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        Philippians 1:20-25 12-9-18 

The Christian Looks at Death 
 

 We read again from the epistle of the apostle to the church at Philippi where Paul expresses 

that it is his 20-25 earnest expectation and hope, that I will not be put to shame in anything, but that 

with all boldness, Christ will even now, as always, be exalted in my body, whether by life or by 

death. 21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 22 But if I am to live on in the flesh, this will 

mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to choose. 23 But I am hard-pressed from both 

directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much better. 24 yet to 

remain on in the flesh is more necessary for your sake. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will 

remain and continue with you all for your progress and joy in the faith. 21 For to me, to live is 

Christ and to die is gain. Jack Arnold was a friend of mine who pastored in Orlando. A tall, vibrant 

man who played college basketball for the legendary John Wooden. Jack was not famous as an 

athlete or a pastor – until he died. You see, Jack was preaching in his church on the idea that to die is 

gain. He had just quoted Wesley saying, “Until my work is done I am immortal” – at which point my 

friend fell to the floor and instantly went to Jesus. So, I think of Jack as I preach this morning with 

appreciation for him and hope that I make it through this message. In Shakespeare’s famous play, 

Hamlet is oppressed by the frightful discovery that his uncle has murdered his father, and then 

hastily married his mother, and that upon him lies the duty of avenging his father’s death. With this 

burden weighing upon him, life becomes unbearable. He longs to be rid of it, and he cries: To be or 

not to be: that is the question. Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of 

outrageous fortune, or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them? To die: to 

sleep; no more; and by a sleep to say we end the heartache and the thousand natural shocks that 

flesh is heir to, ‘tis a consummation devoutly to be wish’d. But then he remembers that sleep is not 

always unconsciousness; it may be troubled with dreams. For in that sleep of death what dreams 

may come when we have shuffled off this mortal coil, must give us pause. There’s the respect, that 

makes calamity of so long life. Who, he says, would bear all troubles and vexations and wrongs and 

rebuffs of life, when he could at once put an end to them, if it were not for the fear of what may 

come after? Who would burdens bear, to grunt and sweat under a weary life, but that the dread of 

something after death, the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveler returns puzzles the 

will, and makes us rather bear those ills we have than fly to others that we know not of? Thus 

conscience makes cowards of us all.  
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     To be or not to be. To continue with this life or to die. Which is better? In the rich poetry of 

Shakespeare, Hamlet asks that great question. To Hamlet, life is continual trouble, but to Hamlet, to 

die is to risk greater pain on the other side of death. To Hamlet, it is fear only that keeps him alive. 

To Hamlet, to live is heartache, to die is too scary.  

     Philippians 1:21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. “To me.” Paul says it with 

emphasis. To me. The apostle knows that he stands out like an island in a sea-full of Hamlets. To me, 

to die is gain. Paul does not here make a statement about all men. It is a personal testimony. Paul 

here offers no hope and comfort to the Hamlets of the world, but he does absolutely say something 

about the saints of this world. In the contrast of Hamlet and Paul we see the difference Christ can 

make for a man when he thinks of death. Hamlet is paralyzed by his uncertainty. Paul is resolute in 

His confidence and security. Hamlet struggles between the two alternatives, trying to distinguish bad 

from worse. Paul struggles to distinguish good from best.  

     There is a world of difference between the Christian and the unbeliever at the point of death. 

Paul, the Christian, can decide that death is gain, but for the unbeliever it is not so. For many years I 

have been praying for a dear brother who is severely disabled and longs to die. That is not a normal 

prayer for me, but in the case of a believer, truly it is that death is gain. But it matters not how much 

pain the unbeliever is in, death for one who knows not God is always loss. Don’t think that dying has 

to be better because you have experienced hell on earth. Such a statement reveals a rank 

underestimation of a hopeless, God-less eternal state. This morning I stand to talk about death, what 

the Bible says. But, before we go on, let’s recognize that Paul’s view of death is exclusively that of a 

believer and does, in no way, apply to you if Christ is not your Lord. If you are outside of Jesus you 

are still in your sin and the sting of death remains. When you consider death, remember that God’s 

word has warned you that death leads you to judgment and from there you are headed to a hopeless 

eternity. For your soul’s sake, flee to Christ. Repent of your sin and trust in Him before it is too late. 

There is no repentance in the grave.  

     Death isn’t fun to think about is it? Not at all. It can be disturbing. That is why death is a part 

of reality that we strive not to think about. We do our best to suppress it beneath layers of conscious 

experience. I’ve heard it said that in our day there are three types of people: those who are afraid, 

those who are too ignorant to be afraid and those who know their Bibles. I would apply that to death 

and say the same thing. There are those who fear it, those who won’t think about it, and those 

Christians who believe the word. The majority of our world falls in the middle category – the 



 3 

unthinking. A friend told me of a conversation with his brother who was very ill. My friend asked 

his brother if he was prepared to die and this man said, Gosh, I’ve never really thought about it.  

Fascinating! How could a rational, thinking creature, not think about the ever-present possibility of 

permanent extinction? I remember watching a film about death in which the narrator said, in all 

seriousness, Death is one of the biggest events of your life. Half the class started laughing. I mean, 

that has to be the understatement of the century. Death is a moment of such crisis that only the 

greatest psychological effort can block it from one’s thinking. But it is a lot easier today than it used 

to be. My mother, had three brothers and three sisters who died before she was 15. Her mother died 

when she was 20. She watched the young men she knew go off to war and many did not came back. 

One generation later and I was 25 years old before any close friend or relative died. People 

nowadays die in hospitals and nursing homes excluded from all but the medical professionals. Death 

happens only on TV and video-games. To convince a younger person otherwise is a hard job, but if 

you do you've gone a long way towards tearing down barriers of arrogant invincibility and worldly 

security. I remember the testimony of a college-friend named Merwin, how he grew up in church but 

never took Christ seriously until at a graduation party a drunk friend fell off a hotel balcony to his 

death. The party ended a day early and Merwin and friends returned home for church where several 

church-kids, finally struck with the reality and imminent possibility of death made the Savior their 

Savior. Over 80 million people will die on planet earth this year. That amounts to around two per 

second. We must face up to death - like it or not.  

     Death to the unbeliever is? Can you imagine facing death without a reasonable hope of 

heaven, without a belief in a life beyond? Life itself is unlivable without that. I mean that. If you 

don’t believe in heaven, for you, life is a cruel joke. And that is why so many refuse to think about it. 

To do so is an invitation to tremendous anguish and anxiety in the face of a frightening end. The 

famous psychologist, Carl Jung, said about this, that no one can live in peace in a house he knows is 

shortly to tumble about his ears. So, for one who is apart from the hope of Christ, I say sincerely and 

with pity, that any happiness or peace they enjoy is as superficial as the self-deceit by which they 

escape the painful thought of death.  John Updike deals with a little boy named David who is 

troubled about heaven, who wants to be assured there is one and that he will go there. In his 

catechism class he asks the pastor about it who says to him, "David, you might think of heaven as 

the way the goodness Abe Lincoln did lives after him." David objected: "But is Lincoln conscious of 

it living on?" Later he says to his mother, "I don't understand ministers who say it's like Lincoln's 
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goodness going on and on." Mother says, "I think Rev. Dobson made a mistake. You must try to 

forgive him." David says, "It's not a question of his making a mistake. It's a question of dying and 

never moving or seeing or hearing anything ever again." In exasperation his mother replies, 

"Darling, it is so greedy of you to want more when God has given us this wonderful day, and our 

farm, and you have your whole life ahead of you." Finally, the young man says, "Mother, good grief, 

don't you see, if when we die there's nothing, all your sun and fields and what not are just a horror. It 

is all an ocean of horror."  

        Enter Christianity. If you are a Christian then you profess a worldview that affirms the 

resurrection from the dead. You call Lord a man who said, John11:25 I am the resurrection and the 

life; he who believes in Me will live even if he dies. But do you really believe it? Christian, your 

faith, my faith, may give us some peace, joy, and other benefits in this age but I tell you its real test 

is death. Many years ago in Florida, I was approached by a salesman from a cemetery who asked 

me, Mr. Hendley are you ready to die? I responded, Hey, fella, that’s my line! Can your Christianity 

handle the test of death? And if it can't I tell you it’s not worth a dime. How do you know your 

eternal destiny is secure? Are you certain that for you death will mean life? Auguste Lecerf, in one 

of the most abstract, philosophical Christian books I have ever read, while discussing epistemology, 

i.e. how we know we know, stops at one point and makes this profound assertion (p.100) "In religion 

what matters practically is to know that one is not the plaything of auto-suggestion: in the presence 

of the tomb we want to know whether eternal life is a reality or not. You can be unsure of a lot of 

things and be no worse off for your uncertainty but not about death. So, I ask you, "Friend, are you 

ready to die?" Has your faith prepared you to face eternity? John Wesley, on a stormy boat ride to 

England, as a 35 year old Episcopal preacher of extraordinary discipline, found his faith insufficient 

to handle the threat of death. On the same ship Wesley found a group of Moravian Christians who 

were the picture of peace though facing the same threat. Wesley knew these people had something 

he didn't and not long after he landed he learned what it was. Do you know what Wesley learned? 

     Look again at our text. Paul said with absolute assurance 21 For to me, to live is Christ and 

to die is gain. How could he know for sure? Is it really possible to be that sure of what lies beyond? 

James Denney has noted that in Roman Catholicism assurance of one’s eternal salvation is a sin, and 

in Protestantism it is a duty, whereas in the New Testament it is simply a reality. Paul knew. Well, 

how could Wesley, how could Paul know? What was the ground of his confidence? It was simple: 

Paul knew that his good deeds outweighed his bad deeds. He knew that he had always believed in 
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God and tried to do what He thought was right. So, why shouldn't he go to heaven? His was an open 

and shut case right? Wrong! Oh, so very wrong. Paul says in Philippians 3:8-9 I count all things to 

be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered 

the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, 9 and may be found in 

Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in 

Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith. There was no way that a self-

made righteousness could ever give Paul this kind of confidence, but he rested by faith in the 

promise of God. He wasn’t hoping that he – Paul- would be good enough; he was believing that 

Christ living and dying for him would be plenty good. And from that - trust in God's promise- comes 

the assurance of the Christian.  

     Now Paul not only says he is not afraid of death, he actually says to die is gain. So, having 

looked at the world’s view of death and the Christian’s view of death, I turn now to discuss our death 

benefits. A bumper sticker says Christians have a retirement plan that is out of this world. What is 

it? What makes death to be gain? Paul here carries out this implied debate on the benefits of staying 

here versus those of departing, dying. His surprising conclusion: to depart is better. Why? William 

Hendricksen lists several advantages of death for Paul. 1) Here a temporary residence, there a 

permanent abode. 2) Suffering mixed with joy vs. unmixed joy, without pain. 3) Here, a fight, there 

rest and a feast. 4) Here, the influence of sin. There a complete deliverance from it. Robert Hough 

adds 5) Here we know in part, there and then we will know fully. The sixth and last is the greatest of 

all and seems to be what Paul has in mind. 6) 23 But I am hard-pressed from both directions, having 

the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much better. To be with Christ. That’s the 

greatest thing! In II Corinthians 5:8 Paul says that to be absent from the body is to be at home with 

the Lord. The Christian longs to be with his beloved Savior and that comes with death and that is 

why it is gain. What do you think of when you think of heaven? What do you look forward to? Do 

you look forward most to seeing dear Auntie Martha? Do you desire most to have all your questions 

cleared up? To have all your pains removed? Paul’s great hope is to be with Christ. For him, heaven 

is to be with Christ, and to be with Christ is heaven. This was, for him, glory. Just think – if, as 

tradition says, Paul was executed by Nero, he went from looking at Nero’s face to looking at the face 

of Christ. To me, to die is gain.   

     But, you may object – isn’t Christ with us now? Yes, of course He is. But His presence here 

and now is only discernible to faith which many of us have in only small portions. And sin also 
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blocks from us the fullness of His presence. But, at death, we shall see Him by sight and without the 

blurred vision caused by sin. Paul can say even now, to live is Christ. He already is with the Lord, 

somewhat. But remember what Jesus said. To him who has, more shall be given. To live is Christ, 

but to die means much more of Christ and that is very much better. So, according to the Bible, it is 

much better for the Christian to die than to live. Who here would really like to die?  So, we don't fear 

death because God has promised eternal life to all who trust His son. But what about fearing death 

for other reasons. Maybe someone fears death not because they dread what will happen but because 

they feel it is not yet their time, because they have too much left to do. I heard James Dobson say 

once that Paul could say, "to die is gain" only because he didn't have any young children. Do you 

know what Dobson means there? I'm not sure I agree with him but I can understand where he is 

coming from. I don't want to die, primarily because of my wife and kids and grandkids, and because 

of the extra work it would create for Ben and Mark and Brooke. But when I thought about this I saw 

that the foundation for this fear is pride. By thinking this way, I am essentially saying that I cannot 

die because the world needs me to keep it straight. Funny huh? God may have an important task for 

me to accomplish but He knows better than me what that task is and He knows when I am done with 

it. When God calls me home I assume my work is over, the mission he had in mind for me is 

complete, no matter how it may appear to others. Whitefield once said, quote, "I am immortal until 

my work is done." Get that? I have read some biographies of great men who died young. Keith 

Green, a musician/evangelist at the age of 28. David Brainerd died at 29, Robert Murray McCheyne 

at 33, Jesus Christ at around 33. What did Jesus say as He was dying? "It is finished." He said, "I 

have accomplished all that the Father gave me to do." But you think, "Oh, what He could have done 

with 30 more years!" But don't forget who the Master is. Don't forget who is sovereign. We can face 

the possibility of death with peace, knowing that God is the one who numbers our days.  

      Well, there I go moving into application. I hope you can see that having a Biblical outlook on 

death is practically very important. I close with three considerations of how this Biblical teaching 

impacts us. First, as has been suggested, we may face the future, which includes death for self and 

others, with peace as we trust in the promise of God and the sovereignty of God. That faith in the 

Lord makes all the difference. John Piper suggests we imagine two skydivers. They are both free-

falling. Their speed is the same. They both seem to be free. They are not entangled in any cords. 

They are not restrained by safety wires. They are as free as birds - it seems. But there is one crucial 

difference between the two. Only one has a parachute. Does this change the sense of freedom they 
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enjoy? Certainly. Both are free to fall with gravity; but only one is free not to. The other is a slave of 

gravity and gravity will kill him in the end. If he can somehow persuade himself that he has a 

parachute he might be able to have an exhilarating experience. But if he realizes he is doomed, he 

will be enslaved thru fear during his entire fall, and all the joy of his so-called freedom will vanish. 

He must either deny the reality or succumb to fear. Thus it is in this world. We either, by faith, put 

on the protection of Christ, or we live our lives a slave to illusion or a slave to fear.         

        Secondly, we see that the Scriptures inform us how we are to grieve the death of others. I 

Thessalonians 4 is a chapter that presents the hope of the resurrection and it says there in 13 But we 

do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve 

as do the rest who have no hope. I've heard it said on the basis of that verse that Christians should 

not grieve when another Christian dies but that isn't what it says. What it says is that we shouldn't 

grieve in the same way as do unbelievers who lack the hope we have. Donald Grey Barnhouse was a 

great preacher in Philadelphia seventy years ago. His wife died when their children were still young. 

As he drove his children to his wife’s funeral Barnhouse stopped at a traffic crossing. Ahead of them 

was a huge truck. The sun was at such an angle that it cast the truck’s shadow across the snow-

covered field beside it. Dr. Barnhouse pointed to the shadow and spoke to his children: Look at the 

shadow of that truck on the field, children. If you had to be run over, would you rather be run over 

by the truck or its shadow? The youngest child responded first, “The shadow. It couldn’t hurt 

anybody.” “That’s right,” said Barnhouse, “And remember, children, Jesus let the truck of death 

strike Him, so that it could never destroy us. Mother lives with Jesus now—only the shadow of death 

passed over her.” Now, certainly Christians should grieve. When someone near and dear to you 

dies, even if that person is a Christian bound for heaven, something is wrong if you don't cry. But, 

here's the thing - what is it you are crying over? Do you cry for dear Joe who is now in paradise? Not 

at all. You cry over the separation. You weep over your own loss, and over the loss which others 

experience. You don't need to hide the pain, but you also must not forget the promise and the hope. 

We are not separated forever; death will not win. That means that in a Christian funeral there is a 

need to face the pain, but there is also a need to celebrate the promise.  

      Our third application informs us how to think about our own deaths. We are to share Paul's 

attitude that to die is gain. We are to look ahead to our own home-going with anticipation, not with 

dread. A Sunday School teacher once asked his class of children which of them wanted to go to 

heaven, and everyone raised a hand except little Johnny. So, he asked, "Johnny don't you want to go 
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to heaven when you die?" Johnny said, "Oh sure I do when I die. I just thought you were getting up a 

group to go now." Most of us, if we had the choice, would not choose to die now, even though we 

believe it would be good. Now I understand that. The apostle Paul, out of love for others, preferred 

to continue in this life a while longer. That's okay, but what is disturbing is how little longing for 

heaven there is among Christians. Why do you suppose that is? AW Tozer claims that things used to 

be different. He points to our spiritual forefathers whom he noted: looked forward to heaven as a 

return from the wars, a laying down of the sword to enjoy in peace the home prepared for them.  

Sermons and songs in those days often had a martial quality about them, or perhaps a trace of 

homesickness. The Christian soldier thought of home and rest and reunion, and his voice grew 

plaintive as he sang of battle ended and victory won. But whether he was charging into enemy guns 

or dreaming of war’s end and the Father’s welcome home, he never forgot what kind of world he 

lived in. It was a battleground, and many were the wounded and slain. That view of things is 

unquestionably the Scriptural one… How different today: the fact remains the same, but the 

interpretation has changed completely. Men think of this world, not as a battleground but as a 

playground. We are not here to fight, we are here to frolic. We are not in a foreign land, we are at 

home…That this world is a playground instead of a battleground has now been accepted in practice 

by the vast majority of evangelical Christians. They might hedge around the question if they were 

asked bluntly to declare their position, but their conduct gives them away.  

     Tozer says we don’t look forward to the next life because we are so immersed in and 

enamored by this world. That’s why we hate to leave. If we were more engaged in fighting for the 

kingdom and less engaged in playing there would be less reluctance to enter our rest. I can’t help but 

contrast our modern attitude with what we find in Paul. From our text, we learn his motive for living 

made him a man with nothing to lose. Talk about freedom. And you know, freedom’s just another 

word for nothing left to lose. Paul had it. It is a byproduct of selflessness. Paul didn’t fear death 

because his commitments were to serve others while he lived and to exalt Christ by life or by death. 

That’s what mattered to him. And, Christian, you won’t be able to die right until you are living right. 

Your view of life determines your view of death. 

      Now lest you misunderstand my point here let me add that it is not the Christian way to 

approach death, either for self or others with some type of phony cheerfulness. Paul never said "to 

die is fun." Death is still death and it is not easy. The result may be sweet for the believer but the 

process is usually painful. Maybe you can relate to Woody Allen who said, "I'm not afraid to die; I 
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just don't want to be there when it happens." But thank God we know that death is not the end but a 

passageway to something that makes any pain worthwhile. Joseph Bayly was a Christian writer    

who went home a few years ago. Just before his death he published a book entitled "Heaven" that is 

written in a Q and A format, as if the writer is speaking with God. Bayly says, "I'm ashamed to admit 

it, but I'm a little scared. I really like this world: the Rocky Mountains, the beach at Cape May, the 

fields behind our house, the barn through a mist on a gray wintry morning. How can I adjust to 

heaven when it’s so different? God responds: “That world you like is but a womb." "A womb?" 

"Yes, you may not perceive it in that way but you are bound within earth-world as surely as a baby 

yet unborn is bound within the womb. Maybe the baby would be scared to be born, to leave the 

womb." "Then death is..." "Deliverance to life beyond your imagining." In Jesus, what once was a 

curse has now become the entrance way to paradise. For Christ has triumphed over the grave. Paul 

says, For me to live is Christ and to die is gain. To God be the glory. - Let's pray-  


