Week One: What is death?
Lord willing, we are about to embark on a 13-week study titled “Beyond the Sunset” where we explore a variety of topics related to death.  It is my prayer that each of us will learn to “number our days” as the Psalmist wrote in chapter 90 and verse 12.  I pray we can gain a heart of wisdom on this subject matter and a deeper understanding of what it means to die, where our spirits go, the final judgment, and the end of the world.  Tonight we’ll look at:
· Overview of the class – including class format and topics we’ll cover

· Facts about death – We’ll look at four facts about death

· Definition of death – We’ll define death and support that definition by looking at how the Bible describes it
I. Fact

· Class will run somewhere between 15 and 45 minutes – Depending on when the devotion ends, we’ll have the rest of the time for our class.  
· Please keep comments/questions short – To make it easier for me to paraphrase your comments/questions so everyone can hear, I ask that you keep them short.
· If you want copies of my notes, please let me know, and I’ll make them available – I will post the scriptures referenced in the class, but anyone is welcome to a copy of my notes.  Just let me know, and I can make copies as needed after class.
· The Bible is the sole authority for our discussion – While I am drawing material from Perry B. Cotham’s book, Beyond the Sunset, and from other commentaries, the ultimate authority is the Bible.
II. Facts about death
A. Death is real
ILLUSTRATION:  Please take a moment and locate your pulse in your wrist or your neck.  For every pulse of your heart, one, two, three, four – someone, somewhere just died.  The Census Bureau estimates that 1.8 people die every second of every day.

Paul tells us that death is real, and spread to all men through Adam.  Romans 5:12 “Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men, because all sinned—“

B. Death is certain
Just as Benjamin Franklin noted, death and taxes are certain, and Hebrews 9:27 reminds us “…it is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment.”  We’ll take more about the judgment toward the end of class, but for now, it is enough to note that death is certain for all us unless Jesus were to return, which we will also discuss in a later class.
C. Time of death typically uncertain
ILLUSTRATION:  Last week savage tornadoes ripped through seven states, and the official death toll is now 328.  This marks the deadliest day of storms in over 75 years.  I’m sure the people that lost their lives had plans for tomorrow, things they were looking forward to doing, and hopes for the future.  These storms were a tragic reminder that we don’t have an assurance of tomorrow.  
Proverbs 27:1 “Do not boast about tomorrow, For you do not know what a day may bring forth.”
One of the phrases you will likely hear me say a lot is “Lord willing”, and it comes from the scripture in James 4.  

ILLUSTRATION:  At work, our email system has an option where you can leave an “out of office” reply when people send you email messages.  It is common practice to set this when you are going to be on vacation or out for several days so people know not to expect an immediate response.  I commonly put the days I’ll be out, and the phrase, “Lord willing, I’ll return on such and such date”.  I remember one person calling me up asking if everything was OK because they were worried about my message.  I told them everything was fun, but I was leaving the future in God’s hands.
D. We should prepare for death
2 Kings 20:1 “In those days Hezekiah was sick and near death. And Isaiah the prophet, the son of Amoz, went to him and said to him, ‘Thus says the LORD: ‘Set your house in order, for you shall die, and not live.’’”

DISCUSSION:  What do you think it means to ‘set your house in order’?

The picture on the screen is that of a last will and testament, and while I think that is an important thing to prepare for your family, we should be much more concerned with our spiritual affairs.  This shouldn’t be something that we think we can put off for another day or that we’ll get a second chance as some religions false preach that you can be baptized for the dead.

III. Definition of death
A.
Definition
Joseph Thayer was a US Bible Scholar and he is famous for writing A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament in 1890.  He defined the Greek word for death thanatos as “The death of the body, i.e., that separation of the soul (whether natural or violent) from the body by which life on earth is ended.” 

This is backed up in scripture when you look at James 2:26 “For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.”  This clearly shows the body is dead without the spirit.  

B.
Human, mortal body is temporary
By occupation, Paul was a tent maker, and he used the analogy of a tent to describe the human body in 2 Corinthians 5:1 “For we know that if our earthly house, this tent, is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.”  This verse contrasts the temporary, fragile human body with that of a building from God.  Lord willing, we’ll look at this scripture again in a future class.
C.
Body returns to dust
ILLUSTRATION:  Spring is a beautiful time of year in Texas with the wild flowers blooming, grasses greening up, and trees sprouting leaves.  Whenever I get out in the yard or flower bed, I’m reminded of Adam’s curse in Genesis 3:17-19.  

The first part deals with thorns and thistles, but it is the later part that I want to focus on tonight.  God makes the statement in verse 19 “In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread till you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; For dust you are, and to dust you shall return.”
D. Spirit returns to God

In Ecc 12:7 Solomon wrote, “Then the dust will return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it.” This verse among others gives us the idea that the human body, is a temporary dwelling place for our spirits, and upon death, the body turns to dust, while the spirit returns to God.
ILLUSTRATION:  Albert E Brumley wrote one of the songs that we commonly sing, and the title and chorus includes the phrase “I’ll fly away”, which is based in scripture in Psalms 90:10 “The days of our lives are seventy years; And if by reason of strength they are eighty years, yet their boast is only labor and sorrow; For it is soon cut off, and we fly away.”

E. Death is departure…
In 2 Timothy 4:6, Paul states “… the time of my departure is at hand”.  That term departure translates to “unloosing”, and it is a metaphor for the unloosing of moors that hold a ship to the dock.  The ship is about to set sail, and this is what Paul was saying about his human voyage on this earth.  His departure, his pushing off for the “far shore” was at hand.

ILLUSTRATION:  If you’ve ever read the book or seen The Lord of the Rings movie, this metaphor of a ship going off into the sunset for the far shore reminds me of what takes place at the end of the story where the heroes and the immortals leave Middle Earth for what amounts to their version of Heaven.  It is a beautiful image that is filled with sadness for those left behind, but joyous for the expectation of the things to come.
F. …death is arrival

If on this side death is a departure, then on the other side, there must be an arrival.  If here death is separation, then over there it must be reunion.  
Psalms 116:15 “Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of His saints.”

DISCUSSION:  Why is the death of saints precious to God?
I think the death of faithful Christians shows our commitment to God to the very end, it brings about the end of all our suffering, pain, and grief on earth, and brings about the beginning of a better eternal life.  
Conclusion:

· The facts 

· real, certain, unknown, requires preparation

· Physical death comes about when the body ceases to function and the spirit departs 

· body returns to dust, spirit returns to God

· We should live in view of eternity 

· Psalms 90:12

While death is a departure from earth, it is also an arrival to a better place for the faithful Christian.  We should all learn to “number our days” so that when it comes time for our departure it will be a peaceful expectation of a better place.
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