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I. On Dogs and Devils 

 

Since I’m a runner for exercise, I share this in common with mail carriers: I don’t like loose dogs. I 

don’t like getting chased or stopped or cornered by man’s best friend. On one of my neighborhood 

loops, I was once pursued for over half a mile by a dog.  

 

In the interest of full disclosure, it weighed only eight pounds.  

 

And it only had three legs.  

 

I didn’t say I was a fast runner. 

 

In any event, on my current running route, there’s a dog that barks and charges every time. It doesn’t 

bother me, though, because it’s on a ten foot chain. As long as I stay eleven feet away from the 

center of that dog’s roaming circle, I’m going to be just fine. All it can do is bark and whine and bare 

its teeth. But it can’t hurt me…as long as I stay outside the perimeter of that chain. 

 

Revelation 20:2 tells us that the devil is bound. He’s chained up, already defeated by Jesus Christ, 

who has broken your chains of sin and set you free, even as He has bound Satan. The devil is already 

defeated. A commentary I read likened him to a dog on a chain: because of Jesus’ victory over sin, 

death and devil, the evil one cannot do you harm. He’ll try, though. As “the Accuser,” the devil can 

accuse you all he wants. As chained dogs bark ferociously, he’ll howl and scream to scare you. He’ll 

whine and wheedle and look adorable. But the fact is that talking is about all he can do. Because you 

are among those redeemed by Jesus, the devil can do you no permanent harm. All you need to do is 

stay clear of his circle. All you need to do is make sure that you stay away from the chained-up, 

barking dog. 

 

The only way the devil can harm you is if you’re foolish enough to wander into that little circle 

where his chain permits him to go. 

 

Sound easy? It should be, but here’s the problem: you are no match for the devil. 

 

Sometimes, he’ll whine and wheedle like a cute little puppy that just wants some attention and 

couldn’t possibly hurt you. He’ll play the part of the defeated one; and since he’s already beaten and 

bound, you have nothing to fear, right? “Therefore,” he’ll whisper, “you don’t have to worry quite so 

much about sin. It’s not going to hurt you. Do you see beauty? It’s okay to dwell on it so that it 

becomes lust instead of appreciation, if that’s what makes you happy. I’m chained up,” says the 

devil; “what can I do? Go ahead and indulge yourself a little.”  
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“Has God granted you success—a good report card or a triumph in sports or a promotion at the 

company? Congratulations,” whispers the evil one; “you deserve to feel proud about what you’ve 

done. So, maybe enjoy the glory, take the credit. Sure, the Lord warns against pride, but I’m bound,” 

says Satan. “What can I do?” 

 

“Wow,” he whines. “Not only did the Lord defeat me, but He sure made you smart. In fact, He made 

you smart enough to see through some of those parts of the Bible that are just too miraculous to have 

happened. You’re intelligent enough that you don’t have to buy into all of the Sunday-school fairy-

tale miracle stuff. It’s not like that changes the fact that I’m chained up. What can I do?” 

 

Here’s another of his gambits: “You’re a go-getter, aren’t you? You want to get things done, more 

than others. Go ahead, then, and do what you want to do. If that means that you’ve got to ignore 

others—like spouse or kids or parents or friends in need, you’ve got to make that choice. Don’t let 

their neediness hold you back.” 

 

“Look,” he whines. “God sure has given you a lot of stuff, while He keeps me poor on a short leash. 

Doesn’t it make sense, then, that the more stuff you have, then the further you are from me and 

closer to God? Make it a priority to get more stuff. Make materialism a way of life. Hey, I’m in 

chains. What am I going to do to you?” 

 

See how this works? Sounds like a whipped puppy so far, but beware. A little lust is an oxymoron: 

lust always wants to feed itself more. Pride is the same way: it always wants to get prouder—and the 

prouder of yourself you become, the less need you see to confess your sin. Many an intelligent 

individual has decided he knows better than the Bible, and has outsmarted himself out of heaven. 

Ambition becomes a god that must be served, and greed is an idol, too. 

 

Each one of these sins starts small—a wandering eye, a desire for just a little bit more. Each one 

lures you in. That’s the strategy of the chained dog. He often baits you in, a little at a time, the 

whipped puppy. Pretty soon, though, you’ve wandered closer and closer…and you’re inside the 

circle. It may feel like the dog is licking your face, but it’s still the hound of hell. 

 

Now, here is where the devil is particularly clever: he tempts you this way in the name of “Christian 

freedom.” He manipulates you to say, “I can indulge in this or that sin, at least a little, because I’m 

free from sin. It can’t hurt me. In fact, I’m going to do this or that in order to prove to myself that 

I’m not saved by my perfect life. I am free to act in this way.” But that is not Christian freedom: 

Jesus did not set you free to do whatever you want. As our epistle touches on today, He set you free 

from sin, not to sin. He set you free to serve others, not to use your freedom in service to yourself. 

This false idea is one of Satan’s greatest triumphs today: many believe that they can be a Christian 

and still continue a worldly way of life. If that is you, repent; for you are not free from sin, no matter 

how free you may feel. 

 

Of course, the devil doesn’t always whine. Sometimes, he barks to terrorize. Should you be beaten 

down and vexed enough in affliction, he will bay and howl and seek to tell you that God must hate 

you and so you should run away from the Lord. Or he will tell you that the Lord must not care, so 

you might as well give up on that faith-thing. He’ll whisper all sorts of distractions and worries that 

you’ll decide you just don’t have time for daily Bible reading, regular church attendance, giving 

offerings or receiving the means of grace. He’ll seek to make you feel sorry for yourself, convincing 
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you that you’ve had such a rough go that you deserve to indulge in a favorite sin to make you feel 

better. Then he’ll tell you that repentance isn’t necessary, because you needed the break from trying 

to be good. 

 

So the dog barks and whines and wheedles. Examine yourself: do any of the scenarios above 

describe you? Do little sins lead to bigger ones? Do trials and afflictions leave you in doubt of God’s 

love? Do you look to indulge in a favorite sin here or there, figuring it will be all right since you can 

be forgiven anyway?  

 

There is no one righteous, not even one. The devil will outsmart you every time. If you resist his 

temptations to crass sin, he’ll make you sinfully proud of your resistance. 

 

So if you ever question your sinfulness or need for a Savior, or if you ever believe you’ve got some 

sort of strength or resistance to sin in yourself, consider this: the devil is completely, thoroughly 

defeated for eternity. He’s got no power left to back up his words. And every day, you’re no match 

for him. Every day, you sin daily and much. There is no excuse.  

 

You need a Savior. Thanks be to God, you hear of your Savior in today’s Gospel lesson. 

 

II. Christ and the Demon-Defying New Doctrine 

 

Jesus arrives in Capernaum and teaches in the synagogue on the Sabbath day. Among those in the 

synagogue is a man with an unclean spirit—demon-possessed. There’s not much that this demon 

seems afraid of: it’s willing to go into a synagogue, and it apparently fears neither scribes nor 

people. The possessed man certainly has no power over it. But Jesus’ presence is something else. 

There is no confusion on the part of the unclean spirit—it knows exactly who Jesus is, and it wants 

nothing to do with Him and His holiness. “Let us alone!” it cries. “What have we to do with You, 

Jesus of Nazareth? Did You come to destroy us? I know who You are—the Holy One of God!”  

 

It’s the stuff of horror movies, except that this story is true. It’s a terrifying thing when the devil 

shows his true colors. 

 

But this unclean spirit is no match for Jesus. He simply rebukes the demon by speaking: “Be quiet, 

and come out of him!” It has no choice. It flees. The people are amazed: “What is this? What new 

doctrine is this? For with authority He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey Him.” The 

unclean spirit has no fear of the scribes, but it flees from the Son of God immediately. Simply by 

speaking this new doctrine, Jesus sends that little devil running.  

 

It’s a good question: what is this? What new doctrine is this? Here it is: Jesus has gone to the cross 

and suffered the judgment for your sins. He’s suffered God’s punishment—hell—that was to be for 

you, because of your sinfulness. Because He has done so, the devil is disarmed. Without Jesus’ death 

and resurrection, the devil could squeal, “All who sin cannot enter heaven, and so they belong with 

me in hell. They’re to be judged with me for eternity.” But Jesus declares, “Not so, devil! They will 

not be judged for their sin, because I’ve already been judged for their sin. You can accuse them all 

you want, and you can shriek about their guilt; but I’ve already borne their sin and guilt to the cross. 

You’ve no power left to condemn My people.” 

 

You’re no match for the devil. But Jesus has defeated him, once for all; and Jesus shares that victory 
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with you. He does so just as He does with the possessed man in today’s text: He speaks this new 

doctrine to you. He says, “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Ghost.” There, He puts His name on you. He sets you free from the devil and makes you His own. 

He declares, “Here in this Sacrament, I wash your sins away. If your sins are gone, there is nothing 

left for the devil to accuse you with. Heaven is yours.” Oh, be sure: when you were baptized, the 

devil was sent scurrying away. You may be no match for him, but he is no match for Jesus, who has 

marked you with His own name. 

 

Jesus speaks His new, devil-defying doctrine to you in Holy Absolution: “I forgive you all of your 

sins.” As long as Old Adam clings to you, you’re still going to sin; and Satan will use each of these 

sins to say, “Some follower of Jesus you are. Obviously, you’re not righteous enough to get to 

heaven. I guess you’re mine again.” Not so! With the Absolution, Jesus says, “You’re not righteous 

enough to get to heaven, but I’m righteous enough—and I have died for all of your sins. Therefore, I 

declare once again that you are. Heaven is yours, not hell.” 

 

And where the devil seeks to destroy you, both soul and body, Jesus gives you His body and blood—

crucified for our offenses and raised for our justification (Ro. 4:25). “This is My body and blood,” 

He declares, “given for you—unto cross and judgment and death, and now given to you, for the 

forgiveness of sins. Because I have suffered hell for you, heaven is yours because you are forgiven.” 

 

Make no mistake: you’ll be tempted and vexed by the devil’s barks. But do not count upon your 

moral strength or smarts or commitment to resist him, for you cannot. Instead, rejoice in Christ your 

Savior. When tempted, confess that you are tempted. Read the Lord’s Word and meditate upon His 

promises. Memorize Scripture for this very purpose, to fill your mind with God’s Word against the 

devil’s whispers. And when you sin, do not say, “I will do a better job at resisting Satan next time.” 

No, confess your sin to your Savior, and rejoice that He forgives you and strengthens your faith. 

 

You’re no match for the devil, but Jesus is. Thus the choir sang this morning: 

 

Satan, hear this proclamation: I am baptized into Christ! 

Drop your ugly accusation, I am not so soon enticed. 

Now that to the font I’ve traveled, All your might has come unraveled, 

And, against your tyranny, God, my Lord unites with me! 

 

The devil is beaten, bound and chained; for Jesus has defeated him. The evil one has no power but to 

bark and tempt, whisper and vex. 

 

Therefore, you have no excuse for sin, for giving into the temptations of a powerless foe. But you 

do, and this only shows how weak and lost in sin we are. 

 

But Christ has defeated the devil, suffering the judgment and hell for your sin. He is your salvation, 

because He shares this victory with you. He saves you by speaking His new doctrine which defies 

sin, death and devil in order to give you grace and life. And so that you may be all the more sure, 

hear His new doctrine for you once again: you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


