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Sermon 09-22f-18 

“Please Stay” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Philippians 1:21-26 

 
21 For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. 22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful 

labor for me; and I do not know which I prefer. 23 I am hard pressed between the two: my desire 

is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; 24 but to remain in the flesh is more 

necessary for you. 25 Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all 

of you for your progress and joy in faith, 26 so that I may share abundantly in your boasting in 

Christ Jesus when I come to you again. 

 

1) Being rather dead than alive… 
In the clinical world, where health professionals want to help their patients in 

assessing their mental health, it is very common to ask the following question: 

“Would you rather be dead than alive?” 

It’s a very forward question and it is aimed to explore a person’s intention to harm 

themselves. If you answer the question with yes you can count on being asked the 

responsible follow up question: 

“Do you have any plans to harm yourself?” 

If you will attend this Wednesday night’s QPR workshop you will hear more about 

this.  

 

Have you ever thought that you’d rather be dead than alive? It’s an intimate and 

serious question.  

 

Several years ago, Melanie,* the mother of a youth group member visited me in 

my church office. She was in tears about a severe harassment that she and her 

daughter were experiencing from neighbor families. She was a healthy middle 

aged woman, but she was so distraught that she said in all seriousness:  

“Pastor Markus, I would rather be dead than alive – I’d rather be done with 

this terrible life and be with my God; the only thing that’s holding me in this life is 

my daughter.” 

 Melanie stayed in this world. She worked through the issues with her 

neighbors – even though they challenged her desire to live. 

 

Have you been there? Have you been in life situation when you were so hurt, so 

embarrassed, so angry, so anxious, so out of hope, or so depressed, that you were 

thinking it would be better to be dead than alive? 

 

Today we heard in a passage from the Bible how one of the chief authors of the 

new testament entertains this very thought. He isn’t theorizing about it, he is – 

forgive me the harsh language: he is dead serious about it. 

 
“dying is gain, ” “I don’t know which I prefer…,” “I am hard pressed between the two: my 

desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better” 
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There is absolutely nothing to appease about it: The apostle Paul does indeed say 

that he would rather be dead than alive.  

 

So here is my question: 

Do we have a biblical case for suicide here? When even Paul, the key witness of 

Christ, says he’d rather be dead and with the Lord? 

  

You don’t have to be a mental health professional to immediately ask: 

“Paul, do you have any plans to harm yourself?” 

 

But here is what would happen: Paul would look at you sternly and say:  

“Are you nuts? Why would I ever want to do that?!” 

 

2) Objections 
I think it’s fair to say that this is a point where the world of faith and the world of 

secular psychology may clash a little. We read this passage in Philippians and we 

are tempted to read it from a mere 21st century secular standpoint. In that case 

saying that someone would rather be dead than alive raises red flags.  

But from a healthy Christian faith standpoint we raise another flag in order 

to make sense out of it: We raise the Christ-flag and attempt to understand what 

this important passage is about: 

 

Yes, we are all aware that sometimes religion can be deeply dangerous and when it 

comes to mental health religion can become an escape world that isn’t helpful. 

There is a fine line between religious fanaticism and healthy Christian passion!  

 

That’s why it is so tempting to rationalize this uncomfortable passage away: 

 

- We can go down the historical route and argue that in ancient philosophy it 

was an art to intellectually contemplate matters of suicide.  

- We can take a look at Paul’s age and ask: Well, is Paul having his natural 

end of life in mind, is he preparing for death after a long life of hard work 

(much of this depends on how we date this particular passage of Philippians).  

- Or we can wonder if this may all be about martyrdom because it is possible 

– maybe even likely – that Paul died the death of a martyr for Christ.  

 

We can do all these things – but we’d miss the point – we’d miss it entirely.  

 

3) What it is about 
Paul says that he indeed would rather be dead than alive. He says he’d prefer to be 

dead because that meant for him to be with Christ – BUT: Paul’s entire theology is 

built upon the fact that life is not about our preference! Life is about what we can 

do to live out the life that God has in mind for us and suicide is just not it! 
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Think about it – why would God ever want for you to take yourself out of this life 

when he put you into it? Of course, committing suicide is typically not a rational 

decision. The ancient Greeks may have philosophized about it intellectually and 

maybe there was a person who committed suicide semi-rationally – but in most 

cases taking one’s life is not a rational act.  

 

Paul, however, is thinking rationally. He is razor sharp in his statement that he’d 

rather be dead than alive. It would be his preference. He’s not in a good place – 

he’s in jail at the time he writes this letter to the Philippians. He’s “in chains” and 

that is not a good place of living. The thought of being free in the loving arms of his 

savior in eternity, waiting for the day of resurrection when Christ comes again, that 

is a much more pleasant thought for Paul than to keep on going in his prison cell. 

 

But life is just not about being pleasant. Life for Paul is about purpose and service 

for others and that’s why he says: 
…my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; 24 BUT to remain in the flesh 

is more necessary for you. 25 Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and 

continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith 
 

Do we get this? Paul is more interested in how he can serve others than in doing 

what he would prefer to do which is to be with the Lord.  

I know, this is so counter cultural to our 21st century society where we tend 

to be all about being interested in doing what we prefer to do! But friends: that is 

not always what’s good for us!! 

The purpose of life is more than just doing what is nice and comfortable to 

us. If we live like that we’ll never have a just world where people care for each 

other. Only when we’re willing to be sacrificial and not only do what we prefer to 

do can we heal the wounds that plague our lives. 

That is the Christian message and Paul exemplifies it through the topic of suicide 

or rather lack thereof: 

God does not want you to leave this world prematurely – he wants you to 

stay! He wants you to consider what’s good for others and us leaving this world 

prematurely is not good for others. 

 
Jordan* is a 17 year old teenager who lives a comfortable life in sub urban Wisconsin. One 

day, out of the blue something in his brain snaps and he hangs himself. It’s a shock and pain 

to his family, his friends, and his community. He was a happy young man, good humored, 

smart, messing with his teachers – but one tragic night he could not cope with some of the 

hardships that a teenager is facing in school and he chooses to take his life. The full reasons 

are still unknown – maybe… I don’t want to speculate. Something drove him over the edge 

and he made an irreversible decision.  

 

God, wants us to understand that no matter how old or young we are, no matter 

how much we have set against us: With Christ there is always hope and reason to 

live. It’s not about leaving the troubles of our lives behind by joining Christ in 

death, it’s about embracing our troubles with Christ in this life.  
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Suicide in order to gain heaven is an illogical choice because heaven is supposed to 

be experienced and worked toward being here on earth. We pray it every Sunday: 

“Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven…” 

 

God wants us to work hard on making earth to be like heaven, not to leave earth so 

we can be in heaven! But now I’m arguing intellectually against suicide. Here is a 

more practical way of looking at it: 

 

4) Practical 
Last Sunday we looked at one of those classical stories where Jesus healed a 

person that was out of his mind. The question we have to be willing to ask is: What 

if we don’t get healed? What when the doctors can’t heal, when we’re stuck in 

disease & hardship? What when Jesus doesn’t miraculously heal? What then? 

 

Again it is Paul who gives us the example. He had a disease or hardship that he 

asked God to heal but God didn’t: 
8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. 9 But he said to 

me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” – 

2 Corinthians 128f 

 

Paul was not healed. Some scholars belief that Paul may have even suffered from a 

mental illness that God did not take away from him. Whatever it was, sometimes 

we too have to live with our diseases, our depressions, our pain, our 

embarrassment, our anxiety – whatever it is.  

 

Paul did that – he chose to live with it and rejoiced in the grace he experienced 

despite his suffering. 

 

This may be the hardest lesson for us to contemplate today: How can we get there? 

How can you embrace life even when things don’t go well, when you’d rather be 

with the Lord? How can you help a friend (…) who feels tired of living? 

 

That is what church is about, that is what our pilgrimage on earth is about: To walk 

it, and to stay – together. Please stay and walk the journey God gives you.  

That’s all I have to say.  

Let me close with an anonymous quote that I found preparing for this message: 

 
The great tragedy of life is not that people die for their beliefs. It is that people come 

to the end of life without ever finding anything to live … for. 

"You may die" is really too soft a statement. The truth is, you will die. 

But what will you do before then? 

 

Stay! Walk the journey of life: Find out together with your friends that to stay “is 

more necessary for you.” Amen. 
_________________ 

* Names have been changed… 


