Living Above the Circumstances #3

“Coping with Death”

Philippians 1:19-30

President Dwight Eisenhower was once asked, “How do you like growing old?” He replied, “I prefer it to the alternative.” I would imagine that accurately summarizes the opinion of many in our world…including Christians. Of course, “the alternative” did catch up with the 34th President of the United States, and it is going to catch up with each of us unless the Lord returns first. Both the Scripture and the experience of man document the fact that “it is appointed unto man once to die, but after this the judgment” (Heb. 9:27, kjv).

Of all the circumstances of life, death is probably the hardest to deal with. Whether we are contemplating the end of our own time on earth or that of someone we know and love, death is something we’d rather not think about.

In years past, religion, sex, and politics were three topics that were not to be discussed in public. These days, it is nearly impossible to turn on a radio or television program where these three subjects are not dominating the conversation. Times have certainly changed. Whereas the Victorian age had a morbid fascination with death but never spoke of sex, the contemporary generation is obsessed with sex while death is the great unmentionable.
  J. I Packer observes,

All the world over, people get embarrassed and rattled if you talk to them about dying. Everywhere, the experience of bereavement, or the death of a friend, shakes people to the core; everywhere, the expectation of dying casts invalids into apathetic despair.

Yet psychiatrists suggest that one characteristic of a mature person is the ability to face one’s own death. Some have said, “We are not ready to live until we are ready to die.”
 If we can’t make sense of death, we can’t make sense of life either; and no philosophy that will not teach us how to master death is worth two cents to us—or to anybody else.

This morning, in our series “Living Above the Circumstances,” I want to address the topic of coping with death. Last summer I preached a twelve-sermon series on the whole area of death, and I would direct anyone wanting more on the subject to those messages. (They are available in audio and text format at the Texas Christian Church website.) While I have gone back and pulled some information from those messages, this morning I will focus on one text, Philippians 1:19-30.

In these verses the apostle Paul displays his own views on life and death in the context of his relationship with the Christians in Philippi. We can learn a great deal about coping with death whether it be our own or those around us.

Death is a Reality to be Acknowledged 

First we must understand that death is a reality to be acknowledged. Scripture speaks often and clearly about death. Here are a few samples from God’s Word:

You will have to work hard and sweat to make the soil produce anything, until you go back to the soil from which you were formed. You were made from soil, and you will become soil again (Genesis 3:19, gnb).

Seventy years are given us! And some may even live to eighty. But even the best of these years are often emptiness and pain; soon they disappear, and we are gone (Psalm 90:10, tlb).

There is a right time for everything: A time to be born, a time to die; a time to plant; a time to harvest (Ecclesiastes 3:1-2, tlb).

Sin came into the world through one man, and his sin brought death with it. As a result, death has spread to the whole human race because everyone has sinned (Romans 5:12, gnb).

How do you know what will happen even tomorrow? What, after all, is your life? It is like a puff of smoke visible for a little while and then dissolving into thin air (James 4:14, Phillips).

From Genesis to Revelation the death knell sounds. The Bible is replete with reminders that we must die. There is one appointment we all must keep—our appointment with death. We haven’t kept it yet, but we will.
 While life is full of possibilities, death is full of certainty.  It is ironic that the only certainty in life is death. Most people don’t like to admit it, but they should.
 

The world usually refers to physical death merely as an ending, the closing of a door on one’s earthly life; but the New Testament sees it also as a beginning—the opening of a door into our destiny, the new life in which we start to reap what we have sown.
 I have found a lot of great information from a little book first published forty years ago entitled Death: Jesus Made It All Different. Each chapter was written by a leading pastor or scholar of that time. In a chapter bearing the same title as the book itself, Gordon Chilvers writes, “When Jesus arose from the dead, death was radically changed for the Christian.”
 He goes on to pen words I have used in virtually every funeral service for a believer since I first read it: “When the Christian dies we do not write the words, ‘the end’; we write, ‘to be continued,’ and turn over the page.”
 What comfort we find in such words! No wonder Paul could write in 1 Thessalonians 4:13 regarding departed Christians, “Brothers, we do not want you…to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.” Then, after describing what will happen when Christ returns in the clouds, he concludes in verse 18, “Therefore encourage each other with these words.”
Paul reflects this same mindset in Philippians 1:19-20,

Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your prayers and the help given by 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.

Once again Paul speaks of “rejoicing”—that act of the will by which one chooses to give thanks and give praise regardless of the situation at hand. Why does he rejoice? He is convinced that through the power of the Spirit and the prayers of the saints will come his “deliverance.” The King James Version uses the word “salvation” here, though most scholars agree that he is not speaking of the ultimate salvation of his soul in this context, but rather release from his present imprisonment.
 Don Carson, however, sees this “deliverance” in a broader sense than being freed from his chains; he sees this as “something more important: his ultimate vindication, whether in life or in death.” He goes on to suggest, “Paul’s driving concern is not that he should be released from jail or that, if he must die, he should have a relatively painless departure, but that he should do nothing of which he would some day be ashamed.”

The phrase “eagerly expect” translates a Greek word made up of three terms meaning, “away,” “the head,” and “to watch.” It describes a person with head erect and outstretched, whose attention is turned away from all other objects and riveted upon just one. The word is used in the Greek classics of the watchman who peered into the darkness, eagerly looking for the first gleam of the distant beacon that would announce the capture of Troy. It is that concentrated, intense hope which ignores other interests and strains forward as with outstretched head, that was Paul’s attitude of heart.

Notice also that there is no hint of fatalism in Paul’s words. The Christian is not like a cork bobbing on the waters, carried along by the tide of circumstances. He was convinced that “through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ” he would be able to cope with whatever became of his situation. God not only rules our lives from the throne, but He also sustains our lives from within.

Death is a Release to be Anticipated

Secondly, Paul writes that death is a release to be anticipated. We read in verse 21, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” Here, in a nutshell, is Paul’s philosophy of life.
 Death is a release to be anticipated, not a horror to be avoided.

The truth is, everybody lives for something or someone.
 They may not put it into words, like the famous bumper sticker, “He who dies with the most toys wins,” but their lives articulate their philosophy of life. 

Consider some ways the world sees life…and their logical conclusions:

• For me to live is possessions…and to die is to leave it all behind.

• For me to live is popularity…and to die is to be quickly forgotten.

• For me to live is power…and to die is to have someone else take over.

• For me to live is pleasure…and to die is to feel nothing.

Somehow, they all fall flat, don’t they? When money is our objective, we must live in fear of losing it, which makes us paranoid and suspicious. When fame is our aim, we become competitive lest others upstage us, which makes us envious. When power and influence drive us, we become self-serving and strong-willed, which makes us arrogant. And when pleasure is our primary pursuit, we love things and use people in order to feel better, only to find ourselves even more miserable. So we need something more or something else, and find ourselves trapped in the horrors of addiction. All these pursuits fly in the face of contentment and joy. The bottom line is this: only Christ can satisfy, whether we have or don’t have, whether we are known or unknown, whether we live or die.

Back to verse 21. In the original Greek, the phrase “For to me” is placed in the emphatic position, stressing the fact that Paul’s own faith was unshaken, regardless of the circumstances.
 The following words are perhaps one of the greatest statements to come from the lips of Paul. “To live is Christ,” meant that Christ was not only his reason for living, but also his resource for living. Reasons and resource combined in Christ to make Him the focal point of Paul’s existence and the enabling dynamic of his life.
 Christ had become for him the motive of his actions, the goal of his life and ministry, the source of his strength.

“To die,” though, was not a matter of loss to Paul, but of gain! The words, “to die” are more accurately, “to have died.” The tense denotes not the act of dying, but the consequences of dying, or the state after death. Death itself would not be a gain to Paul, but the results of death—to be in the presence of his Lord in glory—that would be gain.
 Hence the prospect of dying at the hands of Rome was no tragedy in Paul’s eyes. Such a death would bear added witness to the gospel; it would confirm that Paul’s faith was steadfast to the end as well as serve as the gateway to Christ’s presence.

In verses 22-23, Paul seems to be weighing the options:

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…
Life or death? For most people, that would be an easy preference. But not for Paul. Why? To him, either alternative was a good one.
 He was not in a no-win situation but a no-lose one. 

Paul does not say that he was faced with two equal options here. In verse 23 he speaks of death in terms of “to depart and be with Christ,” which to him is “better by far.” Literally this can be rendered, “by far the best.”
 Death to Paul was not the ultimate tragedy. It was the entrance into unbelievable glory.
 He would be with Christ instantly. He would be free of all earth’s hassles and limitations, pain and frustrations. He would immediately experience uninterrupted peace and the joy of unending pleasure in the most perfect of all places.

This goes against the flow of how many view life after death for the believer. There is not even a hint of purgatory—suffering before entrance into Heaven—or even of an unconscious state after death.
 Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:8 that to be “absent from the body” is to be “present with the Lord.” Jesus told the criminal on the cross, “Today you will be with me in paradise.” How could death be “far better” if it meant to lapse into unconsciousness and to become oblivious of one’s surroundings? That would mean we could not enjoy Christ like we did while alive.
 Paul would have said, “Don’t let me die now; let me stay on in life as long as I can be of some use; I don’t want to go to a state of unconsciousness.” But, knowing the truth of God, he forever swept aside the false teachings about life after death. To depart is to be with Christ, and that is far better than life in Christ which is, of course, better than unconsciousness, better than any purgatory or suffering.

Death had no terrors for Paul. It simply meant, “departing.” Soldiers used this word; it meant “to take down your tent and move on.” What a picture of Christian death! The “tent” we live in is taken down at death, and the spirit goes home to be with Christ in heaven. Paul was not afraid of life or death! No wonder he had joy!
 This can only be said, though, of those who know the Lord. We cannot die the death of the righteous unless we live the life of the righteous. Paul could say, “To die is gain,” because he could also say, “To me to live is Christ.”
 

When Paul says verse 22, “What shall I choose?” we should not think that Paul literally had the prerogative of choosing his fate; this is a reference to his personal preference.
 Death would have been a welcomed release.
 Yet Paul was not looking on death as an escape, either. He was simply stating what to him was an obvious fact: what awaits the believer on the other side is so glorious, so full of joy unspeakable, and so rich a fulfillment of all the yearnings and longings of the human heart, that there really is no comparison between that life and this one.

Death is a Removal to be Awaited

Finally we see in this passage that death is a removal to be awaited. As much as Paul was convinced that death would bring a release from the suffering and tensions of this life and a glorious entrance into the presence of Jesus, he was not wishing his life away here on earth. He knew that he had a job to do, and as long as he was here on earth he was going to do it.

We read in verses 24-26,

…but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body. Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me. 

Paul’s personal preference would have been to go home to be with the Lord, but he put the needs of those he ministered to ahead of his own desires.
 He longed to go but he was willing to stay. He would have an endless eternity to enjoy the blessings and beauty of the world to come, but he was needed on earth. He could spare a few more passing years of time to get a little more done—to win more souls, to build up the saints. He would stay—not for himself, but for everyone else. Paul put his desire on one side of the scales and his duty on the other, and settled on the side of duty.

Somehow the Lord made it clear to Paul that His plan was to have him remain and continue doing what he was doing. Though departing would have brought the man instant relief and rewards for a job well done, he accepted God’s decision and unselfishly pressed on.
 While the New Testament does not directly tell us, it seems likely that Paul was in fact acquitted at his hearing before Caesar and released. Early church history records that the apostle did make his anticipated journey to Spain where he preached the gospel for about eighteen months, then returned east to evangelize the island of Crete and revisited the churches he planted before—what some call his “fourth missionary journey.” During this time he wrote the first letter to Timothy and the letter to Titus that we find in our Bibles, until he was arrested again—after the Great Fire of Rome in ad 64, which Nero blamed on the Christians—at which time he was put in prison at Rome. Just before his execution Paul penned his second letter to Timothy…his final contribution to the New Testament.

What do we learn from this? The Christian’s desire to be with Christ in Heaven may lead him fearlessly to face death but should never lead him carelessly or selfishly to take his own life. The Christian should welcome death from God’s hand but not force the hand that brings it.
 We should live without fear yet still live with purpose for as long as God grants us life and health.

The closing words of Paul’s opening chapter to his friends in Philippi are words of challenge—to them and to us.

Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be saved—and that by God. For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him, since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear that I still have.

The meaning of the English word “conversation” has changed since the translation of the King James Bible. The word translated “conversation” here means “citizenship” or “manner of life.” In this verse the word can be rendered “citizen-life” or “life as citizens.”
 We will get into this idea of citizenship more in a later study.

What stands out to me is Paul’s initial reminder that others are not responsible for our joy. We are. So many live their lives too dependent on others. Such clinging vines draw most, if not all, of their energy from another. Not only is this unhealthy for the clinger, but it also drains too much energy from the clingee!

Paul would have none of that, and neither should we. Maturity is accelerated when we learn to stand firm on our own. There may be occasions when others play helpful roles during needy episodes of our lives, but those should be the exception rather than the rule. Codependent people are not joyful people.

Too often I hear a Christian say, “I just couldn’t go on without so-and-so!” That is a dangerous place to be. We can draw strength and encouragement from others, we can learn from others, but we should not be dependent upon others for our own spiritual walk. The Lord may let you remain on earth but take that one you depend upon. Then what will you do?

What do we learn about death from this passage? We learn that death is…

· a reality to be acknowledged

· a release to be anticipated

· a removal to be awaited

Except for those who are alive when Jesus returns, we must all face death. Yet it need hold no terrors for us. Jesus has conquered death and risen from the tomb. For us, death is a departure from this world to be with Christ, an exodus from earth with its trials to go to our eternal home.

To live is…Christ.
To die is…gain.
No matter what happens, Christian, you can’t lose! And that should give you joy!
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