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“The Legend of Samara and the Truth About Death”

Sermon 11

I. Are you afraid of death?   Afraid of that inevitable, inescapable moment when you and he shall meet? or is it you and she, or you and it?

I. Illus: Who can forget the legend of Samara?
I. There on the streets of Baghdad, a merchant sent his servant to the market, so the legend goes.

I. But soon the man returned, ashen-faced and trembling: “O Master, down in the market place I was jostled by a woman, and when I turned I saw it was Death that jostled me.  She looked at me and made a threatening gesture.....O Master, please, lend me your horse....I must flee her...I will ride to Samara...and there hide...Death shall not find me.”
I. The merchant taking pity on his servant lent his own stallion to the frightened man....and in a cloud of dust the fleeing servant was gone!
I. A little later the merchant himself walked down to the marketplace and there saw Death standing in the crowd: “Why did you frighten my servant this morning...why did you make that threatening gesture?” the merchant inquired of Death.

I. “Oh,” Death quietly replied, “that was NOT a threatening gesture...it was only a START OF SURPRISE...for I was astonished to see him here in Baghdad, FOR I HAVE AN APPOINTMENT WITH HIM TONIGHT IN SAMARA.”

I. It is inevitable, is it not?  Inescapable...your appointment and mine in Samara with Death.
I. For when you have an appointment with death--there is no point in running, there is no point in hiding...death will be awaiting us all!
I. Illus: Listen to the words of one of the greatest poems written during the First World War...written by a young man who himself died in battle at the age of 28, Alan Seeger’s “I Have a Rendevous with Death.”
I have a rendevous with Death

At some disputed barricade

When Spring comes round with rustling shade

And apple blossoms fill the air.

I have a rendevous with Death

When Spring brings back blue days and fair.

It may be he shall take my hand

And lead me into his dark land

And close my eyes and quench my breath;

It may be I shall pass him still.

I have a rendevous with Death

On some scarred slope of battered hill,

When Spring comes round again this year

And the first meadow flowers appear.

God knows ‘twere better to be deep

Pillowed in silk and scented down,

Where love throbs out in blissful sleep,

Pulse night to pulse, and breath to breath,

Where hushed awakenings are dear . . . 

But I’ve a rendevous with Death

At midnight in some flaming town,

When Spring trips north again this year,

And I to my pledged word am true,

I shall not fail that rendevous.

I. But then again, we all have a rendevous with death, do we not?
I. So what would this Book say to us to assuage our fears and calm our hearts?
I. For a few quiet moments come with me to Jesus.

I. For surely....if we can look God in the heart we can stare death in the face.

II. John 11 (p 1038)

II. It was a bright winter’s day east of the Jordan.
II. Off to the west the chilled waters that spill from the snows of Mt. Hermon splash in the morning light down the Jordan banks.

II. To the east the purple-headed mountains that stand like quiet sentinels around Peraea line the horizon with majesty.

II. But this morning, the real Majesty stands in the early sunlight of a new day.

II. And wherever Jesus is, there are people--all sizes and shapes and colors and ages--people crowding round this vagabond Healer and Teacher and Preacher.
II. “Never a man spake as this Man” the multitudes exclaimed!

II. For when He spoke, He told stories about God--stories like they had never heard before--stories of a loving Father, stories of a compassionate Friend--stories of Someone you felt like going up to and embracing, so filled with warmth and love were the words of Jesus about His Father.
II. BUT IN THE MIDST OF THIS MORNING GLORY, SUDDENLY THERE IS THE RAUCOUS SOUND OF NOISY COMMOTION!
II. The galloping halt of horse hooves, the shouted, WHOA!

II. And then the pounding feet of a racing servant, who comes panting up to Jesus with an urgent message.
II. Read it for yourself, the urgent summons that is being hand-delivered to Jesus here in John 11:1-3 (p 1038).

II. Faraway to the southwest, just 2 miles to the east of Jerusalem, was a little berg called Bethany.

II. And in that village a man named Lazarus, who was a friend of Jesus.
II. But something terrible has gone wrong with this friend, and he has been felled by some dreaded, mortal disease.
II. But not to worry--for he is a friend of Jesus, and so are his sisters, Mary and Martha--and so they send for Jesus with the words, “The one you love is sick!”
II. Mark those words well, ladies and gentlemen: THE ONE YOU LOVE IS SICK.

II. Because the friends of Jesus do get sick.

II. And do die.

II. We live in a world mad with the obscenities of disease and death.
II. Illus: How utterly marvelous and wonderful it would be if somehow God would immunize all His children--some sort of magical disease shield that could shelter us from the ravages of death!
II. But alas, it is NOT that way on this planet of death.

II. Ever since the tragic fall of our first parents, the human race has been plunged by Lucifer into this life-death cycle that will only end when Christ returns to this planet.

II. THE ONE YOU LOVE IS SICK...and so lovers and friends of Jesus do get sick and do die.
II. If you are sick today....perhaps even dying at this moment...you must know that in the midst of your crucible of suffering you are loved by the Lover of Lazarus.
II. But then....isn’t He a bit strange, this Friend of Lazarus?

II. The servant has just gasped out his urgent plea, and what does Jesus do?

II. Read vv. 5,6
II. He simply goes on telling His stories to the crowds about their loving Father in heaven.

II. And all the while Lazarus is dying!

II. But then again, how hard it is for us mortals to learn the lesson that THE WAYS OF GOD ARE NOT THE WAYS OF MAN OR WOMAN.

II. How often you and I are utterly convinced we know the very best course of action for God to take--for our nation, for our families, for ourselves.

II. But to our great chagrin and sorrow, He does not take it.

II. Why, why, why?

II. How often we have wept our salty tears into our soggy midnight pillows...why?

II. All we have are the words of Jesus in v. 4.
II. For the glory of Christ, how can it be? We wonder.

II. Illus: One author offers a response with these poignant words:

“God never leads His children otherwise than they would choose to be led, if they could see the end from the beginning, and discern the glory of the purpose they are fulfilling.” (DA 224)

II. It may be, my friend, that you are going through that dark, dark way right now, yourself.  Then for you is the promise:
“To all who are reaching out to feel the guiding hand of God, the moment of greatest discouragement is the time when divine help is nearest.  They will look back with thankfulness upon the darkest part of their way.”  (DA 528)

II. And so it was that one dusty afternoon the grace of God made flesh came walking into a village called Bethany....four days too late!
II. Read vv. 17-20.
II. Illus: It was no different at Lazarus’ funeral than it will be a your funeral and my funeral.

II. There was much weeping then, and there will be much weeping when you and I die, for what else can we do in the face of such heart-rending loss and heart-breaking grief?
II. With a heavy heart I have conducted the funerals of infants and toddlers and six-year-olds and teenagers and young adults and husbands and wives and mothers and fathers and aged senior citizens.
II. It doesn’t matter the age of the deceased or the circumstances of death...DEATH ALWAYS STEALS UPON US AS AN ENEMY AND LEAVES OUR HEARTS EMPTIER AND SADDER THAN BEFORE!

II. Her heart and eyes heavy with grief, Martha hurries to the edge of the village to meet Jesus.
II. This is the same Jesus she has entertained so often as a house Guest.

II. This is the same Jesus she and Mary and Lazarus have been honored to call Friend as well as Lord.

II. This is the same Jesus she begged to come before her dear brother succumbed to death.

II. But He hadn’t come...at least not in time...and so in words choked with confused emotion, Martha blurts out to Jesus in v. 21...
II. How many times have those very words been sobbed out...LORD, IF YOU HAD BEEN HERE, my husband would not have died, my wife, my child, my father, my mother, my sister, my brother, my friend, my lover would not have died.
II. IF ONLY YOU HAD BEEN HERE!

II. Where were you when I needed you? Where is the omnipotence of God when we need it most?
II. The heartbroken cries of this death ridden planet ascend to heaven day and night, and what does Jesus say?
II. Read v. 25,26.
II. What do you mean, Man?  Lazarus is dead and has been dead now for 4 days!
II. But for some strange reason, to Jesus, the man isn’t dead!
II. In fact, notice how Jesus explained it to His disciples before they set out for Bethany–read v. 7, 11-14.
II. Isn’t that something!  The poor disciples can’t figure Jesus out!

II. First He dilly-dallies around for a few more days after He gets the urgent summons to come and heal Lazarus.

II. And then when He finally decides to head south to Bethany He announces to the disciples that Lazarus is asleep!

II. Now every advocate of good health knows that the seriously ill need plenty of quiet rest and sleep, SO WHY GO NOW, LORD, AND WAKE HIM UP?  LET HIM SLEEP, PLEASE!
II. Then Jesus VERY plainly declares to them in v. 14--LAZARUS IS DEAD!
III. Listen carefully, my friend, and please don’t misunderstand me: There aren’t a whole lot of people around these days that understand the truth that Jesus has just plainly told.
III. In fact, most world religions and much of Christendom teach that when you die, you don’t really die....you just go somewhere else: to heaven, to hell, to purgatory, to another state of reincarnation, to nirvana, to who knows where.
III. So, it is imperative that right now you listen VERY CLOSELY to the truth that Jesus is teaching us all--a truth that’s been forgotten for centuries.
III. THAT IS: When you die, you don’t go to heaven, you don’t go to hell, YOU GO TO SLEEP.
III. Illus: “But I thought the human soul was immortal and could not die!” you exclaim.

III. You’ll be interested to know that there are 1700 references to “soul” and “spirit” in the Bible--and NOT ONCE are either of those words referred to as IMMORTAL or UNDYING.
III. In fact, let me share with you one verse that forever clears up this common misconception--a verse we’ve been to before: Ezekiel 18: 4 (p 817)--clearly here the Scriptures declare the soul can die or cease to exist, which by very definition means that the soul CANNOT possibly be an immortal entity.
III. In fact, do you know that there is no such thing as an immortal soul?
III. Please turn to 1 Timothy 1 (p 1140 ).  
III. According to the Bible there is only One who has immortality prior to the resurrection Jesus promises at His second coming.

III. Who does the Bible say only has immortality?  Read 1:17 and 6:16.
III. Ezekiel is right–the human soul CAN die, because ONLY GOD has immortality!
III. Illus: For a moment, let’s examine the actual composition of the human soul.
III. Let’s go all the way back to the Creation account--Gen. 2:7 (p 2), the story that proves the existence of the human soul!
III. Illus: I say “proves,” because I saw a clever magazine advertisement with the catchy headline, “Science has never proven the existence of the human soul.”
III. That’s enough to catch anybody’s attention.

III. So I read on down the page and came to these words: “But we’ve clocked it [the human soul] at 33 1/3 r.p.m.”
III. Wait a minute--I used to play phonograph records at the speed of 33 1/3 rpm’s.

III. And sure enough, there was the picture of an old phonograph record across the ad.

III. Turns out the ad was for the new Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland, Ohio.

III. And the “soul” they were talking about clocking was in fact “soul” music, which used to play at 33 1/3 rpm on those old records!
III. The ad may be right–science hasn’t proven the existence of the human soul–but the Bible has–all the way back “in the beginning.”
III. Read Genesis 2:7.
III. Illus: Let’s say I want to build a box--so you give me some boards and nails, and with a hammer I pound them into a wooden box.

III. Where did that box come from?  Obviously it didn’t exist before I shaped the boards and nails together.
III. So a formula for making boxes could be:                           BOARDS + NAILS=BOX




III. Now let’s say I want to take that box apart--so I remove the nails and the boards.
III. Now, where did that box go to?  Up into the corner of the room?  Is there a land of boxes where disassembled boxes fly to when they’re taken apart?  Of course not, THE BOX SIMPLY CEASED TO EXIST.
III. So it is with the human soul: Gen 2:7 declares that DUST of the ground + BREATH of life=SOUL.

III. Take the dust and the breath apart (which is what happens at death) and WHERE DOES THE SOUL GO?  NOWHERE, IT SIMPLY CEASES TO EXIST.
III. Which is exactly what Solomon is describing in Ecclesiastes 12:7 (p 646).
III. Genesis 2 is about life’s creation; Eccl. 12 is about is cessation--and both tell the same truth!
III. But ah hah, you say--see, there it is--the “spirit” goes back to God who gave it!
III. Yes, but what is the Hebrew word for “spirit” here?
III. Illus: One more text--following our Bible study principle that the Bible must be allowed to interpret itself--settles the question: Job 27:3 (p 498).
III. The word for “breath” here in Job 27:3 is the identical Hebrew word for “spirit” in Eccl. 12:7.

III. Ruach–it can be translated wind, breath, spirit.

III. But Job’s use of the word makes it clear that the “spirit” of God in the nostrils is NOT an intelligent entity that lives in our noses!  It’s another word for breath of life.
III. So when a man or woman dies, the body turns back to dust and the breath of life returns to the God who gave it in the first place.
III. Which is creation in reverse–death reverses our creation.
III. But then, where are the dead--where is my beloved mother, my father, my grandparents, my child?
III. Where did Jesus say Lazarus was?  “Lazarus is sleeping.”
III. To the Giver of Life death is but an unconscious sleep.
III. And over and over again the Scriptures verify the veracity and truth of what Jesus was teaching in John 11!

III. Ecclesiastes 9:5,6 (p 644)
III. Psalm 146:4 (p 601)
III. Psalm 115:17 (p 585)
III. And I could share a score more references with you.

III. The Bible’s point: death is an unconscious sleep in which the human simply ceases to exist--no thoughts or love or joy or hatred or anger--the entire organism has simply shut down--AND LIFE HAS CEASED TO EXIST.
III. But, someone says, I thought that my deceased loved ones went to heaven to be with God when they died.  Isn’t that true?
III. Please turn to Acts 2 (p 1053) and we will see that to the contrary, the Bible makes it clear that those who have died have not ascended into heaven but are asleep in their graves.
III. In his sermon on the day of Pentecost, Peter spoke about King David-- 

III. A man the Bible says was a man after God’s own heart, 

III. A man who upon his death would surely have ascended into heaven to be with God if that’s what happens to people when they die.  

III. But notice what Peter says about David in Acts 2:29.
III. And now look at the first line in verse 34!
III. How could the Bible makes it any clearer than that?  It says that those who have died have not ascended into heaven to be with God, but are asleep in their graves!
III. But then, will the dead sleep forever?
III. No! rings the glad tidings of Easter and the story of Lazarus!
III. Illus: In fact let’s return to the story of Lazarus and read that glorious promise of Jesus–John 11:25 (p 1039).
III. Illus: And then to prove His promise, look what Jesus did!  Read vv. 38-44.
III. I AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE!

III. WILL IT HAPPEN AGAIN–for the rest of Jesus’ friends, too?
III. AND WHEN?  
III. I Thes. 4:16-18 (p 1137) leaves no doubt whatsoever!
III. I Thessalonians 4:13-18 is the Bible’s only recorded funeral sermon.  

III. I can imagine when the Apostle Paul was asked to give a funeral sermon, this text is the sermon outline that he worked from.  

III. It begins in verse 13 with his pastor’s heart seeking to ease their grief with a message of hope (read).  

III. And it ends in verse 18 by telling them to comfort each other in their grief with the message he has just preached to them (read).  

III. And in between two words of comfort,  verses 14-17 contain the message of hope from the Lord that is to be the assurance of their comfort (read).
III. If in fact Paul believed their loved ones had gone to be in heaven with God when they died, then surely this would be the place he would declare that teaching.
III. Instead, Paul embraces the teaching of Jesus that death is a sleep from which the friends of God will be awakened at the second coming of Christ!
III. Reread vv. 13-15.
III. Listen friends, whether a person died 1000 years before Jesus returns--or just 10 minutes before--it will seem but a moment until the eyes open again and see the glorious face of the Life Giver sitting on His regal cloud!
III. And that’s Paul’s message of hope for a grieving Christian:  Not that your loved ones are already in heaven with Jesus, but that Jesus is going to return and raise them from the dead!
III. Reread v. 16.
III. AND THAT, the Bible declares, IS WHEN IMMORTALITY IS CONFERRED!  

III. Look at I Cor. 15:51-53 (p 1110).
III. Think logically for a moment: Why else would God have a resurrection if everybody at death already went to his or her reward? 
III. IF THE SOUL WERE IMMORTAL, the Bible teaching about the resurrection would be ludicrous!  Why have it, if you’re already somewhere else?
III. No, Jesus declares, Lazarus is not in heaven or in hell--Lazarus is asleep, but I am going to wake him out of that sleep, for I AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE!
III. WHERE THEN DID IT COME FROM--THIS CONCEPT THAT THE HUMAN SOUL IS IMMORTAL?
III. It came first from Platonic dualism of an evil body but a righteous spirit..

III. But you can actually trace this concept all the way back to the forked tongue of that deceiving serpent in Eden?  Satan hissed his lie to Eve then and he has hissed it ever since on this planet--until every major world religious philosophy has espoused it!  Gen. 3:4 (p 3)--You will not die!
III. But she did die, and so did Adam, and so have the billions and billions of the children of Adam ever since that tragic fall!

III. And so to cover up his first lie, Satan concocted a second lie--OH YES, YOU MIGHT DIE...BUT WHEN YOU DIE YOU DON’T REALLY DIE...YOU JUST WING YOUR WAY SOMEWHERE ELSE...SO DON’T BELIEVE GOD WHEN HE SAYS THAT THE SOUL THAT SINS, IT SHALL DIE.

III. But then along comes Jesus, the Eternal Creator made flesh, who came to tell us the truth about life and death: Lazarus is asleep, but I can awaken him!
III. What right does Christ have to make such a claim?
III. Illus: When I was India I had the opportunity to visit a snake pit!
III. I have already told you that I am not overly fond or excited about these cold-blooded, venomous creatures.

III. But if there is glass or wire separating us, I actually find watching them rather fascinating!

III. Well, there in that snake farm, there was a large enclosed pit.

III. And in that pit were hundreds of red clay pots, with cloth tied around the jar mouths.

III. While I watched a young Indian man entered the pit with a long stick in his hand--the stick had a metal hook on its end.

III. He undid the cloth of one pot, stuck his stick inside, and brought it out with a slithering hissing cobra wrapped around the end of the stick!

III. He laid the cobra down on a platform and got it all riled up for a moment.

III. And then when the cobra was reared to strike, with his hands the man grabbed the snake from behind its head and pinned it to the platform.

III. Slowly carefully he then gripped that snake head in his hands and took it over to a large glass jar with a rubber lid on.

III. Forcing open cobra’s fangs, the snake handler jammed those fangs into the rubber lid, and we all watched wide-eyed as he milked the cobra of its venom--we saw the white killer poison dripping into the clear glass jar....
III. ...venom that would be used to produce an anti-venom medication that could save someone’s life who got bitten by a cobra!
III. That is precisely what Christ did with that old serpent called the Devil!  Hebrews 2:14,15 (p 1149).
III. Calvary was the explosive disarming of the enemy of us all--Jesus triumphed over Lucifer and shattered his weapon of death!
III. Defanged and milked of its venom--that is what divine love has done to the mortal enemy of death.
III. And Jesus death and resurrection became the anti-venom that brings spiritual healing and eternal salvation to all who have been bitten by the enemy and have looked to Jesus in faith.
III. “I AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE...AND I HAVE DEFANGED THE ENEMY AND RID DEATH’S STING OF ITS ETERNAL POISON!”

III. You see, that’s why to Jesus death is nothing but an unconscious sleep that awaits the awakening of His resurrection!
III. Illus: When you’re exhausted at the end of the day--and you set the alarm and tumble into bed--and hardly does your head hit the pillow before you’re asleep--how often has it happened that the very next sound you hear is the jangling of that awful alarm clock telling you that it’s time to get up!
III. Where did the night go?  How of much of the night were you conscious of?

III. Zero--we say, you were DEAD TO THE WORLD!
III. Even so when we die that is what we will be--dead tired and asleep!
III. But I AM THE RESURRECTION AND THE LIFE, and SHE WHO BELIEVES IN ME, THOUGH SHE DIES, YET SHALL SHE LIVE!

IV. I would like to submit to you, ladies and gentlemen, that the Bible teaching about soul-sleep or death-sleep is the only philosophy of death in existence today that can be compatible with the truth about the character of God!
IV. The Scriptures declare, as you and I have noted in these lectures, that God is a Being questing for friends, a God of relentless, unconditional love...which means that every act of God, every facet of God’s actions is bathed in the bright glow of love--not Somebody to be afraid of He is Someone to be a friend of.
IV. And so in loving compassion God lays His friends and children to sleep in the dusty bed of the grave.
IV. There is no winging to heaven or to hell or to purgatory.

IV. Illus: For you think about it--if our loved ones were in heaven now, wouldn’t heaven be a hell to them as they watched us continue to suffer on in this life?  What mother could stand to see her children ache and suffer, perhaps turn to awful sin in desperation--how could she enjoy heaven while her children were struggling to survive here below?
IV. Illus: And if some were sent to hell at death, how could the loved ones in heaven or the loved ones here on earth possibly endure the thought of such awful suffering going on?  
IV. Why heaven would be hell indeed if all the while we knew our beloved were writhing in pain!
IV. No, I say it again, my friend--there is ONLY ONE TRUTH about death that is in harmony with the loving Father and Son of Scripture, and that is the truth that Jesus taught--when you die, don’t go anywhere but to sleep.
IV. WHICH IS PRECISELY WHY YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE AFRAID OF DEATH RIGHT NOW!
IV. If it comes tonight, then so be it.

IV. If it comes tomorrow, then let it come.

IV. Because the greatest promise of all is sure--and I must end with this--and you must read it for yourself--I John 5:12 (p 1171).
IV. Satan tried to convince Adam and Eve that they could have life apart from God.  

IV. He tried to convince them that they didn’t need to trust God, they didn’t need to obey God, they didn’t need to be in a relationship with God in order to have life.  

IV. Because they already had immortal souls that couldn’t die.  

IV. And he’s still promoting that lie throughout the world tonight.

IV. But the Bible emphatically declares: You are wrong, Satan–you have been a liar from the beginning!  
IV. The truth is--No relationship with God, No life!
IV. Oh, my friend, can’t you see now how utterly vital it is that you have Jesus.
IV. Illus: JUST LOOK WHERE HE’S STANDING TONIGHT--Revelation 3:20 (p 1177).
IV. You may have gone through life with no God at all.

IV. You may have gone through life with only a formal religion.

IV. But along comes Jesus who knocks at your mind’s door and whispers that everything you’ve been longing, everything you’ve been hoping, everything you want most deeply is all yours for the asking when you reach out to Jesus and pray, Please be my Savior.
IV. He has already defeated death for you--you have nothing to fear and nothing but fear to lose!
IV. And so I invite you to take this same Jesus for your Friend and Savior for the rest of the journey through this life and this death into life eternal.
IV. Illus: Brennan Manning, in his book Lion and Lamb, tells the touching story of an old man who lay dying.
IV. When the priest came to visit him, he noticed an empty chair at the man’s bedside and asked him who had been visiting him.

IV. The sick man replied, “I place Jesus on that chair and I talk to Him.”

IV. For years--he went on to explain---he had found it extremely difficult to pray, until a friend of his explained that prayer was just a matter of talking to Jesus.  And the friend suggested that he imagine Jesus sitting in a chair, where he could speak with Him and listen to what He said in reply.

IV. “And so,” the sick man told his pastor, “I HAVE HAD NO TROUBLE PRAYING EVER SINCE.”

IV. Some days later the daughter of this man came to the parsonage to inform the pastor that her father had just died.

IV. She said, “Because he seemed to content, I left him alone for a couple of hours.”

IV. “When I got back to the room, I found him dead.”

IV. “But I noticed a very strange thing,” she went on.  “His head was resting not on the bed, but on an empty chair that was beside his bed.”
IV. “Whoever has the Son has life; whoever does not have the Son does not have life.”

IV. “Behold, I stand at the door and knock.”

IV. Do you have the Son?  

IV. Why don’t you invite Him in right now?  

IV. You’ll never have to be afraid of death again.

Let us pray:

O Son of God--You who are the resurrection and the life.  What is death to you but a conquered foe?  What is death now to us, but a quiet sleep?  O holy Christ, grant that every heart here today might reach out to you and in your embrace bid farewell to our fear of death.  Forever and ever. Amen.

