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Lords Day 16  
Faith in the Vicarious Suffering and Death of Christ 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.40. Why was it necessary for Christ to humble himself even unto death? 

A. Because with respect to the justice and truth of God, satisfaction for our sins could be made no 
otherwise, than by the death of the Son of God. 

Q.41. Why was he also "buried"? 

A. Thereby to prove that he was really dead. 

Q.42. Since then Christ died for us, why must we also die? 

A. Our death is not a satisfaction for our sins, but only an abolishing of sin, and a passage into eternal 
life. 

Q.43. What further benefit do we receive from the sacrifice and death of Christ on the cross? 

A. That by virtue thereof, our old man is crucified, dead and buried with him; that so the corrupt 
inclinations of the flesh may no more reign in us; but that we may offer ourselves unto him a 
sacrifice of thanksgiving. 

Q.44. Why is there added, "he descended into hell"? 

A. That in my greatest temptations, I may be assured, and wholly comfort myself in this, that my Lord 
Jesus Christ, by his inexpressible anguish, pains, terrors, and hellish agonies, in which he was 
plunged during all his sufferings, but especially on the cross, hath delivered me from the anguish 
and torments of hell. 

 

Lord's Day fifteen and sixteen belong together and speak of the same subject matter, namely, the 
vicarious, atoning suffering of Christ.  In the precious Lord's it speaks of the vicarious suffering of Christ, 
and emphasis was laid on that suffering in general as characterized especially in the bearing of the wrath 
of God.   

Sometimes it is even said that His suffering was actually in in the same sense as that of other 
outstanding men in various spheres of life.  So, it is claimed, Jesus was such an outstanding man in His 
suffering.  Now this may be beautifully said, but in hardly any sense is it true.  Actually we find many 
men who, from the point of view of outward suffering, suffered more than did Jesus, and who were not 
as much disturbed by their suffering as was Jesus.  Far from being a hero in physical suffering, the 
suffering of Jesus was an agony of the soul; and, in that far the suffering of Jesus was deeper than that 
of any other man, so infinitely deeper that it cannot in any sense be compared.   

The suffering of Jesus was unique, and the deep reason for the uniqueness of that suffering was 
that it was the suffering of the Son of God; it was the suffering of God Himself.  It was the suffering of 
our infinite covenant God in our stead.  That is why that suffering was unique, unique in its depth, in its 
infinite value and in its far reaching fruit.   

That was what the catechism dealt with in the preceding Lord's Day. It dealt with the suffering of 
Christ in general and characterized it especially as the bearing of the wrath and curse of God. Now in this 
sixteenth Lord's Day, there is added, from a historical point of view, His burial and dissension into hell. 
And from the practical point of view ― that from which we are presently discussing the catechism ― 
this sixteenth Lord's Day adds the element of perfect satisfaction. A new life, a death unto sin, and the 
raising unto a new life.  Thus we are continuing our discussion on the vicarious suffering of Jesus; and, 
looking at it from a practical point of view, we will see it as a finished comfort, a new life, and a freedom 
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from death. 

 

 Theme: Faith in the Vicarious Suffering and Death of Christ. 

 I. A Finished Comfort.    

 II.  A New Life.   

 III. A Freedom from Death. 

 

I. A Finished Comfort. 

Notice that the catechism speaks of many things which are accounted out of date in our modern 
age. It speaks of anguish, pains, terrors, and the agonies of hell ― who in our modern, enlightened age 
still believes in hell?  “Hell” may be used as an expression of disgust; but in our enlightened age no one 
believes in hell anymore. People believed in hell in the dark middle ages; but in our age people are too 
far advanced to believe in such foolishness. Hell, so it is said, is a philosophy of the middle ages. We may 
probably reach the conclusion that there is a life after this life; but, if there is, it must be a life that is 
pleasant for all.  The idea of a place of eternal torment is so ridiculous that it must be dropped.  

Yet the catechism speaks of it. The catechism speaks of satisfaction, and by satisfaction means that 
there can be no forgiveness of sins unless there is a blotting out of sins.  And there can be no blotting 
out of sin unless God's justice is satisfied.  And there can be no satisfaction of the justice of God unless 
the punishment for sin is borne.  And the punishment that must be borne to satisfy God's justice must 
be equal to the sin committed.  And who believes in such a God in our modern age.  Perhaps that was 
alright in the middle ages, but in our enlightened age, we have changed our conception of forgiveness 
entirely. A God that cannot forgive unless sin is paid for, is a tyrant. In such a God no one believes today.  

In fact, the catechism even speaks of temptations, and by temptation refers to a direct attack upon 
us by the devil causing us to fear and doubt that we have actually received forgiveness of sins and 
escaped the punishment of hell. The Dutch uses the word aanvechtigen; it is a direct attack of the devil 
causing us to doubt and fear.  But who believes in a personal devil today? Or who has such temptations? 
Our conscience in this civilized world is free from such temptations; and, if there are such temptations, it 
is not because there is a personal devil. That is the conception of our day, and this conception is forced 
upon us in the name of science, of enlightenment and advancement.  But beware, these things have 
nothing to do with science and enlightenment and advancement. There is no true science or 
enlightenment or advancement that denies these things.  The trouble is that we live in an age of spiritual 
darkness, so that there is very little interest for and conception of the weightier things of life. There is 
very little interest in things such as justice, righteousness and holiness. Men are busy with the things 
below, and are lighthearted with regard to the things that ought to weigh the heaviest.  And the reason 
is that there is no fear of God before their eyes, and having no fear of God before their eyes, they have 
changed God into the similitude of a man.  

The conception of God today is that of a big man, which was exactly the conception of the Greeks 
of old. God is a man with the same weaknesses and faults that we have, only He is bigger. He is a God 
that winks at sin, and in a sickly, corrupt love forgives sin.  But do not believe it. If you let go of that 
corrupt conception of God, if you turn to Scripture, and let God again be God and not a man, if you again 
understand that God is righteous and cannot look upon unrighteousness, if you understand that He is 
holy and can have nothing to do with unholiness, and if you then look at yourself and at the world, then 
all these things come back to you as realities. If you let God be God, and if then you look at the world 
and what has been committed by that world, now and in the past, then nothing but hell can be 
expected. All things cry for a hell, if God is God, and if He is righteous and holy.   
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So the Scriptures teach, not in a vague way as though hell is the place of death, but the place of fire 
and brimstone. Many people understand by hell nothing but the grave, the state of death. They say that 
the original word for hell means only death and the grave. Now it is true, when our translation uses the 
word hell, the original simply refers to the state of death; but, although that is true, it is also true that 
Scripture speaks of it as the place of everlasting torment, where the flame is not quenched and the 
worm dieth not.  

We can, of course, easily understand why men try to get away from hell. All sorts of attempts are 
made to get rid of it, as when they speak death as “annihilation” of even of a “second chance.”  The 
truth is, of course, that there is no chance at all. Not only is there no second chance, but there is no first 
chance either. Salvation is not a chance. Salvation is sure as the mountains.  

When, however, the fear of God enters into ones heart, there is no more difficulty with the idea of 
hell.  Scripture speaks of the place that burns with fire and brimstone; and, of course, it uses earthly 
language.  Nevertheless, there is a place of eternal retribution, and inwardly all the world cries for it ― 
provided that God is God.  

If we look at it in that way, we will understand that there is no other way of  redemption but by 
satisfaction. Satisfaction must be brought if there is to be salvation. The truth, justice, and love of God 
demand it. God's truth is that you departed from Him and that you cannot set yourself against Him and 
live. God's justice is that an evil committed must be balanced by an evil afflicted, and a good done must 
be balanced by a good equal to the good done.  

Now God cannot deny Himself. He must maintain His truth and justice; and next to these two 
attributes is His love, wherein He determined to lead His people to a glory which could not be reached 
but in the way of sin and grace. If we take these three together, then there is but one way to get 
through that deep way. An evil had been committed, and justice demands that an evil be inflicted equal 
to the evil committed. God cannot be changed, and God's justice does not change; and there is no 
redemption but by satisfaction.  

These are realities, and if we live in that, then temptation comes back too; and then we begin to 
tremble, not in a bad but in a good sense. If you look at the spotless holiness and righteousness of God, 
and then look at yourself, at your sins and shortcomings, and if then the devil comes, we begin to 
tremble and become amazed.  We wonder if for such a sinner there could actually be redemption. These 
things come back with inevitable reality upon us. That the catechism means, and it comes with a 
finished comfort. For the catechism says: "That in my greatest temptations, I may be assured, and 
wholly comfort myself in this, that my Lord Jesus Christ, by His inexpressible anguish, pains, terrors, and 
hellish agonies, in which He was plunged during all His sufferings, but especially on the cross, hath 
delivered me from the anguish and torments of hell." In other words: there is complete satisfaction in 
the blood of Christ, according to the sentence of God's judgment. It is what the catechism answers in 
the first question, I believe in Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, Who is for His people. It is only 
because it is the Son of God that died that God's justice is satisfied. And He entered into the very depth 
of death; for He descended into hell, so we confess.  

It was not into the physical place of hell as such that He went. Many would maintain this. It is, for 
example, the opinion of the Roman Catholic Church that Jesus literally went into hell to liberate the Old 
Testament fathers; and others who say that Jesus literally went to hell to celebrate His victory. But this 
view has no support in the word of God.  In confessing that Jesus descended into hell the Church means 
to say, as the catechism explains it, that He suffered all the pain and anguish and torment; that is the 
essence of hell.  And, this He did especially on the cross, and more particularly in that amazing moment 
when ― as though almost amazed at His own suffering  ― He cried out: "My God, My God, why hast 
thou forsaken me?"  
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And in this our comfort is made complete. I believe in Him. I believe in Him as my Redeemer and 
Representative. I believe in Him even in the moments when the spotlessness of God's holiness and the 
greatness of my sins stand before me. For, though my sins be as scarlet, God has made them as white as 
snow. That first. 

  

II. A New Life. 

 But that is not all. For the catechism emphasizes that the death of Christ is the death of my death.  

By virtue of the death of Christ our old nature is crucified, dead and buried with Him. By nature, we 
are not only sinful, but we are bound to sin. By nature, we are so in the power of sin that we love sin. By 
nature we are alienated from the life of God, I am a stranger to the things that are holy and righteous in 
the sight of God, and I am filled with unrighteousness and corruption. We can never exaggerate our 
condition. We are totally corrupt. We are filled with sin, and we are bound to it, and we have no right to 
be delivered from our sinful condition. It is God's sentence upon us. That we are born dead is God's 
sentence upon us; and that sentence cannot be revoked unless God's justice is first satisfied. There is no 
other way of killing the old man.  

And that is what Christ did. That is why the death of Christ is the death of our old man. Christ by His 
death deprived sin of its power by taking its guilt away. That is what Romans 8 teaches us, “What the 
law could not do” ― the law could never condemn the rule of sin over us. “What the law could not do,” 
― in that the was weak through the flesh ― “God sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and 
for sin, condemned in sin in the flesh.” Not the sinner, but sin. God condemned sin, so that sin has no 
more dominion over us.  

That is why Scripture says we are dead. We are dead to sin. We are dead to unrighteousness. Not 
sin is dead, but we are dead. All the elect died when Christ died. The cross of Christ is the death of the 
elect; and it is realized in them when they have a living part with that cross. That is why the Christian 
cries out against sin. He did not do that before; but as soon as the Christian dies to sin, he cries out, “sin 
has no more right to rule over me.” We are dead to sin, a new life begins. The cross is the power of new 
life. 

 

III. A Freedom from Death. 

And finally, it is the freedom from death. That is, from temporal, physical death.  

The catechism asks, "Since then Christ died for us, why must we also die?" And it answers that 
essentially we don't. When temporal death comes, all that takes place is that all of the old man stays 
behind in the grave, and the new man passes through into glory.   

We must all pass through temporal, physical death. That is inevitable. God's counsel must be 
fulfilled. We must wait until all has been accomplished. We must all pass through physical death, and 
physical death means two things. It means that my body will go in the grave and be corrupted.  

It will return to the dust from whence it was taken, and in the second place, it means the state of 
the soul. When the body enters into the state of corruption, the soul must leave that body. So it was 
with Jesus. When His body was in the grave, His soul was in paradise.  

It is striking that the catechism has nothing to say about the burial of Jesus, and it is also striking 
that in answer to the question: “why was Jesus buried?”, the catechism answers, "to prove thereby that 
He was really dead." That answer, to say the least, is very superficial. We don't need proof that Jesus 
was dead. We don't bury people to prove that they are dead.  

Scripture teaches two things with regard to the burial of Jesus. In the first place, it teaches that men 
had placed His grave with the wicked. That is, if Jesus had had their way about it, they would have 
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buried Jesus as and with the unrighteous. They would simply have dug a hole and thrown Him in it, so 
that He would not have had a burial at all. And in the second place, Scripture teaches that although men 
had so planned it, He was nevertheless with the rich in His death. That is, He was buried as and with the 
righteous. While men planned to place His grave with the wicked, God took care that He was buried 
with the righteous.  

The reason for the burial of Jesus was not to prove that He was dead, but the grave, beside the 
opening that it has on our side, had but one other opening. That opening was the opening into hell. Now 
Jesus goes into the grave and changes it. He bored another hole through the grave that leads to heaven. 
The grave now becomes a thoroughfare into eternal life.  

I am afraid of the grave. The Christian should not take part with the world in trying to change it. The 
grave is terrible. It is the place of corruption. Placing flowers etc. on that grave does not change it. The 
man that says that he is not afraid of the grave is a fool. For the grace drags him, and all that he is and 
ever was into corruption. But Jesus went into that grave. It was fitting that Jesus was not transfigured on 
the cross. We must enter into that grave, and it was fitting that Jesus should be there and pass through 
that grave, and so enter into glory. For now on the way to glory we have the comfort that on every step 
of that way we follow the steps of our Captain. He has been there before us and paved the way for us, 
and we can say with the Psalmist of old, I have the Lord always before me. He is before in my sin; He is 
before me in my temptations; He is before me when I pass through death; and He showed me that the 
grave is not a place of corruption for Him and will not be for me.  While His body was in the grave, His 
soul was in glory. If any man believe in me, he shall not taste death, but hath everlasting life. “Oh death 
where is thy sting, grave where is thy victory.” 


