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The Story That Makes Sense of our Stories 
“Death” 

Genesis 3:22-24; Revelation 21:1-4; 1 Corinthians 15:54-57 
Delivered at Central Baptist Church on April 10, 2022 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 01) This morning I want to conclude this series we have been doing since 
January and to tie together our service of lament and hope.  As we have said, there are 
many reasons to lament in this world, but death is surely one of the greatest reasons to 
lament. 

o So, as we have done throughout this series, let’s look at how different stories 
handle the subject of death.  And then let’s compare and contrast this with how 
the Judeo-Christian story enables a person to handle the reality of death.   

 As we will see, the Christian story is quite unique and remarkable when it comes to 
death.  The apostle Paul says that Christians grieve when death comes to other believers 
we love, but we grieve with hope.  And the hope the Christian story offers is quite 
shocking.  You can hear it in the words of the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 15. 

o In this chapter Paul does something that seems crazy.  He taunts death.  He looks 
death in the eye and he mocks it.  He says, “O death, where is your victory? O 
death, where is your sting?”  He’s heckling death.  He’s ridiculing it. Hey death, 
you’re a loser.  Hey death, you’ve got nothing. 

 So here is the big question: where does Paul get such supreme 
confidence in the face of our greatest enemy?  Is he naïve? Is he just 
talking big?  No, as we will see, it is the Christian story about death that 
enables him to do this and that can enable you to do it as well.   

 So, let’s take the first part of the message to talk about how people today face the 
reality of death and then talk about how the Christian faces the reality of death. 

 
HOW MODERN PEOPLE DEAL WITH DEATH 

 Let’s start then by reflecting on (SHOW SLIDE 02) how people today face the reality of 
death. 

 In our culture, people seek to deal with death in many ways.  Perhaps the most common 
way is to simply ignore it.  Yet, many people have pointed out how foolish it is to ignore 
something that casts its shadow over every area of your life. 

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 03) This reminds of one of Charlie Chaplin’s great silent films 
from the 1920’s.  Chaplin is a prisoner who has been shipwrecked on an island.  
He is alone on a beach with a ball and chain around his leg.  The whole film is 
about the humorous ways he tries to escape the ball and chain. His last great 
strategy is to simply ignore it.  So, he buries it in the sand.  He then claps his 
hands thinking he has solved his problem.  He starts running away but then hits 
the end of the chain.  Bam!  He falls face first in the sand. 

 Ignoring death may be a coping mechanism but it doesn’t change the fact 
that one day we will all hit the end of the chain and fall flat on our faces.  
This is a far cry from the supreme confidence of Paul.  
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 Let’s think through other ways people try to face the reality of death.  Do you know the 
name Julian Barnes?  He’s a famous English writer who has won all kinds of awards.  He 
says he was an atheist and now is an agnostic.   

o I read one of his books where he works through how people come to grips with 
the reality of death. He’s so honest.  He refuses to allow for cliché sayings.  He 
really grapples with it.   

 For instance, some people say, “Well, if you have lived well then you will be OK with 
dying.”   

o Barnes says that is just silly.  If you’ve lived well then you want your good life to 
keep going.  There is always more to experience. 

 Others will say, “Well if you lived poorly and have a lot of regrets then you just want it 
all to end.”   

o But Barnes disagrees.  What you really want is a change in circumstances so you 
can actually experience some enjoyment. 

 Still others say we should accept death: “We need to die to make room for others to 
come on the earth.  The people before you died so you can live and now it is simply 
your turn.”   

o Barnes says this is all “a bit of sentimentalism designed to soften the blow.”1  I 
didn’t ask to come here.  Besides, I like being here.  Why should I have to die so 
others can live?  And why should I care about some great great grandchild of 
mine that I will never meet?   

 Some people will then say death is a welcome relief: “do you really want to live forever 
with all the pain and suffering?”   

o Barnes says, “I see the argument but can I at least get half immortality?  OK, I’ll 
take just a quarter?” 

 Others try to be heroic when facing death.  Like Dylan Thomas who wrote, “Do not go 
gentle into that good night.  Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”   

o That is very heroic sounding but it is about as useful as telling an ant to scream 
with all its might in the face of the bulldozer that is bearing down on it.   

 This is all so different from Paul’s supreme confidence that death cannot 
hurt him. 

 Yet others will say that death is just a natural part of life.   
o This sounds nice.  Death is natural in the sense that we all must face it, but in 

another sense there is nothing more unnatural than death.  Have you ever seen 
a dead body?  I remember the first time I saw one.  Everything in me felt how 
unnatural it was.  I wanted to scream, “Move! Do something!” But the person 
was gone.  It all just feels wrong! 

 Barnes goes through this list to show that none of these ways are much help in dealing 
with the reality of death. He then goes on to show that, if death is extinction, then it is 
very hard to see why we should work so hard to make a difference in this world.  

o We may work hard and achieve great things.  When we die some people will 
remember us for a while and praise some things we did. But it will not be too 

                                                      
1 Julian Barnes, Nothing to be frightened Of (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2009), Location 2661, Kindle. 
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long before a day comes when there is only one person left in the world that 
remembers us and visits our grave.  Soon that person also will die.  Then 
everything about who we are and what we have done will be forgotten forever.  

 And then, to try and inject some humour into an otherwise depressing 
topic, Barnes notes that there will be one more person to visit your grave 
(SHOW SLIDE 04) “. . . the man driving the earth-digger who scoops out 
your remnants when the graveyard is sold off for suburban housing.”2 

o In a sense this is all rather depressing.  But that is precisely what Barnes is trying 
to get us to see. If there is no God and death is extinction, then there simply is no 
way to candy coat it.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 05) But of course, some people believe the story that there is life 
after death, but usually they’re just not sure what it is.   

o Steve Jobs was one of the pioneers of the personal computer and a co-founder 
of Apple.  Before his death in 2011, Jobs struggled with the common belief that 
there is nothing after death and expressed his hope that there is something. 

 Listen to what he wrote in his biography: (SHOW SLIDE 06) “it’s strange 
to think that you accumulate all this experience . . . and it just goes 
away. So I really want to believe that something survives, that maybe 
your consciousness endures.”3 

o If you believe the story that there is life after death, then there is some hope in 
the face of death, but there isn’t this supreme confidence that Paul had. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 07) Still others believe in the story of re-incarnation.  Death then is 
just the end of one life, and the beginning of another.  This also provides some hope in 
the face of death, but it can also produce fear, for you don’t know if you will come back 
in a better condition or a worse condition.   

o I will never forget going to a Hindu Temple with my undergrad religion class to 
learn about Hinduism.  We were doing a Q/A with the priest.  This man was the 
highest you can get on the cycle of reincarnation for he was a priest, a male, and 
was of the Brahman caste.  You can’t get any higher than this. 

 My professor raised his hand and said, “Do you have any assurance that 
you will attain freedom from the cycle of reincarnation when you die?”  
The priest said, “No, I do not have any assurance at all.”  The Hindu story 
offers some hope in the face of death, but not much for you may have to 
be reborn a million more times before breaking free and attaining 
nirvana. 

 Well, we could go on and on as there are many stories that people believe about death 
and life after death.  Let’s turn to compare and contrast this 

 
HOW THE CHRISTIAN FACES THE REALITY OF DEATH 

 Let’s now contrast all we have just said with (SHOW SLIDE 08) how the Christian faces 
the reality of death. 

                                                      
2 Barnes, Nothing to be frightened of, Location 3673, Kindle. 
3 Ibid. 
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o If we are going to hear the Judeo-Christian story about death then once again we 
need to go back to Genesis 1-3.  The Judeo-Christian story about death can be 
seen in the two trees of the garden.  Here’s what we read in Genesis 2. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 09) 8 And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the 
east, and there he put the man whom he had formed. 9 And out of the 
ground the LORD God made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to 
the sight and good for food. The tree of life was in the midst of the 
garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

 (SHOW SLIDE 10) 16 And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, 
“You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, 17 but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat 
of it you shall surely die.”   

 So, there are two trees.  The second tree is called “the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil.”  We looked at this a few weeks ago. God commanded Adam and Eve not to 
eat of the tree and said that if they disobeyed and ate they would surely die. 

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 11) But now we are going to look at the first tree called, “the 
tree of life.”  Some people think God is a killjoy who ruins our fun. But notice this 
tree is at the centre of the garden.  God has placed life at the centre of human 
existence.  Everything in Eden is about life.  Trees.  Garden.  Rivers.  
Relationships. 

 To eat of the tree of life was to enjoy perpetual life in paradise.  So 
human death was not a part of God’s original design.  Human death 
entered the world when Adam and Eve rebelled and ate from the 
forbidden tree.  

 This is crystal clear in the story.  Watch what happens at the end of chapter 3 and then 
in the chapters after it.   

o Here is what at the end of chapter 3: (SHOW SLIDE 12) Therefore the LORD God 
sent him out from the garden of Eden. 

 This sending them out is both an act of judgement and mercy.   
o It is first of all an act of mercy for God to cast them from his presence.  Look at 

verse 22.  (SHOW SLIDE 13) Then the LORD God said, “Behold, the man has 
become like one of us in knowing good and evil. Now, lest he reach out his 
hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever—”   

 Sin and evil have filled the hearts of Adam and Eve. God does not want 
them to eat from the tree of life and so live forever in this fallen state.  In 
banishing them from the Garden, God mercifully ensures they will not 
live forever in a world that is filled with lament, suffering, and death. 

o But this is also an act of judgement.  Notice that it does not say he gently 
escorted them out of the garden.  Look at verse 24.  (SHOW SLIDE 14) He drove 
out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim and 
a flaming sword that turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life. 

 “Cherubim” are a type of angel.  Cherubim is the plural of “cherub,” which means there 
was more than one.  I don’t know what you think of when you think of a cherub but 
most of us imagine those cute cherubs in the paintings.  (SHOW SLIDE 15) These chubby 
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little diaper-wearing cherubs are pathetic.  My ten-year-old son Josh could knock one of 
these cherubs out with one punch.  

o These are not the cherubim of the Bible.  (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 16) Cherubim are 
fearful and awesome creatures.  We read that these cherubim stand guard, with 
a flaming sword, blocking the way to the tree of life.   

 All of this says, “Do not enter. The way is shut.”  Humanity is cut off from 
God, and therefore cut off from life itself. 

 And then Genesis 4-11 go on to describe a world marked by violence and death.  In 
Genesis 4 Cain murders his brother Abel.  Genesis 5 gives us a genealogy of the ancient 
world.  After naming each person, the chapter says, “And he died.” This bell rings after 
every name: and he died, and he died, and he died, and he died. 

o This is the Judeo-Christian story of death.  First, death was not a part of God’s 
original design for human beings.  Second, death came into the world through 
humanity’s sin.  Third, death is the judgement we must all face for our sin.   

 And like Charlie Chaplin, none of us can do anything to escape the chains of death.   
o At this point, the Judeo-Christian story becomes even more depressing than the 

secular story.  Many versions of the secular story say that although you cannot 
do anything to escape death, you will die and then cease to exist.   

 But the Judeo-Christian story not only says you cannot do anything to 
escape death, but that there is something worse than physical death – 
that is to face eternal death as judgement for our sins in the place Jesus 
called “hell.”  

 But it is right when the Judeo-Christians story is at its most depressing in saying that 
there is nothing you can do to escape this, that it takes a drastic turn and becomes the 
most hopeful story you’ve ever heard.  How does it do this? 

o In the Chaplain film, he comes to realize that he cannot do anything to escape 
the ball and chain.  He realizes that he must look outside himself for help. And 
so, the film ends with him turning his head upward.  He looks to the sky in hope 
of seeing a plane.  He looks out to the water in hope of seeing a boat.  He looks 
for someone outside himself to come and rescue him.  

 The Judeo-Christian story says we cannot do anything to escape death 
and judgement.  But God, in his great love and mercy, has sent someone 
to rescue us.  God sent His Son into the world to save us from death, 
judgement, and hell. 

 
JESUS IN THE GARDEN 

 Thousands of years after Adam and Eve, we find Jesus in a garden.  It was called the 
garden of Gethsemane.   

o Like Adam and Eve were surrounded by many trees, Jesus was surrounded by 
many trees.  

o Yet, just like Adam and Eve’s minds were focused in on just one tree, Jesus’ mind 
is focused in on only one tree.  

o And just as Adam and Eve struggled over a command about the one tree, Jesus is 
now struggling over a command about the one tree.   
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 That tree is the cross.  God the Father had commanded Jesus to give his life on that tree.   
o In the garden, Jesus is struggling to obey the command.  It is not just the physical 

agony of being crucified on a tree that overwhelms him. 
 You see Deut 21 says that anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse.  

Jesus is going to come under God’s curse.  That is why he is struggling.   
 But why would Jesus, who had perfectly obeyed God, be cursed by God?  That is centre 

of the Bible’s story.  He was not being cursed for his own sins – for he had none.  He was 
being cursed for our sins.   

o The Father asked him to take the curse that we deserve for our sins upon himself 
so that we would not have to be cursed.   

 The Father asked him to do this so that we could come back home to 
God. 

 And oh, how he struggled!  Adam and Eve were together in a bright sunny garden and 
God said, “Obey me about the tree and you will live.”  Jesus Christ was alone in a dark 
garden and God said, “Obey me about the tree and you will die a horrible death.” 

o Adam and Eve had every positive incentive to obey, but they disobeyed.  Jesus 
had every incentive to disobey and yet he joyfully obeyed for he said, “Not my 
will but yours be done.” 

 He voluntarily gave his life for us.  As Peter writes, (SHOW SLIDE 17) “He himself bore 
our sins in his body on the tree.”   On the cross, Jesus got what we deserve.  

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 18) We deserve to bear the curse of judgement, but Jesus 
bears the curse for us. As Gal 3:13 says, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of 
the law by becoming a curse for us.”   

o We deserve to be forsaken by God, but Jesus is forsaken in our place and cries 
out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”   

o We deserve to be struck down by the sword of justice, but Jesus takes the sword 
for us.  Acts 13:29 says, “they took him down from the tree and laid him in a 
tomb.”   

 On the cross, Jesus got what we deserve.  Ah but the story does not end there.  Because 
of his obedience, God the Father rewarded him.  God raised him from the dead granting 
him a resurrection body that is immortal. He brought him back home to his presence, 
exalted him to sit at his right hand, and promises that Jesus will inherit the entire 
universe. 

o What does that mean for us?  Absolutely everything.  Just as Jesus got what we 
deserve at the cross, now all who belong to Jesus get to share in what he 
deserves.  

 He deserved to be raised from the dead and so God promises to raise all 
who belong to Jesus from the dead.  

 He deserved to be given an immortal body that death cannot touch, and 
so all who belong to him will be given an immortal body that death 
cannot touch.   

 He deserved to be brought home to the presence of God and so now all 
who belong to him are welcomed into the presence of God.   
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 He deserves to inherit a renewed universe in which there is no more sin 
or death and therefore all who belong to him get to share in what he will 
receive. 

 Jesus got what we deserve so that we could share in what he 
deserves.   

 The Bible’s story is all moving toward the day when Jesus returns, gives his people 
resurrection bodies that are immortal, and brings them to live with God on a new earth.  
Eden is restored. Here is how Revelation 21 describes that future world: (SHOW SLIDE 
19) Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they 
will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. 4 He will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 
mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”  

o And to further emphasize this Revelation 22:14 says, (SHOW SLIDE 20) Blessed 
are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree of life 
and may go through the gates into the city.” 

 Do you hear it?  If you belong to Jesus, if he has washed away your sins, 
then God gives you the right to eat from the tree of life.  You have the 
right to go into God’s eternal garden city.  

 On that day when we stand in our resurrected immortal bodies, Paul says a saying will 
come true.  Here is how Paul puts it: (SHOW SLIDE 21) When the perishable puts on the 
imperishable, and the mortal puts on immortality, then shall come to pass the saying 
that is written: “Death is swallowed up in victory.”  

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 22) Since we have this great hope that Christ has defeated 
death and will one day raise us from the dead, giving us immortal bodies that 
death cannot touch, we can like Paul look death in the eye and mock it saying, 
“O death, where is your victory?  O death, where is your sting?” 

 


