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Death is Defeated; to be Destroyed

Earlier this week, Verne told me that he and Wanda were married for 41 years. I got to thinking about that and like a lightning bolt, the realization struck me that 41 years is longer than I’ve existed as a person! I’m now only just starting to understand what four decades of life is like. What is it like to have known and been with someone for that long? Can Verne even recall what life was like before being with Wanda? From the earlier vignette into Wanda’s life, we learned how inseparable Wanda and Verne were.

In the Bible, in Genesis 23, we find a brief narrative of the death of Sarah, who was Abraham’s wife. She was 127 years old. Abraham was ten years older. Sarah was Abraham’s half-sister, so they grew up together from infancy and childhood. They literally spent their entire life together. Life with Sarah was the only life Abraham had known.

During those 117 or so years together they had their share of ups and downs. The Bible mentions a few of them: of going with Abraham away from known lands and family ties because Abraham said God had spoken to him. The times Abraham passed Sarah off as his sister (a half-truth) and then having Sarah taken into the harems of kings and local chieftains. All the years when Sarah remained barren, unable to conceive. The time when Abraham took Hagar as a wife to try to work out in his own hands, God’s promise of a son. All these bad times are made up when Sarah gives birth to Isaac, nurses him, cares for him, and sees him grow. Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac live as a family for about 35 years.

But even good things in this life come to an end, and Sarah dies. In Genesis 23 we read:

1Sarah lived 127 years; these were the years of the life of Sarah. 2And Sarah died at Kiriath-arba (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan, and Abraham went in to mourn for Sarah and to weep for her. (Genesis 23:1-2 ESV)

It’s okay to mourn and weep when we lose a loved one to death. In fact, we need to mourn. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” (Matthew 5:4 ESV) It is through mourning and weeping that we find healing that God offers to us. We must mourn the evil that takes away the ones we love, because God too, mourns for the results of sin in this world.

There are two instances in the gospel accounts where Jesus is specifically said to have wept. The first many know: it took place at the tomb of Lazarus, Jesus’ close friend. Even though Jesus knew that in this case, resurrection was just minutes away, he mourned. He mourned because death was not the original plan. He mourned not only for Lazarus, but for all through history who had died and who would die as a consequence of evil in this world.

The second instance is perhaps less known. It happened as Jesus approached Jerusalem for the final time, immediately prior to his trial and crucifixion. He weeps for Jerusalem. Luke 19 reads,

41And when he drew near and saw the city, he wept over it, 42saying, “Would that you, even you, had known on this day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes. 43For the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set up a barricade around you and surround you and hem you in on every side 44and tear you down to the ground, you and your children within you…” (Luke 19:41-44a ESV)

Once more Jesus weeps because death will come upon Jerusalem and its inhabitants because evil exists in the world. Death is foreign to Jesus and to God. Death is an enemy. The Apostle Paul many years later writes in the first letter to the Corinthians, “The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1 Cor. 15:26 ESV).

Why does Paul write, “The last enemy?” There were those who had accepted Christ yet did not believe in a resurrection. Because people continued to die and did not see resurrections actively occurring, they may have come to doubt the possibility of any resurrection. In response Paul writes the following, leading up to his “last enemy” statement:

12Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead? 13But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. 14And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain. 15We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified about God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it is true that the dead are not raised. 16For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has been raised. 17And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. 18Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. 19If in this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.
20But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 21For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. 22For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. 23But each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. 24Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power. 25For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 26The last enemy to be destroyed is death. (1 Cor. 15:12-26 ESV)
Today we live between the “already and the “not yet.” We live during the period of history where Jesus has defeated evil and death, yet they remain in this world and in our lives. We have the assurance of the “already”: that is, because of Jesus’ resurrection death no longer holds captive those who believe in Christ and his resurrection. But we also live in the “net yet” where the full manifestation and experience of eternal life is still to come. The promises of God are sure and so we look forward to the day when death that is already defeated will once and for all be destroyed.

Paul, in his first letter to the Thessalonians wrote,

13But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. 14For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep. 15For this we declare to you by a word from the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep. 16For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. 17Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be with the Lord. 18Therefore encourage one another with these words. (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 ESV)
And where is our ultimate destination? John the Revelator in vision saw the destination and wrote,

1Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “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. 4He 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.” (Revelation 21:1-4 ESV)
The next thing Wanda hears will be the voice of Jesus calling her out of where she rests. The next thing Wanda sees will be Jesus coming to take her home. And I have a hunch that one of the first things Wanda will do is race – yes that’s right – race, run, skip, and sprint over to Verne. And Verne, too, I imagine will be racing as fast as he can to Wanda to embrace and kiss her again – to hold her hands once more, to look into one another eyes, never to part again. The next time Verne holds Wanda’s hands in his, everything will be okay again, and this time it will be for eternity. For Paul writes in 1 Corinthians,

51Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, 52in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. 53For this perishable body must put on the imperishable, and this mortal body must put on immortality. 54When 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 death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” 56The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. (1 Corinthians 15:51-56)
Wanda is at rest now. Nothing in this world can hurt her or harm her again. No illness can incapacitate her again or bring her more suffering. She waits peacefully in sleep until Jesus comes to wakes her up and calls her to her eternal home.

While we do weep, for we must, because that is how we find healing; we also, and we must, look forward to the day when death and sin are destroyed and eradicated, nevermore to harm or hurt.

