The Gospel and Death
Pastor John Rosensteel

Big Idea:

The Gospel declares death an enemy while embracing it as a friend.

Purpose:

To equip followers of Jesus to embrace death as a friend.

Passage:

Philippians 1:18-24

Verse:

Philippians 1:21

Opening
The Denial of Death

-I want to share a startling statistic with you. And I realize we live in a world of fake news.
Many people aren’t sure what to believe. But this statistic is 100% accurate. You can take
it to the bank. It is validated and backed by every single person on the planet. Here’s the
statistic: one out of every one person is going to die. It’s a complicated statistic so let me
repeat it: one out of every one person is going to die.
-Despite the fact that is an undeniably true statement,
some people don’t like it. Some people are trying to fix it.
A few years ago, the cover of Time Magazine proclaimed
– This Baby Could Live to Be 142 Years Old. Some people
are trying to figure out a a way for humans to live forever.
This endeavor is called biohacking and it is led by folks in
Silicon Valley. They figure they can hack most things why
not try to hack life? One of the leaders in this movement
defines biohacking as the art and science of becoming
superhuman. There are tens of thousands of biohackers
and biohacking investors.

-Google has launched the Calico Company short for California Life Company. They are
trying to reverse-engineer the biology that controls life span. A Russian multi-millionaire
started a company called 2045 Initiative which is devoted to helping humans achieve
immortality by 2045. Larry Ellison, who is one of the richest men in the world, is devoting
40 million dollars a year to the quest for immortality. Larry has been quoted as saying
death makes him very angry. He wants to end it. He sees it as just another corporate
obstacle to conquer. The anti-aging hormone business is now worth about 50 billion
dollars and growing.
-When Vladimir Lenin, the founder of Soviet communism died of a heart attack in 1924 the
communist elite decided to try to preserve his body. They were going to freeze him but
his body started to deteriorate while the freezer was being built so they preserved him
with a special chemical embalming process.

You can go visit Vlad today. His body is in a
mausoleum in Red Square. To keep him looking like
this takes a lot of work. The tomb is set a certain
temperature, bleach is used regularly to take care of
fungus and mold, he is given a makeover every 18
months where his body is immersed in a solution of
chemicals to help his skin maintain its appearance.
Even with all this work he looks like waxed fruit.
Why? Because he is dead.
-The Chief Medical Officer for one of the leading biohacking organizations said they think
it is reasonable to suppose that one could stay between 20 and 25 biologically
indefinitely. He said their organizational goal is to equip people to prevent death as long
as they can. They are offering conferences where people can design their own
super-longevity.
-All of these efforts to figure out how to live forever are trying to deny the reality of
death. Sigmund Freud essentially argued that most of the things wrong with the human
condition had something to do with sexuality. But many scholars think he was wrong.
Ernest Becker and many others would trace the cause of the human struggle back to a
denial of death. We live in a world, especially the Western world, that is doing everything
it can to deny the reality of our impending death.
-This was impossible for most of history because life was so short. In the first century
Roman world in which the New Testament was written, it is estimated the average
lifespan was around 30. This only increased a bit over the next 1800 years to around 40.
The infant mortality rate was about 36%. That means that 36 out of every 100 babies died
before the age of 1. The average lifespan in America in 1900 was 47 years. The infant
mortality rate was around 16%. Now, due to modern medicine, the average lifespan in
America is around 78 and the infant mortality rate is around .6 percent. We are able to
hold death at more of a distance.
-I have definitely noticed this tendency in many Americans. I have done lots of funerals.
And I have done funerals in other countries and for people from different cultures.
Americans tend to keep death at a distance as much as possible. In other countries and
cultures, they tend to be more comfortable with the reality of death.
-But here’s the truth – it’s coming for every one of us whether we like it or not. Despite all
the advances, the oldest living human on record lived to be 122. And she smoked until she
was 117. Go figure. We can try whatever we want to seek immortality but we are all going
to die.
Review/series

-We are in the final week of a series called The Good Life. In this series we have been
exploring how the full Gospel, not the Shrunken Gospel, affects different areas of our lives.
Today we are considering how the Gospel affects death.

Public reading: Philippians 1:18-24

But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether
from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.
Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your prayers – and
God’s provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ – what has happened to me will
turn out for my deliverance.
I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have
sufficient courage so that now, as always, Christ will be exalted in my
body, whether by life or by death.
For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body,
this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know!
I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is
better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.

Is Death an Enemy or a Friend? (Philippians 1:18-24)
Color Commentary

-Paul planted the church at Philippi around AD 49. Philippi was a prominent and diverse
port city located in what is now Greece. Paul wrote the letter from a Roman jail cell
around AD 62 shortly before his death. Paul was primarily writing to thank them for their
generous gifts that were given to him by Epaphroditus.
Paul is writing with Timothy. The goal of the letter is to encourage the Philippian church. It
is an encouraging letter; but Paul and Timothy are trying to encourage them to think
differently about things. They want them to adopt a Gospel-centered mindset. In the
passage we just read, Paul is trying to get them to think differently about living and dying.
-The key verse of the passage is verse 21. For to me, to live is Christ and to die is
gain. (Philippians 1:21) Paul juxtaposes living and dying no differently than most of us
juxtapose them. Paul is in real-time wrestling with the reality of his impending death. And
if our dating of the letter and Paul’s death is correct, his death was near. Paul’s life was
filled with much heartache and suffering for the sake of the gospel. He is on his deathbed
pondering if he wants to live or die.
Paul states to live is Christ. By this Paul means that for him to live means he can continue
to embody Jesus and serve the churches. Paul also states that to die is gain. The Stoics
and Gnostics in Paul’s day would have agreed with his statement – to die is gain, but for
dramatically different reasons. They would have seen death as a release from an evil body
or release from an evil world to a greater spiritual existence. When Paul says to die is gain,
he doesn’t mean that. Paul tells us what he means. For Paul, death means he will be with
Jesus to a greater degree than he has ever been with Jesus.

-As a pastor I am sometimes with followers of Jesus before they die. They want to know
what happens to them when their bodies finally fail. Scripture does not provide many
details. We know that our future in Jesus will mean living with new, resurrected bodies on
a renewed earth. But where will we be as we wait for that resurrected life? The simplest
answer is that we will be with Jesus. That is what Jesus said to the criminal on the cross
who looked to Him for life—today you will be with me. Paul considered this state of being
with Jesus after death as gain. We can certainly be with Jesus prior to death through the
power of the Spirit. But our intimacy is limited. As Paul said in 1 Corinthians, now we see in
a mirror darkly, then we shall see face to face. Once we die that intimacy will be unlimited.
That is what Paul says: to die is gain.
-Then Paul lets us in on his inner dialogue. This is actually an ancient way of reasoning. To
make a point, Paul is almost pretending to be perplexed with his decision. We might
imagine him making a pro and con list. If I live it is better for the churches because I can
continue to embody Jesus. But if I die it is better for me because I will be with Jesus. He
states that he desires to depart and be with Jesus. Paul desires death. But Paul chooses
life, as much as he is able to do so, because it serves others. Paul chooses to live a
crucified life and be poured out for others instead of a death that will fully unite him with
Jesus in resurrection.
-It reminds me of times I have had the privilege of being with an elderly saint before their
death. Near the end they so long to depart and be with Jesus. They even get a heavenly,
faraway look on their faces like they have one foot in the life that awaits. Their only
hesitation to depart is caused by the sadness they know their death will cause the ones
they love; the hole their death will leave in those lives.
-This passage causes us to ask In light of the Gospel, is death an enemy or a friend? This
has actually been a robust debate among biblical scholars and theologians throughout the
history of the church. Today, I argue it is both. I will say it this way:
The Gospel declares death an enemy while embracing it as a friend.
Death as an Enemy

-The Gospel declares death an enemy. This is a theme throughout Scripture. When Adam
and Eve sinned, death awaited. Paul tells the Church at Rome the wages of sin is death.
(Romans 6:23). Paul also tells that same church, sin entered the world through one
man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all people… (Romans 5:12b) In
his first letter to the Corinthians Paul says that the last enemy to be destroyed is death. (1
Corinthians 15:26)
-At every funeral I speak at people are deeply sad. At many funerals people are angry. At
one funeral I lead, the mother beat on the chest of her deceased son as he lay in the
coffin. Those expressions of sadness and anger are an entirely appropriate response to
death, because death is an enemy. When we react with sadness or anger to death, we are
agreeing with God that things are not right.

-We see this on full display when Jesus stands outside of the tomb of His dear friend
Lazarus. Twice we are told that Jesus is deeply moved. This Greek verb means to be
moved with anger or to express indignant displeasure. It was also used to describe the
snort of a warhorse. John tells us twice that Jesus is angry at death. He was so angry it
caused Him to weep for His friend and to weep for all of those affected by death. Death is
not what God intended for us. Jesus was about to do something about that. Death makes
God angry because death is an enemy.
-But early on in our story, we also understand that death might be friendly. You may
remember that Adam and Eve ate from the tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. In
that same garden was the Tree of Life. God knew that if Adam and Eve had eaten of the
Tree of Life after eating from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, they would live
forever in a state of brokenness. (Genesis 3:22) As Tolkien once wrote, ‘The doom of the
Elves is to be immortal.’ So, God kicked them out of the garden as a means of protection.
God intended humanity to die so that they could be raised to life, forever breaking the
power of sin and death.
Death as a Friend

-The Gospel declares death an enemy. But the Gospel also enables us to embrace death
as a friend. Apart from God death is only an enemy. But since we belong to Jesus, we can
also embrace death as a friend. Jesus said:
I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even
though they die; 26 and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you
believe this? (John 11:25-26)
Because of this reality Paul proclaimed to the Corinthians that death has been swallowed
up in victory. He testifies to this with two rhetorical questions. Paul asks:
Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting? (1 Corinthians 15:55)
Because of Jesus, death is no longer victorious; death is the bee without the stinger.
Death has not just lost its sting, but for those who belong to Jesus, death becomes a
doorway to life. This is why Paul tells the church in Rome that he is groaning along with all
creation as we wait for the life that follows death. (Romans 8:22-23) Because Paul belongs
to Jesus, he can declare that dying is gain.
-This was not a theoretical statement for Paul. Paul says it while on this deathbed. The
saying that death is gain was not unique to Paul or to followers of Jesus. For Paul, death
was gain because it meant experiencing a greater degree of intimacy and being with
Jesus. People who don’t belong to Jesus consider death only an enemy because all they
have is this life. But people who belong to Jesus can declare death an enemy while also
embracing it as a friend.
How does the Gospel make death our friend?

How the Gospel Makes Death a Friend
The inevitability of death right-sizes us

-First, the inevitability of death right sizes us. Sin causes us to seek to play God. Especially
in the modern world, technology and wealth and power can give us the illusion of God-like
status until we come face to face with the fact that our lives are very, very short. 78 years
may seem like a long time if you are young, but talk to someone who is older and every
single one of them will tell you that life goes by like a snap. I have a habit of asking older
parents and grandparents for advice on raising kids. Almost to a person they say it all
goes so fast. As the saying goes— the days are long but the years are short. In 2020 the
average American lifespan dropped 1.5 years to the lowest point since 2003. We are
going backwards.
-The Scriptures tell us again and again that life is short. Some of the images the writers of
Scripture to remind us that life is short:
-a shadow (Job 14:2; Psalm 144:4; 1 Chronicles 29:15)
-a vanishing cloud (Job 7:9)
-a sprinter (Job 9:25)
-a flower (Job 14:1)
-an eagle swooping down on its prey (Job 9:26)
-water spilled on the ground (2 Samuel 14:14)
-a passing breeze (Psalm 78:39)
-mist (James 4:14)
-grass (Psalm 90:5, 103:15-16; 1 Peter 1:24-25)
-The last image of grass is found in Psalm 90 written by Moses—presumably at the end of
his life. Old Moses is looking back at his long but very short life and he is right-sized.
He writes,
Lord, you have been our dwelling place throughout all generations. Before the
mountains were born or you brought forth the whole world, from everlasting
to everlasting you are God…. A thousand years in your sight are like a day that
has just gone by, or like a watch in the night. Yet you sweep people away in
the sleep of death - they are like the new grass of the morning: In the morning
it springs up new, but by evening it is dry and withered. (Psalm 90:1, 2, 4-6)
-Moses was an expert on mortality. He watched 80-90 Israelites die every day during his
40 years of leading them through the wilderness. That is 3-4 every hour, every day. The
man knew death.
-The root for the Hebrew word for people means frail or weak human. Maybe we could
start greeting one another, ‘Hello, weak person; good morning, frail one.” Moses gives us
proper perspective when he compares the everlasting God who views a thousand days

like a watch in the night with humans who are like grass, desert grass. In the desert, if it
rains grass will spring up in places but it will be gone by noon due to the heat.
-A great modern metaphor of the brevity of life is bubbles. Bubbles are here one moment
and gone the next. How ridiculous would it be for any of these bubbles to assume
God-like qualities? I am a powerful and almighty bubble. My whole life is ahead of me.
-The fact that death is just around the corner for all of us is meant to right-size us. It is
meant to promote a sense of vulnerability and humility before an everlasting God. It is a
friendly reminder of who we are and who God is.
Death calls us to carpe diem

-Death not only right sizes us. Death calls us to carpe diem. People who do not believe in
God lack the foundation to lead truly meaningful lives. But the Gospel gives our lives true
meaning. And when faced with the inevitability of death it means each moment counts.
-One of my favorite movie scenes is from Dead Poet’s Society starring Robin Williams.
Robin plays an eccentric English teacher at a distinguished boy’s prep school. On the very
first day class he leads them out into the hallway whose walls are filled with class pictures
from generations before. He has one of the boys read a poem by Robert Herrick. The key
line is Gather ye rosebuds while ye may, Old
time is still a-flying: And this same flower that
smiles today, tomorrow will be dying. He then
asks the boys to all lean close and look at the
picture of a group of students from long ago
who are all dead and gone. He tells them to
listen. The boys don’t know whether or not to
take him seriously. Some begin to snicker.
And then Robin Williams begins to say,
“Carpe diem, seize the day boys, make your
lives extraordinary.”
-This is essentially what old Moses is saying in Psalm 90. Moses is telling us to carpe diem
– seize the day. In doing so our lives will be extraordinary. It is ordinary to take time for
granted. It is extraordinary to time seriously. Moses says exactly that. Teach us to number
our day, that we may gain a heart of wisdom. (Psalm 90:12) The apostle Paul says the
same thing. Be careful, then, how you live – not as unwise but as wise, make the most of
every opportunity… (Ephesians 5:15-16b)
-Because we face the inevitability of death, time is our greatest commodity. The value of a
commodity is determined by its scarcity. Time is not a renewable resource. We spend it, it
is gone. If our earthly lives lasted forever then time would not be precious. But our earthly
lives are short and meaningful so we seize the day.
-And yet we waste lots of precious time. Just check your cell phone at the end of a week
to see how much time you wasted on various apps. In a standard life we will spend 6
months at stoplights, 8 months opening and reading junk mail, one year looking for

misplaced items, 2 years unsuccessfully returning phone calls, 4 years doing housework, 5
years waiting in line, and 6 years eating.
-So many of us take time for granted. Kate Bowler is a Professor at Duke Divinity school.
She is a deeply devoted follower of Jesus who was
diagnosed with terminal cancer in the prime of her
life. Her diagnosis meant she went from preparing
to live to preparing to die. Kate has written several
really great books where she wrestles with the
prospects of death. It is clear that she hates the
idea of dying young and leaving her husband and
young child and so many others behind. But Kate
has also discovered that death can be her friend.
Her impending death has made her slow down and
treasure each moment. Kate writes,
If I were to invent a sin to describe what that was—for how I lived—I would not
say it was simply that I didn’t stop to smell the roses. It was the sin of
arrogance, of becoming impervious to life itself. I failed to love what was
present and decided to love what was possible instead. (Kate Bowler)
Death calls us to carpe diem, to love what is present instead
of what is possible. This is one of my favorite photos. A
friend took it of our daughter Eden about a decade ago.
She turned around and discovered Eden had literally
stopped to smell the roses.
-Let’s not fall prey to the tyranny of the urgent and let the
urgent things crowd out the important things. Let’s spend
our short lives on things that matter and not waste them on
vain pursuits. Let’s stop preparing to live and start living. You have a birth date and you
will have a death date. What are you going to do with your dash?
Death becomes a beginning and not an end

-Finally, in light of the Gospel, death becomes a beginning and not an end. I referenced
the Romans 6:23 earlier when I said the wages of sin is death. The second part of that
verse reads but the gift of God is eternal life in Jesus. Jesus said that if we put our hope in
Him then when we die, we will pass from death to life. The Gospel transforms death into a
doorway for life, death becomes a beginning and not an end.
-At the end of the final book in C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia the children are afraid of
again being sent back from Narnia to England. Aslan assures them that this time they will
not have to go. A wild hope arises in them. Aslan tells them that their transition from a
train to Narnia in the beginning of the book was because there was a real railway
accident. Aslan tells them in the final paragraphs:

“Your father and mother and all of you are—as you used to call it in the
Shadowlands—dead. The term is over; the holidays have begun. The dream is
ended: This is the morning….”
Lewis continues, “The things that began to happen after that were so great and
beautiful that I cannot write them. And as for us this is the end of all the stories,
and we can most truly say that they all lived happily ever after. But for them it
was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world and all their
adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page: now at last they
were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story which no one on earth has read:
which goes on forever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.”
Closing
Challenge – remember death

-Most of us want to deny the reality of death as long as we can. We fear death. When we
lose someone to death, we are sad and angry. That is all o.k. and perfectly acceptable
because death is our enemy. Death is not the way things are supposed to be. One day
after the final resurrection, death will no longer be. Until then, as we live in the
Shadowlands death is our enemy.
-But the Gospel also makes death our friend. Death right sizes us. Whenever we try to
play God, whenever we get a little high and mighty, the inevitably of death, the certainty
that from dust we came and to dust we will return puts us in our place. We recognize we
are not God. We recognize who God is. And in light of the Gospel, we can embrace death
as our friend because death is a beginning and not an end.
-Embracing death as our friend does not mean we seek death. We belong to Jesus. Our
bodies belong to Jesus. We entrust our lives to Jesus. Embracing death as our friend
means we don’t have to live in denial or fear of death.
-Because of the Gospel we do not have to keep death at a distance. In fact, the opposite is
true. Followers of Jesus should memento mori. Memento mori was something followers of
Jesus said in the Middle Ages. It is a Latin phrase that means remember death. St.
Benedict wrote a famous book on how to follow Jesus. It is called the Rule of St. Benedict.
One of the opening lines is keep death daily before one’s eyes. These brothers and sisters
in Christ knew that they must remember death to fully live.
-Scientific measurements tell us we are moving even when we are standing still.
Continental land masses move 1-8 inches a year. The Milky Way is hurtling through space
at 375 miles per second. Our solar system is moving at 12.4 miles per second in the
direction of a huge star. Your life is zooming along. You may not feel it, but each day you
move one day closer to your death.
-Followers of Jesus, you belong to Jesus, so this week remember death. Take a walk in a
graveyard. Read the obituaries. Get our old photo albums to look at pictures of loved
ones who are no longer with us. Don’t remember death in a morbid way. Certainly, don’t
seek death. It will be here soon enough. Remember death.

Because of the Gospel we can embrace death, which is our enemy, as our friend. It is in
remembering death that we fully live.
-If you are not a follower of Jesus, if you are gutting it out on your own and trying your
best to keep death at arm’s length, if you are hoping that someone is going to stumble
upon the secret of immortality, I have bad news for you—one out of every one person
dies. I return to the words of Jesus to Martha before he raises Lazarus from the dead.
Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even
though they die.’ Then Jesus asked, ‘Do you believe this?’ As Jesus displayed that day and
shortly afterwards on the cross, death does not have the final word. Jesus has the final
word. When Jesus told people he was going to raise a little girl from the dead we are told
by Mark that the people laughed at Jesus. They weren’t laughing for long. On the cross
Jesus finally and forever broke the power of sin and death. Death does not have the final
word. Jesus has the final word. That is what Jesus meant when He screamed, ‘It is
finished!’ When Jesus rose again, He transformed death into a doorway to life. May we put
our hope in Jesus. May we look to Jesus for life. May we hold onto Jesus for dear life. In
doing so, death which is our enemy, becomes our friend.
Benediction
-When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal
with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has
been swallowed up in victory.”

“Where, O death, is your victory?
Where, O death, is your sting?”
The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to
God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.
(1 Corinthians 15:54-57)

