
  
Part 5: To Live is Christ, To Die is Gain 

Philippians 1:18-26 

Paul’s secret of unquenchable joy is complete identification with Jesus in life and death. 

I. The Eclipse of Death 

In his 2008 book, Nothing to Be Frightened Of, novelist Julian Barnes wrote of his lifelong 
fear of death with remarkable honesty. His opening line is: 

“I don’t believe in God, but I miss him.” 

Barnes expressed his longing for a belief in a good God, who can rescue him from his greatest 
fear: death. But Barnes does not believe that is reality. In Barnes’ worldview, no one is coming to 
rescue him from death. 

Julian Barnes represents a widespread belief in Western culture: we live in a closed universe 
with the inevitability of death for us all. It’s better to stay busy and squeeze as much out of this 
life as possible, because this is all there is. 

Q – What do we do with the problem and riddle of death? 

In his book, Remember Death, Matthew McCullough traces the eclipse of death from our 
contemporary conversation showing how death has become taboo – something we simply do 
not discuss in polite company.  

He offers many reasons for this eclipse including the advancement of modern medicine and our 
cultural expectations that we are owed a long and happy life. 



McCullough argues for the recovery of a Christian practice of “remembering one’s death.” He is 
not motivated by a morbid fascination with death, but the recovery of the wisdom of our mothers 
and fathers in the faith that this is a necessary practice for a well-lived, faithful life in Christ. 
Moreover, it’s a necessary practice for fully receiving the gift of the Gospel. 

“If death is not a problem, Jesus won’t be much of a solution. The more deeply we feel death’s 
sting, the more consciously we will feel the gospel’s healing power.” – Matthew McCullough, 

Remember Death 

“Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he 
might destroy him who holds the power of death – that is, the devil – and free those who all their 

lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” Hebrews 2:14-15 

 

II. Paul’s Perspective: Joy is Available Even Facing Death 

 

“Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your prayers and God’s provision of 
the Spirit of Jesus Christ what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance (salvation).  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.” 

Philippians 1:18-20 

Last week we saw how Paul was rejoicing even as he was in prison, because the Christ was 
being preached (1:12-18a). Now he is looking forward to whether he will be released or 
executed, and he continues to rejoice! 

 

III. Paul’s Secret to Unquenchable Joy 

A. His complete identification with Jesus in life and death. 
 

“For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” Philippians 1:21 

Paul’s vision for his life was intertwined with Jesus that his entire existence found its meaning in 
Jesus. If he’s alive, he’s purpose is to live for Jesus. If he dies, he knows he will be immediately 
in the presence of Jesus.  

Ex. Romanian pastor Paul Negrut was severely persecuted by the Ceausescu regime spending 
6 months in a concentration camp and a further 6 months being interrogated every day with 
daily threats to kill him and his family. With God’s help, he was able to remain faithful despite the 
threat of death. 

“How do you respond to that? The greatest threat they and power that they have is the 
power to kill you. Our greatest victory is to die. So, whenever they told me, ‘We are going to 
kill you,’ I said, ‘I can hardly wait. That will be my greatest victory. Because then you will lose 



me forever and I will be forever home. I will reach my destination – I can hardly wait.” – Paul 
Negrut, Romanian Pastor 

  

B. Paul was empowered by the Holy Spirit through the prayers of Christians. 
“Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your prayers and God’s supply 

of the Spirit of Jesus Christ what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance 
(salvation).” Philippians 1:18-19 

 

Paul received a fresh empowerment of the Holy Spirit mysteriously linked to the prayers of 
Christians for him. 

Note: Paul frequently asked the churches to pray that he would be kept safe (Romans 15:30-31; 
2 Corinthians 1:10-11; 2 Thessalonians 3:2); that his apostolic labor would progress unhindered 
(Romans 15:31-32; 2 Thessalonians 3:1; 5:25); and that he would proclaim the gospel clearly 
(Colossians 34:3-4) and fearlessly (Ephesians 6:19). And he always prayed for the sanctification 
and final salvation of the believers to whom he wrote (1 Corinthians 1:4-9; Ephesians 1:15-23; 
3:14-21; Philippians. 1:3-11; Colossians 1:9-14; 2 Thessalonians 1:11-12).  

C. Paul’s was motivated by sacrificial love. 
“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; 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 boasting in Christ Jesus will abound on account of me.” 
Philippians 1:21-26 

Paul was so motivated by his love of the Lord and the people that he was willing to set aside his 
preference to die to continue to pastor the Philippians.  

 

IV. Dying in Christ: The Intermediate State 

“For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” Philippians 1:21 

“We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. 
So, we make it our goal to please him whether we are at home in the body or away from it.” 2 

Corinthians 5:8-9 

Paul’s language here reveals to us the doctrine of death and the intermediate state of those who 
die in Christ. It is almost identical to his statement – “We are confident, I say, and would prefer 
to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. So we make it our goal to please him 
whether we are at home in the body or away from it.” (2 Corinthians 5:8-9).  

Upon our death, Christians enter a state called “paradise” by Jesus (Luke 23:43). This is a 
joyfully, conscious existence with God and other saints in heaven.  



“Death is a temporary cessation of bodily life and a separation of the soul from the body. Once a 
believer has died, though his or her physical body remains on earth and is buried, at the 

moment of death the soul (or spirit) of that believer goes immediately into the presence of God 
with rejoicing.” – Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology 

While there is mystery here, the Scriptures consistently teach that those who die in Christ are 
together in heaven (Matt. 17:1-13; Luke 20:35-38; 23:43; 2 Corinthians 5:8; Philippians 1:23; 
Hebrews 12:1-2, 23). There are references to white robes that may be attempts at describing 
some form of personal coverings that we inhabit or wear in the intermediate state (Revelation 
6:9-11; 7:9-10).  

Note: There have been a minority of Christians in history, who have believed in the doctrine of 
“soul sleep.” They believe that believers enter into a state of unconscious existence, and the 
next thing that they are conscious of will be when Christ returns and raises them to eternal life. 
This has never been a widely accepted interpretation. Most Christians have understood the 
references to death as “sleep” as metaphorical ways to indicate that death is only temporary for 
Christians just as sleep is only temporary.  

Most Christians see the Scriptures teaching the doctrine of a conscious, intermediate condition 
as we await the return of King Jesus and our resurrection bodies (Romans 8:23-24; 1 
Corinthians 15; Philippians 3:20). Our final state begins with a new or renewed heaven and 
earth. This final, eternal condition is called “glorification.” 

 

V. The Necessary Practice (2 Corinthians 4:16-18) 

“For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” Philippians 1:21 

There may are different challenges to us generationally. For some of us in the older generations, 
the challenge can be to trust Jesus in death. For some of us, especially this younger generation, 
it can be to trust Jesus to live. 

Interview Ellie on the courage of young people to live. 

“So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is 
temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.” 2 Corinthians 4:18 

“I pray that you would have a rich life of joy and power, abundant in supernatural results, with a 
constant, clear vision of never-ending life in God’s world before you, and the everlasting 
significance of your work day by day. A radiant life and a radiant death.” – Dallas Willard 

Discussion Questions: 

1. What have you observed concerning the way the topic of death is or is not discussed? 

2. In his book, Remember Death, Matthew McCullough recommends we recover the 
Christian practice of “remembering our death.” What value could there be in recovering 
this practice?  

3. Read Philippians 1:18-26. 



4. How do you think Paul was able to be so courageous and joyful facing the possibility of 
death? 

5. Have you known Christians who were courageous and joyful facing death? If so, what 
was their secret? 

6. Do you have anything you do to prepare yourself for a “radiant death” (in the words of 
Dallas Willard)? How might we encourage one another in this way? 

7. Is the doctrine of the intermediate state new to you? What have you been taught 
happens to a Christian at their death? Is this doctrine encouraging or discouraging to 
you? Why? 

8. Paul makes a connection between his courage to face his trial and the Holy Spirit 
supplied to him through the prayers of others. What thoughts do you have about this 
connection?  

9. This week are you willing to pray for a Christian, who you know is facing a great 
challenge that they will be supplied with fresh power from the Holy Spirit? 

 


