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Introduction
You might say that the Harry Potter series is this generation’s Star Wars. The books and the 

movies are going to have enduring significance. Harry Potter has wands instead of lightsabers and 
adolescents instead of young adults, but all of the other elements are there: The epic battle between 
good and evil. A story of redemption. Heroism and self-sacrifice. Family. A dramatic final show-
down.

Also like Star Wars, Harry Potter has been a polarizing story. In the seventies and eighties, 
many Christians said the whole purpose of the Star Wars movies was to indoctrinate kids into the 
basic teachings of Zen Buddhism. Today, many Christians claim the purpose of Harry Potter is to 
indoctrinate kids into the practice of witchcraft.

In such an environment, it’s important that I be up front with you about my perspective concern-
ing these claims. The magic of Harry Potter has almost no correspondence to the magic practiced 
by real, live pagans and Wiccans. One does not choose to be a magic user. Instead, in the world of 
Harry Potter, being a witch or a wizard is a vocation into which one is born.

The battle between good and evil is a battle about the doctrine of vocation. Does God give us 
our abilities and skills so that we can dominate and oppress our neighbor, or does He give us those 
gifts so that we can love and serve our neighbor? This is the question the wizarding world is forced 
to answer in the Harry Potter books.

As we study the last two films, I pray that you will find these stories to be a wonderful way to 
engage the greatest story of them all: our Lord’s life, death, and resurrection. Perhaps by the end 
of the study, you’ll think of the Harry Potter story as I do, as the greatest work of Christian fiction 
thus far in the twenty-first century.

“Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of Your law” (Psalm 119:18).

Blessings on your study,

Charles Lehmann
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To Die Is Gain—Good and Evil in the World of Harry Potter
Session 1: Greater Love—Leader Guide

Content Warning
The entire film is dark in tone, and it doesn’t shy away from showing its villains at their most 

evil. In this portion of the film, a Hogwarts professor is murdered, and there is an extended scene 
involving a cinematic chase and a duel resulting in two deaths.

Watch
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 1, Chapters 1–7 (00:00–35:40)

To Die Is Gain
Though it may come as a surprise, the final two films of the Harry Potter series have explicitly 

Christian themes in them. According to an interview with reporter Jonathan Petre that appeared in 
Britain’s The Telegraph, Rowling intended it that way. In Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, 
Rowling doesn’t even try to conceal the Christian content of the story.

During the next eight or so hours, we are going to be spending a lot of time studying the explic-
itly Christian themes found throughout the two films, which tell the story of Rowling’s final Harry 
Potter novel. The title of this study, “To Die Is Gain,” is drawn from St. Paul’s words in Philippians 
1:21, “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”

Even as the first of these two films begins, Harry wrestles with an important question: Which is 
more important: to live or to care for your neighbor? It doesn’t take long for Harry to figure out that 
it may not be possible for him to live and also do what is best for those he loves.

Greater Love
Movie Quote: “Nobody else is going to die. Not for me.”
Alastor Moody is already dead, but he’s not going to be the only one. By the end of these two 

movies, the body count is going to be very high on both sides. Rowling knows the battle between 
good and evil is ugly. People suffer and die, sometimes getting the just reward for their own actions. 
Others are innocent bystanders. In the First Wizarding War, Neville Longbottom’s parents were tor-
tured so severely that they remain hospitalized almost twenty years later. (Note: This information 
found in the books, is not covered in the movie.)

Although Harry doesn’t have the control over his situation that he’d like to have, he wants to 
make one thing clear to Ron. He is not willing to let anyone else die for him.

Life is often considered to be the most fundamental of all values. If we were to put a uniquely 
American spin on it, we could say that without life one can neither be free nor pursue happiness. 
While it is certainly true that life is to be treasured as a gift from God and should not be squandered, 
Harry’s focus is not the preservation of his own life.

Read John 15:13–15:
[Jesus said,]  “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his 

friends. You are My friends if you do what I command you.  No longer do I call you servants, 
for the servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all 
that I have heard from My Father I have made known to you.”
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In this passage, who is the one laying down his life, and who are the friends? How might this 
passage relate to Harry’s words during his conversation with Ron? Jesus begins with a general 
statement and then becomes specific. Verse 13 says anyone who lays down his life for his friends 
is showing the greatest kind of love that can be shown. Taken by itself, verse 13 applies in some 
sense to anyone who sacrifices  life in order to serve another. It applies to a soldier who falls in 
war, as Mad-Eye Moody did. It also applies to the day James and Lily Potter gave their lives to 
protect Harry. But Jesus doesn’t stop with verse 13. He goes on to explain what He’s talking about. 
In verses 14 and 15, Jesus says His disciples are His friends. This focuses the passage on the cross. 
Jesus is the one laying down His life, and He’s doing it for His friends. Consider what Luther writes 
about this in his commentary on John:

Christ is exceedingly friendly, and His words are full of kindness. As He bids His 
disciples farewell, He urges them to take this commandment to heart, and He fixes in their 
minds the example which shows them how He loved them and what He did for them. It is 
great and strong love if a man gives his neighbor in need a hundred or a thousand guldens, or 
if he pays all his debts for him. How unusual it would be for a king or a prince to give a poor 
beggar an earldom or a principality, or even his own kingdom or country and subjects! Then 
all the world would sing and speak of such unheard-of love. And yet all this is trivial com-
pared with Christ’s giving His life for you. This is surely the greatest love that one man on 
earth can show another. To serve someone with money and goods, yes, even with one’s body, 
is also love. Yet there is no one who would not surrender money and goods, or even lands 
and people, rather than give up his life for another. And even if a person were to do the latter, 
it would still pale into insignificance when compared with what the Son of God did when He 
came down from heaven to take your place and willingly shed His blood and died for you, 
who had been damned and were His enemies. This is a love that is far greater and higher 
than heaven and earth and anything one can name. (LW 24:251)

Death becomes a very different sort of thing when we view it through the cross. Though it is 
still the final enemy (1 Corinthians 15:26), death has lost its sting because in Christ we have noth-
ing to fear from it.

In the next scene, this theme comes through very clearly when Scrimgeour arrives to read 
Dumbledore’s will. Although Harry, Ron, and Hermione consider Dumbledore’s death to be the 
greatest evil that could have taken place, Dumbledore’s bequests will equip them with the things 
they need to face the challenges ahead.

Similarly, it is through Christ’s death that we receive all we truly need for life and salvation.
Read Hebrews 9:11–17:

But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come, then 
through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of this cre-
ation) He entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and 
calves but by means of His own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption.  For if the blood 
of goats and bulls, and the sprinkling of defiled persons with the ashes of a heifer, sanctify 
for the purification of the flesh, how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the 
eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead 
works to serve the living God. 

Therefore He is the mediator of a new covenant, so that those who are called may re-
ceive the promised eternal inheritance, since a death has occurred that redeems them from 
the transgressions committed under the first covenant.  For where a will is involved, the death 
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of the one who made it must be established.  For a will takes effect only at death, since it is 
not in force as long as the one who made it is alive. 

Not only is Christ the great High Priest who offers Himself as a sacrifice, He gives us a “prom-
ised eternal inheritance” (v. 15) by His blood. Consider Luther’s discussion of this same passage:

One should know that He made a will and left immeasurable blessings, namely, the 
remission of sins and eternal life, when He made His completely trustworthy testament. For 
in Luke 22:20 He said: “This is the blood which will be shed for you.” Mark says “for many” 
(14:24). But Matt. 26:28–29 contains the clearest statement of all. There He said: “For this is 
My blood of the new testament, which will be shed for many for the remission of sins. But I 
tell you I shall not drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new with 
you in My Father’s kingdom.” With these most delightful words He bequeathes to us, not the 
riches or the glory of the world but once and for all absolutely all blessings, that is, as I have 
said, the remission of sins and possession of the future kingdom. (LW 29:213)

What did Jesus accomplish for the whole world by laying down His life for His friends? How 
does the Lord’s Supper deliver to us the benefits of Christ’s death? 

By dying on the cross, Jesus won forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation for the whole world. 
Before offering Himself into death on the cross, Jesus instituted His last will and testament: the 
Lord’s Supper. In Holy Communion, Jesus delivers to us all He won for us. When the Words of 
Institution are read, we hear Christ speak His good and gracious will to us.

Wrap It Up
Death and the fear of death are enemies all of us face every day. Even Jesus struggled with the 

fear of death when He prayed in Gethsemane that God the Father would take the cup of suffering 
from Him. As we continue this study, we will see how J. K. Rowling attempts to deal with these 
issues herself. We’ll be able to assess how well she does on the basis of the Scriptures.

For Further Discussion
1. Think about the message in Dumbledore’s will. Have you ever received a message you 

did not understand at first? How did you come to understand or appreciate it later?

2. What could help you overcome your fear of death?

3. Why do you think that J. K. Rowling includes a wedding in the midst of the darkness 
that seems to prevail at the beginning of the story?


