                                    “IS DEATH A FRIEND OR A FOE TO YOU?”
       (I Corinthians 15:26; I Corinthians 3:22)

“The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death.”

“Death is yours.”

There once lived a king of France — Louis XV — who would not allow death to be spoken of in his presence.  He went even further than that, for he avoided the sight and mention of cemeteries and anything that brought death to his attention.  He lived in a world of unreality, and when death did come to him, it found him unprepared.

It is a strange fact of life that many men are unwilling to seriously consider the subject of death.  They would like to remain in this world always if they could; and since they can’t, they at least will put away every emblem of death as far as possible from their sight.  The truth is that they spend their entire lives running from Real Life, only to run right into the arms of Death—unprepared!  
A young boy named Mike focused our fears when he dropped this note one Sunday morning into a church offering plate:  “Dear God, would you please tell me what it’s like to die?  I can’t get anybody else to tell me.  By the way, I just want to know.  I don’t want to do it.  Your friend, Mike.”

There is a common proverb in our society that says, “We must live.”  “We have to live.”  But if we were wiser, we would alter the proverb and say, “We must die.”  “We have to die.”  “It is appointed unto man once to die” (Hebrews 9:27).  Every man’s earthly life has an expiration date!  Like a champion rifle marksman, Death has shot all men down as if they were ducks in an amusement park shooting gallery.  Dear friend, if you are wise, you will move from the general truth that all men must die to the personal truth that you must die.  The fact of death is beyond our determination.  But there is one thing about death that we can determine.  We can determine the kind of countenance that death  wears when he comes for us.    We can determine whether death will be a final enemy to us or an ultimate friend.  One of our texts for this study says, “The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death.”  The other text says, “Death is yours.”  So the theme of this message is, “Is Death a Friend or a Foe to you?”

I.  DEATH THE FOE OF MAN

The text itself provides one answer to this question when it plainly says that death is man’s enemy.  We don’t have any argument with this statement.  Death wears the countenance of an enemy when he enters our personal world and approaches our lives. 

In a book entitled Facing Death and the Life After, evangelist Billy Graham included a chapter which he called, “The Last Enemy.”  I would like to share three paragraphs of this chapter with you.

If we are in a battle with this enemy called Death, I believe we 
should learn about it, in order to know how to confront the dying 
experience.  We need to know how to face that enemy on our own behalf, 
and how to deal with the inevitable deaths of loved ones and friends.

Can you imagine any military strategist saying, “Well, if there 
really is an enemy out there, perhaps I should find out something about him . . . 
later”?  It reminds me of the situation at the beginning of World War II.  As 
long as history is recorded, the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, 
will be remembered.  The Japanese High Command code-named the attack 
“Operation Z,” and its planning took place more than a year before the launch  
of warplanes that would destroy the battleships and aircraft carriers at Pearl 
Harbor, the heart of the U. S. Pacific Fleet. 

In the summer of 1941 I went to Washington, D. C., with my wife 
Ruth’s family.  Dr. Bell, Ruth’s father, was intent on meeting with officials at 
the State Department to alert them of an imminent Japanese attack.  He was 
politely ignored. Other warnings had been heard, but also went unheeded; 
America was unprepared for what happened at Pearl Harbor, blindly refusing 
to face the encroaching danger.

The Bible says, “It is appointed unto man once to die, and after that the judgment” (Hebrews 9:27).  It says, “We must all die, and are as water spilt out on the ground, which cannot be gathered up again” (I Samuel 20:3).  Notice the word “spilt,” a word which indicates that death may happen at any time, and it is not always premeditated. A human being is a fool to face such an enemy, such an experience, as death, with the intuition of an endless eternity beyond it, and remain unprepared for death and eternity. 

The Bible again and again supports our suspicion that death is our enemy.  The very terms it uses for death reveal this.  For example, death is described in the Bible as a cutting down, as of grass; or a cutting off, like the clipping of a thread  as it hurries through a weaver’s shuttle; or a fleeing away, as of a shadow; or a carrying away, like a flood.  These terms for death in the Bible reveal death as an enemy of man.  But why is death man’s enemy?

Death is man’s enemy because it was born as man’s enemy.  Death is the child of our direst enemy.  It is the direct offspring and descendant of sin.  The Bible says in Romans 5:12, “Sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for all have sinned.”  Thus, death is an alien in this world.  It did not enter into the original design of God’s unfallen creation.  But when sin entered the world, fast on its heels came death.  In James 1:15, the Bible says, “Sin when it is finished brings forth death.”  Death originated with sin, and sin is pledged to overthrow our souls.  Sin is the mother of death.  Therefore death must be our enemy.

Then, death is our enemy because it does an enemy’s work on us.  For what purpose does an enemy come, except to root up, to pull down, and to destroy?  Death tears in pieces that highest handiwork of God, the human body, so marvelously wrought by the fingers of Divine skill.  Look at a man when death has wrought its work and its will upon him; what a ruin he is!  The Bible refers to man’s body as a building or a temple, but when Death comes, it darkens the windows, shakes the pillars, closes the doors, collapses the walls, and leaves it in unoccupied desolation and ruin.  The Bible refers to man’s body as a tent or a portable tabernacle, but when Death comes like a cold, rough north wind, and the canvas of the tent flaps to and fro, the tent pole quivers and shakes, and finally, under the touch of death, the entire structure crumples and collapses to the earth.  The temple may be shattered suddenly and dramatically, as by an earthquake, or it may be taken down slowly, stone by stone, but whatever the manner, the temple always falls under the touch of Death. You see, when Death comes, it does an enemy’s work on us.

Then, death is our enemy because he does a universal and unsparing work on all men.  Death is an enemy whom none of us will be able to avoid.  Death lurks everywhere, even in the most harmless things.  It may enter our lives through what we eat or drink; it may stalk us in the streets, or seize us in our beds; it may come when we are active or when we’re idle.  But come it will!  Is there a field without its grave?  Or a city without its cemetery?  Or a home that has never had a death-wreath on the door?
Even in the happiest moments of life, the awesome reminders of death are present.  Take the moment of the birth of a new baby — surely one of life’s greatest and happiest moments.  But when the parents go to inscribe the new name on the family record, they place it on the side of the page marked “Births.”  Immediately beside this column, there is a part labeled “Deaths.”  At the moment of birth, there is a reminder that the one born is going to die.  Or take the hour of marriage, another happy hour in life’s experience.  The vow in marriage is to “love and to cherish — ’til death do us part.”  So the shadow of death is never far away, even in life’s brightest hours.  With silent footfalls, death follows close at our heels when we least expect it.  It is like a warring Indian, creeping through the underbrush — unheard, unnoticed, and unexpected.  Every human being is like a deer in a forest surrounded by a circle of hunters, a circle which is narrowing every day.  Death is the enemy of man because it does a universal and unsparing work upon man. 

Again, death is our enemy because of the terrors that accompany it when it comes.  It is not in the nature of man, except in moments of extreme pain or grief or mental unbalance, to be in love with death.  When death comes, even to the good man, it comes as an enemy, because it comes with pains and griefs; it comes with sighs and tears.  It rides on the pale horse and where the pale horse sets its foot the land becomes a desert.  

In Aesop’s Fables, there is the story of an old man who had traveled a long way with a huge bundle of sticks.  He became so weary that he threw his burden down, and called upon Death to deliver him from this miserable existence.  Death came immediately at his call, and asked what he wanted.  But when he saw the grim countenance of Death, he said, “Please, good sir, do me the favor to help me up with my burden again.”  Death had seemed attractive to him until he saw the terrors which accompany Death when he comes.  

So Death is man’s bitter foe.  This is the acknowledgment of our text, and our hearts witness that it is true.

         II.  DEATH THE FRIEND OF MAN
But death may wear another countenance when it comes to our lives.  We dare to say, in the confidence (and defiance) of faith in Christ, that Death may come to us as a friend.  It is a strange fact of life that enemies sometimes change into friends.  The frightening Cape of Storms on the southern tip of Africa was transformed into the Cape of Good Hope when Vasco de Gama successfully sailed it around it.   Just so, Death, the final Cape of Storms, became the Cape of Good Hope when Jesus rose again from the dead.  Paul had this truth about Death in mind in I Corinthians 3:21, when he said, “If you are Christ’s, death is yours.”  So Death may be your friend.  In what sense is Death the friend of man?

Death is our friend because of the warnings it brings to us.  Death helps to put all things under the countenance of eternity.  Death warns us every time it visits our world.  Every time we read a newspaper story of Death, every time we examine the obituary page, we hear the thunderings of the hooves of the pale horse of Death.  The frequent visits of Death to our world sound their warning to us that we are going to die.  We may be buried in a fiery grave, or a bloody grave, or a liquid grave, or the more common earthy grave, but we are all going to die.
And Death warns me of its coming to my life every time it visits my home.  How many warnings have we had in the loss of relatives — father, mother, son, or daughter.  There is hardly a person here, I’m sure, who has not made a pilgrimage to the grave, to weep over the remains of a friend.  In fifty-seven years in the Christian ministry, how many times have I journeyed to a graveside and tried to identify with the grief and loss of people whose circle of intimates had been visited by Death!  

Some of you stand today like a man on the shore when the tide is swelling towards his feet.  There came one wave, and it took away a grandmother.  Another came, and a mother was swept away.  Another, and a wife or husband was taken.  And now it dashes at your feet.  How long will it be before it breaks over you — and you, too, are carried away from the shore of time by the tide of Death into the ocean of eternity!  Death warns us when it visits our homes.

Then, Death warns us when it visits our own lives and bodies.  Yes, Death has already visited your body, and has warned you thereby.  Put your finger in your mouth and stand warned, for you have Death’s mark there.  When you touch a decayed tooth, remember that it is only part of a decaying man.  What warnings Death has given to some of you!  It has laid its cold hand upon your head and frozen your hair, and now it is nearly white as snow.  For some of you, it has left your head bare.  This is only a picture of the exposure of your body to the stroke of Death.  Why do people wear eye glasses?  Why do some of us complain of poor hearing?  Why is it that climbing one flight of stairs leaves you winded and panting for air?  What are these signs but stabs from the sword of Death?  And yet, some of you are still living in sin, as careless and unconcerned as ever!  Remember, if you will not hear Death’s voice and heed its warning, you will feel its unbreakable grip upon your life!  If Death warns you of that which is inevitable to help you prepare for it, then Death is your friend.

Again, Death is our friend because with one swift stroke it will strike from our vocabulary some of life’s most terrible words.  The Bible assures us that numerous words now in common use will some day become obsolete.  They will be discarded because there will be nothing in human experience corresponding to them.  For example, in Isaiah 35:10, the Bible says, “Sorrow and sighing shall flee away.”  And Revelation 21:4 says,. “There shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain; for the former things are passed away.”  What a list!  How large a place these things have had before Death in human experience!  Look at that one item in the list named “sorrow.”  Let me put in a personal word.  I will have my seventy-sixth birthday in just a few days, and though I have a host of friends here,  I have more friends over there waiting for me than I have friends here to say goodbye to!  Of course, I have a lot of attachments here, but I try to wear this world like a loose garment—easily cast aside.  For a Christian, Death means the death of pain, and limitation, and separation from loved ones, and loneliness, and sin, and sorrow!  For a Christian, Death means the death of Death!  God uses Death to cure Death in the life of His child!  It is my mortality that will remove my mortality!  A Samuel Taylor Coleridge poem says, 


          “Is that a death-bed where the Christian lies?


           Yes, but not his, for there death itself dies.”


So dastardly Death may be my friend!

Finally, Death is my friend because it is Death that will usher me into the Presence of God.  Death stands like a limousine with shaded windows parked in front of your house,   but if you are a child of God, it is simply waiting to transport you Home when God is ready.  The ride over the last mile may be bumpy, but your entrance into the King’s Palace will make you quickly forget the rough ride Home!  I may have a dozen friends around me here when I die; I may have a thousand angels as my pallbearers on the other side; but there will be one stretch of the road between this world and the next where I will have only two ushers — Death and Jesus.  In Psalm 23:4, the Bible says, “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou are with me.”  The near companionship of Death will only serve to whet my appetite for glory.  The darker the valley, the brighter the glory on the other side.  You will appreciate heaven more because of Death.  Death is the darkness before the dawn.  If I could pass from a life of unbothered happiness on earth to a life of blissful happiness in heaven, I might never have a worthy appreciation of heaven.  But suffering, sorrow, and Death are good kindlers of the appetite for heaven.  Death is my friend because it will usher me into my eternal home.

But what is Death to you?  Is Death your friend or your foe?  It all depends on which way you die.  There are only two ways to die.  In John 8:21, Jesus said to a group of unbelievers, “Ye shall die in your sins.”  This is one way to die — in your sins.  In Revelation 14:13, the Bible says, “Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord.”  This is the other way to die — in the Lord.  If you were to die today, would you die in your sins or in the Lord?  If you die in your sins, Death is a frightful enemy to you, because it will bring you to “the second Death”, an eternal state of dying life and living death.  But if you die in the Lord, Death will be a helpful friend to you.  Which would it be if you died today?  

In John Bunyan’s great classic, Pilgrim’s Progress, the two Christians approach the gate of  heaven, only to be confronted by a great river between them and the gate.  Of course, that river represents Death.  The river caused great distress for them.  In great fear they asked a bystander how deep the water was, and they received the answer: “It is deeper or shallower, depending on your faith in the King of yonder palace.”  And this is so.  When you come to the river of Death, its waters will be deep or shallow depending on your faith in Jesus Christ, the King of Heaven.  For the unbeliever, the shroud of death will cover the soul with eternal darkness.  But for the Christian, “death has lost its chill, since Jesus crossed the river,” and all who are attached to Him by faith will stand then in His victory over Death.  
One of the bravest and most poignant letters ever written tells of the death of Dr. Edward Wilson, one of Scott’s “traveling companions” on his exploration of the Antartic.  Scott himself was the writer of the letter.  As the entire party faced death in the frigid atmosphere that engulfed them, Scott wrote, “I should like you to know how splendid he was at the end, everlastingly cheerful and ready to sacrifice himself for others; never a word of blame to me for leading him into this mess.  His eyes have a comfortable blue look of hope, his mind is peaceful with the peace of faith in Christ, and he seems to have full satisfaction in regarding himself as a part of the great scheme of Almighty God.”  John Wesley said about the early Methodists that “our people die well.”  This will be true only of the trusting, Spirit-walking, Jesus-companioned, Christian.  

One of my favorite authors is Victor Hugo.  He once wrote his testimony about the end of life in these words:  “When I go down to the grave, I can say like many others, ‘I have finished my day’s work.’  But I cannot say, ‘I have finished my life.’  My Day’s work will begin the next Morning.  The tomb is not a blind alley; it is a thoroughfare.  It closes on the twilight and opens on the dawn of an Eternal Day with Christ.”  
My all-time favorite author (outside of the Bible) is the Oxford scholar, C.S. Lewis.  His Chronicles of Narnia are “children’s stories,” but they are far more than that.  They are masterpieces of perception about eternal truths that should be mastered by every Christian.  The seventh and final book in the Narnia series, The Last Battle, concludes with the children taken from this life in a train accident, and immediately they are in Heaven.  Lewis wrote, “But for them it was only the beginning of the Real Story.  All their life in this world and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page; now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story; in which every chapter is better than the one before.”  “Absent from the body, present with the Lord”—because of the work of Death, who does a friend’s work for us in delivering us into His Presence.     
Death is such a horrible enemy, but wouldn’t it be incredible to transform him into a final friend by faith in Christ?  
If you have never been saved by the grace of God through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, and thus you are unprepared for Death and Eternity, let me have a last moment with you.  Perhaps reading this message has aroused a sense of need for God and salvation in your heart.  What must you do to be eternally saved?  Confess your sins directly to God, the One against Whom you have sinned.  Remember that He loves you in spite of your sins, and that because of His love, He sent His unique Son, Jesus, to die on Calvary’s Cross to pay the awful price for your sins.  Remember that He rose again from the dead in order to save you, live in you, forgive your sins, and give you the Gift of Eternal Life.  Remember that He said that if you would repent of your sins and trust Him, He would save you forever.  Right now, down in your deepest heart, simply say to Jesus, “Lord Jesus, I am lost and cannot save myself.  But You died for me and rose again to save me.  Jesus, I do now trust You and You alone as my own personal Saviour and as the Lord (Boss) of my life.  Thank You for coming into me as I trust You.  Now, take my life and make it what You want it to be.  In Your dear Name.  Amen.”    If you have prayed that prayer and received Christ and His Life into your heart, let me welcome you into the Forever Family of the Living God!  
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