6:7. He also has the power to lengthen life. He extended Hezekiah’s time by 15 years in 2 Kings 20:6. He can even restore life, as he did by raising Jesus from the dead.

Ordinarily, though, when people die, it is not because the Lord intervenes and takes the spirit from the body—regardless of whether the person was “good” or “evil.” It simply is a natural process, ultimately resulting from mankind’s rebellion against God at the beginning of human history. As mentioned previously, God gave man the power to choose, yet He retains control of the consequences. Both major decisions—such as acts that themselves endanger our own lives or the lives of others—and minor decisions—such as diet, exercise, and lifestyle choices—come into play in the determination of the length of our lives on earth. Ultimately, the Lord determines how the consequences of all of those choices play out in each individual life. He allows death to take us as a process. But we need to be careful before we say, in any specific case, that God “took” him or her, unless divine revelation indicates it.
 Remember, death is the ultimate consequence of sin, so each individual stands responsible for his or her own death, regardless of the exact circumstances surrounding it. God remains sovereign, but He cannot be blamed for the death of anyone, just as a judge who sentences a murderer to death is not responsible for the criminal’s demise.

In closing, I want to look at one last verse that, for a long time, really bothered me. It is found in Psalm 116:15, and it reads, “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.” I remember reading that and thinking, “Really? God thinks that death is precious?” 

No, this doesn’t mean that the Lord enjoys seeing His children die and their loved ones grieve, but that the death of a believer in God’s sight is so personal and precious that it doesn’t happen by accident. God watches over His own for whom His Son died, and He doesn’t leave their homecoming to what the world calls “chance” or “fate.” Our days are already written in His book. We can be foolish and shorten our lives, but we cannot go beyond the limits God has set.
 He never releases the control of death to Satan or to anybody else. 

So, what does this mean for us? I trust that this truth will provide comfort in the knowledge that something as significant as the end of our life on earth is in good hands—God’s hands. Our lives do not hang by a thin thread at the whim of Satan or anybody else who might wish us harm. 

Since this is true about the end of our lives, should we not completely trust Him with everything that happens around us? Can we not be confident in His plan for those we love? Like the hymn says, “Many things about tomorrow I don’t seem to understand; but I know who holds tomorrow, and I know who holds my hand.”
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