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Text 
Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, 

19 
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. 
20 

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. 
21 

For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 
22 

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! 
23 

I am torn 

between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; 
24 

but it is more necessary for 

you that I remain in the body. 
25 

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, 
26 

so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ 

Jesus will overflow on account of me. 

 

Introduction 
As I’ve been thinking this week, I think that death is under-rated… and that life is 

under-estimated.  Death is under-rated.  What do I mean by that?  I mean everyone fears 

it, runs from it, tries not to think about it, works to postpone it, because it’s scary, it’s 

unknown.  Francis Bacon once said that “men fear death as children fear the dark.”
1
  The 

Bible says it this way – it says that everyone has been held in slavery all their lives by 

their fear of death (Heb. 2:15) and it says that Jesus can free us from that slavery.  The 

message of Jesus says that death doesn’t have to be that bad.  In fact it can be a gateway 

to greater things.  So perhaps death is under-rated. 

And yet the message of Jesus is not mere escapism.  Jesus said that he came so 

that men and women may have life and have it to the full (Jn. 10:10).  My heart is grieved 

by the sheer number of people whose lives are miserably boring.  So many people settle 

for a pathetic existence, passing time with TV, video games, work, golf, etc…  It makes 

me so sad.  I thought about instead of preaching a sermon just playing the Switchfoot 

song “Meant to Live” really loud over and over until we all started head banging and 

screaming “We were meant to live for so much more!” and “everything inside screams 

for second life… yeah!!”  Man, I love that song.  That’s what our generation needs to 

hear.  There is something that makes life worth living, rather Someone.  Could it be that 

we’ve sold ourselves short; that life is woefully under-estimated by millions upon 

millions? 

 In the snippet of Paul’s letter to the Philippians that we’re looking at today we see 

Paul talking about issues of life and death.  Keep in mind as we go through this that 

Paul’s in prison in Rome awaiting a trial that could possibly result in the death sentence.  
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He was on trial for his commitment to Christ.  And in this passage we see Paul exhibiting 

an approach to death that blows the mind and an approach to life that blows all other 

options out of the water.  It’s how I want to see things and how I want everyone in this 

church to see things and how I want everyone in this neighborhood to see things.  In 

short, the way Paul sees things is just this: with Christ you can’t lose.  If you’re in 

Christ you’re in a win-win situation.  You can’t lose with Jesus. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Paul’s Argument 
 Last week if you were here you will remember that we saw that Christianity is a 

cause.  It’s not just some alternative belief system or a personal coping mechanism, 

though it is those things in a sense.  But it is more.  It is a cause that Paul signed up for 

and gave his life to in order to see advance.  Even though he was in prison, the cause was 

still going forward through him and through others and this caused Paul to rejoice.  The 

gospel cause was advancing, so Paul was happy. 

 And then in the middle of v. 18 he says, “Yes, and [what’s more not only do I 

currently rejoice that Christ is proclaimed, but] I will continue to rejoice; [my joy will not 

wane or fade away]” (v. 18b).  Why can he be so confident of this?  “[Because/]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” (v. 19).  He knows that the outcome of 

his present situation will be for his good, no matter what it is.  And this assurance, this 

knowledge was why he could have joy even in a jail cell. 

 I saw an advertisement a few months ago in the Chicago Flame – a UIC 

newspaper – with a depressed looking college student in a dark dorm room with the 

question, “Why can’t you be happy?” and then the words, “You can. Buy and read 

Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health.”  It’s a Scientology book full of some 

weird mind-over-matter, brainwashing stuff where you learn to clear bad memories out of 

your brain.  You hypnotize yourself into happiness.  Poof – all the pain is gone. 

 This isn’t what Paul is talking about.  His suffering was real.  He wasn’t 

pretending it was fun.  He struggled with discouragement.  I’m sure he did.  He was 

human.  And it’s okay if you feel wearied and frustrated at times.  Christianity’s not 

about pretending everything is always okay, putting on a happy face.  Paul needed (and 

presumably asked for) people’s prayers – “through your prayers.”  The prayers of other 

people are powerful, aren’t they?  And he depended upon the Holy Spirit’s help to sustain 

him – “through… the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ.”  Christian joy isn’t some 

sappy mind trick, saccharine optimism.  It’s something more substantial that comes from 

a deep recognition that no matter what ultimately happens to you, the end result will be 

your salvation. 

 Paul has a deep conviction that this is how things will turn out.  He says that he 

has this “[eager expectation] and hope that [he] will in no way be ashamed [his struggles 

and sufferings will not be the final word], but [rather he] will have sufficient courage so 

that [then] as always Christ [would] be exalted in [his] body, whether by life or by death” 

(v. 20).  The answer is starting to emerge as to how Paul can know that what has 

happened will for sure turn out for his deliverance. 
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 It’s even clearer in v. 21 – “For [the reason I know this will result in deliverance 

for me is that] to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”  He’s in a win-win situation.  

Both life and death are positive outcomes.  He goes on to explain what he means – “If I 

am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me.”  If he’s acquitted and 

allowed to continue to live longer it’s good because it means more opportunities to make 

the surpassing greatness of Christ known.  “Yet,” Paul says, “what shall I choose?  I do 

not know” (v. 22)!  The language here get’s really choppy in the original.  He’s in an 

emotional frenzy as he ponders these two utterly amazing options before him.  “I am torn 

between the two [that is continuing to live on the one hand and dying on the other]: I 

desire,” Paul continues, “to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far” (v. 23).  

Literally this says, “much more greater.”  The superlative adjectives are piled up on top 

of each other.  This is really, really, really great – to depart this life and be with Jesus.  

“But [on the other hand] it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body” (v. 24). 

 He’s in a catch-22 where either option is stupendous.  It’s not a choice between 

Christ and not Christ, but rather, as one commentator puts it, “between Christ and Christ, 

Christ much and Christ more, Christ by faith and Christ by sight.”
2
  He can’t lose.  To 

die would not be the end of the world, it would be the beginning of another world.  He 

would be more perfectly with Jesus.  To go on living for awhile longer would still mean 

being with Jesus and it would mean having the joy of sharing him with others. 

 Look at what he says in vv. 25-26.  He explains a little bit more what life would 

mean with Christ should he be released.  “Convinced of this…” – that he’s in a win-win 

situation – Paul shares his intuition about what will happen.  He says, “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 thinks that his time to die has probably not yet come and that he will be 

released and able to visit the Philippians again in order to help them grow in their 

appreciation of Christ so that they too would know the joy of being in a win-win 

situation.  Living for him is living so that others may find their joy in Jesus. 

 If that’s your outlook you can’t lose.  Paul rejoices here because he trusts that his 

situation will result in deliverance because it’s a win-win situation for him.  To live is 

Christ and to die is gain.  That’s Paul’s argument. 

 

To Die is Gain 

 How do you feel about death?  Are you scared to death of dying?  Have you ever 

thought about it much?  Our culture as a whole tries desperately to avoid it.  That’s why 

we’re obsessed with youth and the plastic surgery business is a multi-billion dollar 

industry.  But the fact of the matter is: mortality even catches up with Dick Clark.  We 

will all die someday.  How do you handle that fact?  You can’t avoid it.  What do you 

think will happen to you after you die?  Will you just cease to exist?  Do you really 

believe that?  Every tear at every funeral betrays the fact that we all know we were meant 

to live forever.  Something’s just not right about that.  That can’t be it.  There’s got to be 

something more.  But what is it? 

 Pop culture speculates that we all go to some mythical place in the clouds called 

heaven.  Harry Carry is there looking down on Wrigley Field wondering why they can’t 

win a World Series.  Bo Schembechler and Woody Hayes got together up there recently 

to watch the Ohio State – Michigan game.  But how do we know?  We really can’t know 
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what’s beyond death unless someone has died and come back to life to tell us what’s 

there.  And that’s exactly what Jesus did.  He died and three days later came back from 

the dead.  He didn’t just see a bright light on an operating table.  He actually was with 

God and was God in the beginning and then became flesh and made his dwelling on the 

earth.  That’s what Christians celebrate a Christmas – Christ’s entering into this world as 

a baby 2,000 years ago.  But this too sounds a bit unbelievable until you realize that he 

actually really did, physically, historically come back from the dead after he was 

crucified.  And he did, validating all he said and taught. 

 One of the things he said was: 

 

“Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Trust in God; trust also in me.  In my 

Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.  I 

am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place 

for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be 

where I am.  You know the way to the place where I am going.”  Thomas 

said to him, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we 

know the way?”  Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life.  

No one comes to the Father except through me.” (Jn. 14:1-6) 

 

Jesus said that we didn’t have to be troubled, we didn’t have to live in fear, that 

there was an afterlife and it consisted of being with him.  And he said that the way to get 

there was through him.  That’s the only way.  Apart from faith in Christ you cannot 

expect to be in a good place after death.  In fact, the Bible says you will continue in an 

existence of misery and punishment – a continuation of life with all the good completely 

taken away, all of God’s common graces that he lavishes on all humankind without 

discrimination.  Now in such a case as this, death is to be feared; it will not be pleasant; it 

will not be gain; it will be a loss of every grace that has brightened your existence thus 

far; it will be eternal punishment for snubbing God.  But it doesn’t have to be that way.  

If you’re not sure that if you died today you’d be in a better place, a place with God, then 

I encourage you to consider the claims of Christ and the hope that he offers.  It’s 

available to everyone and anyone. 

In fact I encourage all of you, no matter where you think you are, to ponder the 

inevitability of your own death.  Try to think about that day that will come for all of us 

(unless Jesus comes back before then).  There will come a day when you will take your 

last breath, your brain will shut down, your heart will stop beating.  That will happen, 

maybe even soon for some of you.  Can you picture your own death?  It’s hard to imagine 

because none of us has actually been through the process, which is partly why it is so 

scary.  But I want you to really realize that you are going to die.  Try to think about what 

it will be like. 

Have any of you ever had a near death experience?  I have, sort of.  One time in 

college, my roommates and I were having wrestling matches in the living room of our 

apartment.  I pinned my friend Ben and filled with embarrassment and determination he 

challenged me to a rematch.  He came at me hard and picked me up in a firm bear hug 

and slammed me on the ground.  My legs bent backwards underneath me and every 

single vertebra in my back popped.  Immediately I remember his eyes getting big, horror 

filling his face, and all my other roommates standing over me in astonishment.  They 
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thought my back had been snapped.  I was lying lifeless and contorted on the floor for a 

second or two.  Later Ben told me that in that instant he was thinking about how he was 

going to tell my mother that he had killed her son.  For me everything was like slow 

motion.  I was trying to yell or say something, but nothing would come out (the air had 

been knocked out of me).  Meanwhile, Ben ran to the phone and called for an ambulance, 

the whole time I’m trying to say something to them, but I can’t.  It sort of felt like I was 

slipping into another realm.  It was a helpless sort of feeling.  I really thought I was 

dying. 

Obviously I didn’t, but it still makes me think of the day when I will.  When I 

won’t be able to breath or move and my spirit leaves my body.  It’s a sobering thought, 

isn’t it?  Jonathan Edwards in 1722 when he was nineteen years old made the following 

resolution – “Resolved, to think much on all occasions of my own dying, and of the 

common circumstances which attend death.”
3
  It’s a healthy exercise that reminds us of 

the reality of our mortality and hopefully makes more real to us the promise of Scripture 

that death is gain if you know Christ.  I want to die like Jonathan Edwards – the great 

preacher and president of Princeton – did when he was 54.  His doctor and some family 

members were gathered around his death bed and after awhile “he looked about and said, 

‘Now where is Jesus of Nazareth, my true and never-failing Friend?’  Then when those at 

his bedside believed he was unconscious and expressed grief at what his absence would 

mean…they were surprised when he suddenly uttered a final sentence, ‘Trust in God, and 

you need not fear.’”
4
 

One of my favorite poems is this one by Alexander Pope entitled, “Ode: The 

Dying Christian to His Soul,” because it describes death as only poetry can, death for a 

believer in Jesus that is: 

 

Vital spark of heavenly flame! 

Quit, oh quit this mortal frame: 

 Trembling, hoping, lingering, flying, 

 Oh the pain, the bliss of dying! 

Cease, fond nature, cease thy strife, 

And let me languish into life. 

 

Hark! they whisper; Angels say, 

Sister Spirit, come away. 

 What is this absorbs me quite? 

 Steals my senses, shuts my sight, 

Drowns my spirits, draws my breath? 

Tell me, my soul, can this be death? 

 

The world recedes; it disappears! 

Heaven opens on my eyes! my ears 

 With sounds seraphic ring: 

Lend, lend your wings! I mount! I fly! 

O grave! where is thy victory? 

 O death! where is thy sting? 
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 God made us to be living creatures, embodied souls.  Death is a result of sin.  It’s 

not the way things are supposed to be.  It’s not good.  It’s not right.  The ultimate 

Christian hope, which Paul articulates a little later in Philippians is that Jesus will return 

to earth one day and “will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his 

glorious body” (3:21).  The final state is the resurrection of our physical bodies, the 

reunion of body and soul in a glorified, perfected state.  To die is to be unclothed, as Paul 

says elsewhere (cf. 2Cor. 5:1-10). 

 Yet he says in that same place that to be away from the body is to be at home with 

the Lord.  There is an intermediate state before the final resurrection where our souls 

exist consciously in the presence of God.  Jesus has taken the sting out of death.  And so 

even though it is painful for the body and soul to be ripped a part by death, Paul could 

claim that to die was gain.  “Oh the pain, the bliss of dying!”  It was to be with Jesus in a 

fuller way than we are right now.  Those who have died in Christ are reveling in his glory 

and beauty right now, as we speak.  Free from pain and suffering and sin and awaiting 

reunion with their bodies while in the presence of the Lord.  That is a marvelous truth, 

one which I hope hits you and affects the way you live by making you expectant of the 

things to come. 

 

To Live is Christ 

 Paul said that he desires “to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far” (v. 

23).  But this truth alone could result in a distortion.  Christianity is not just about dying 

and going to heaven.  It’s not just a ‘get out of hell free’ card that guarantees us a good 

existence after we die.  Many Christians claim to believe in heaven, but miss the other 

side of Paul’s affirmation.  For him to die was gain, but to live was Christ!  Look at what 

he says life means for him – Christ is exalted in his body (v. 20); “fruitful labor” (v. 22); 

v. 24 says that it is more necessary for the Philippians that he remains in the body and in 

vv. 25 and 26 he explains that is because if he lives he will help them in their progress 

and joy in the faith – their boasting in Christ Jesus will overflow.  For Paul, to live was 

Christ – to enjoy him and to work for other’s greater joy in him.  Now that’s something 

worth living for.  There was meaning and purpose in his life. 

 How many of you have seen the Major League Baseball advertising campaign – 

“I live for this?”  I like baseball, but does it ever occur to you that that’s a pathetic thing 

to live for?!  I saw Fantasia, the American Idol winner, on The Today Show this week 

and she said that her dream in life is to be known all over the world.  That too is a meager 

thing to live for.  What about making Jesus known all over the world?  What about 

laboring so that others can find their eternal satisfaction in him?  Does Snickers really 

satisfy?  No, only Jesus does! 

 We went to Indiana for a quick visit this week to introduce Lucy to some family 

members that hadn’t met her yet.  My mom invited over my best friend from high school.  

We were tight.  We used to write Christian songs together utilizing three guitar chords 

and make music videos.  We even got invited to a church youth retreat to lead worship.  

He was on fire for Jesus, but as he grew up he cooled off.  At first he went off to a 

Christian college, but then dropped out and finished taking classes at the local community 

college.  He got a job, got a wife, bought a big house and stopped going to church, 

stopped reading his Bible, and stopped talking about Jesus.  I asked him what life was 

like for him and talked about getting together with other people from high school who 
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stuck around and playing cards.  He watches a lot of movies, has season tickets to the 

Colts games, and hunting is his passion.  His eyes lit up when my dad showed him some 

deer antlers he had found in the woods that had belonged to an 8-point buck.  He went on 

an on about how big this buck must have been, etc… and I felt so sorry for him.  My 

heart was grieved – “Is this what gets you going?  Is this all your life is?  This is not 

living!  We were meant to live for so much more.” 

 And we talked about how our 10 year reunion is coming up and what different 

people were doing nowadays and it just made me sick to my stomach.  So many people’s 

lives are so pathetic, so shallow.  What’s the point?  And it’s not just that they’ve stuck 

around small town Indiana and fill their days with low-brow entertainment.  Our more 

urbane idols are just as pathetic.  So what if you make triple figures and have a loft with a 

view of the skyline and go to cocktail parties instead of blue-collar bars?  There are 

countless ways to waste your life away, to fritter away your days on piddly things.  Men 

and women, our generation is adrift in meaninglessness and addicted to numbing 

pleasures that can never really satisfy.  Does that describe you?  Does that break your 

heart that that describes most people? 

In Christ and Christ alone is life.  And making him known is a calling that gives 

purpose to our existence.  As we find our eternal satisfaction in him and beckon others to 

do the same we find that life is worth living after all.  Jesus used an analogy to describe 

this.  He said, “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field.  When a man 

found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that 

field” (Mt. 13:44).  Jesus is a treasure worth more than anything else.  We joyfully 

forsake all other things to have him, he’s that great.  And he’s infinite.  There’s more than 

enough of him to go around and so when you’ve found such a treasure you most naturally 

want others to join you in experiencing it.  That’s life. 

Is to you to live Christ?  Is Jesus your treasure?  Is your life bent on helping others 

progress in the faith and find their joy in Jesus?  Are you even willing to die in the 

process because you know that death would be gain for you?  I want you to get this – 

only if Christ is your treasure here on earth will death be gain for you.  Death will not be 

gain for you if Christ is not life for you.  Why would you want him for eternity if you 

don’t want him now? 

 

Conclusion 
If this is what life is for you and you know that whenever death comes your way it 

will mean getting to be more fully with Jesus then you too will be in a win-win situation.  

You will be able to have joy in life because you won’t be able to lose!  Sure, hard times 

will come, despair will set in, but when we’re down we bring this truth to mind and that 

fills us with joy amidst sorrow.  I want nothing more than for you to be happy, “for your 

progress and joy in the faith, so that through my [life] your joy in Christ Jesus will 

overflow” (vv. 25-26) and when I come to die, to see it as gain.  I want to call you join 

me in this pursuit – the real “high life” (it’s not found in Miller beer, you know).  I want 

everyone of you to be confident that if you die tonight, you will be with Christ and that if 

you go on to live another day you will live for Christ.  With Christ you can’t lose. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 



8 

Benediction 
May you take hold of the life that is truly life. – 1Tim. 6:19 
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find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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