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TO LIVE IS GAIN, TO DIE IS CHRIST 
(Phil. 1:19-21  June 17, 2001) 

 
We live in a land of relative freedom. It is difficult for us to comprehend just how many 
men have suffered over the centuries for nothing more than preaching Christ and Him 
crucified. 
 
John Bunyan was one who suffered greatly for preaching Christ. In 1660, at the age 
of 31 he became pastor of a small group who met in the village of Bedford. 
 
He worked full time as a tinker as well as assumed pastoral duties. His first wife Mary 
had recently died leaving him with four children, the oldest of whom was his blind 
daughter Mary. 
 
But for those who know their history, 1660 was a monumental year. Oliver Cromwell, 
the Lord Protector had died two years earlier and Charles II was recalled from exile to 
take the throne. 
 
Charles blamed the Puritans and the non-conformists for the civil war and the death 
of his father. In 1662 he instituted the Act of Uniformity. Basically this meant that there 
was only one church allowed – the Church of England. Only men ordained in the 
Church of England were allowed by law to preach. And services had to strictly follow 
the Book of Common Prayer. 
 
Bunyan along with thousands of other godly men believed that they could not in all 
conscience subscribe to these regulations. In effect they became criminals overnight 
– forbidden to preach Christ. 
 
However, John Bunyan’s fame as a preacher had become so well known that the 
authorities could not wait for the Act of Uniformity to actually come into effect. He was 
arrested, given a hearing but no trial, and thrown into prison. 
 
Bunyan had seen the signs coming. He knew he would be arrested and removed from 
his family. So he married an incredibly godly woman – Elizabeth. She would look after 
his children. 
 
But Bunyan was poor. When he had married the first time he had no furniture or 
household goods, not even a bowl or spoon. And things had barely changed. 
 
If he was arrested, he knew how hard it would be for his family. They would be cast 
on the care of God. Most of those who might have helped them would also be 
imprisoned. And Bunyan himself might starve in prison – as it was up to one’s family 
to provide meals for prisoners. 
 
When Bunyan was arrested and brought before the magistrates, he was asked but 
one question – will you agree to stop preaching? – for then you are free to leave. 
 
Bunyan replied: 
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Sir, as to this matter, I am at a point with you; for if I am out of prison today, I 
will preach the gospel tomorrow – by the help of God. 

 
Justice, Sir John Kelynge then pronounced this sentence: 
 

Hear your judgment, John Bunyan! You must be had back to prison, and lie 
there for three months following; and at the three months’ end, if you do not 
submit to go to church to hear the Divine service, and leave your preaching, 
you must be banished from the realm. And if, after such a day as shall be 
appointed you to be gone, you shall be found in this realm or be found to come 
over again without special licence from the king, you must stretch by the neck 
for it, I tell you plainly! 

 
He had a choice. Prison or giving up preaching. Bunyan was led back to his cell. There 
he describes his thoughts: 
 

The parting with my wife and poor children … is as the pulling of flesh from my 
bones. 
 
It was brought to my mind the many hardships, miseries and wants that my poor 
family was like to meet with. 

 
He said that the Tempter whispered in his ear: 
 

Just say that you won’t preach again. 
 
His thoughts turned to his family bereft of their bread-winner and dependent on charity. 
He thought of poor blind Mary: 
 

Poor child, what sorrow you are likely to have for your portion in this world! You 
must be beaten, must beg, suffer hunger, cold, nakedness, and a thousand 
calamities. … I am as a man pulling down his house upon the head of his wife 
and children. 

 
As he thought things through, he was sorely tempted to renounce preaching. He could 
worship Christ and lead his family in private. Surely this was the better choice. 
 
But, then he was reminded of the sovereignty of God. The necessity to be faithful. The 
power of God to sustain. And he rose to his feet crying: 
 

I must do it! I must do it! 
 
And do it he did. The three months imprisonment extended to twelve years with a short 
release and then after a few years of freedom he was imprisoned for another period 
of time. 
 
These were harsh years. Prisons were dreadful places. John Bubb was in Bedford 
prison with Bunyan. He wrote to the king saying he had suffered: 
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As much misery as so dismal a place could inflict on him. … And … unless His 
Majesty has pity on me, John Bubb must perish. 

 
Many pastors died in prison. Bunyan suffered greatly. Bunyan’s family suffered greatly. 
Their only income came from the long tagged laces that Bunyan made in prison and 
his blind daughter Mary sold. His only meal was a bowl of gruel that Mary brought to 
him each day. 
 
His only books were a Bible, a concordance and later a copy of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. 
 
And Bunyan was repeatedly told – just agree not to preach – and you will be released. 
Be reasonable about this. 
 
Imagine the temptation. His family is suffering. He is not doing his church any good in 
prison. Are his principles worth it? And if so, where can he draw the strength to 
persevere? 
 
Bunyan tells us. He found strength in Christ. He found it in the word of Christ. And he 
found it in the writings of Paul from prison. One of the great encouragements to this 
godly man were the words of Paul in the passage we are going to look at today and 
next week. 
 
Turn with me to Philippians 1:19. In verses 19-26 Paul gives us 3 encouragements on 
living in this world. 
 
The first encouragement on living in this world is found in verses 19-20 – Live so that 
your life is an ornament to the glory of Christ. 
 

For I know that this will turn out for my deliverance through your prayers and the 
provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, according to my earnest expectation and 
hope, that I will not be put to shame in anything, but that with all boldness, Christ 
will even now, as always, be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. 

 
Like Bunyan, Paul was in prison for proclaiming Christ. But listen to the God-centred 
perspective of this man. 
 
I know that my imprisonment, my circumstances, will turn out for my deliverance. 
 
Deliverance is not the best word here – vindication is better. I will be vindicated – my 
vindication may not be in my lifetime, it may not be in this world, but I will be vindicated 
– for I am obeying Christ. 
 
Suffering for Christ, obeying Christ no matter the cost, whether I live or die – always 
leads to vindication. 
 
We sit here 2000 years later and we revere Paul. We know that Paul was right. We 
thank God that Paul suffered and did not give in. That he never stopped preaching the 
gospel. That he wrote these incredible prison epistles. 
 



 4 

Paul has been vindicated throughout the world and throughout history. But Paul didn’t 
know that men would build churches and write books and name children after him. Nor 
did he care. The vindication that counted was the vindication in the eyes of Christ. And 
that was won by faithfulness no matter the cost. 
 
John Bunyan was vindicated. Throughout his imprisonments Bunyan wrote. He wrote 
his wonderful work – Grace abounding to the chief of sinners. But near the end of his 
imprisonments, he wrote the work that made him immortal – Pilgrim’s Progress. A 
book that has been translated into more languages and been printed more than any 
work save the Bible. A work that has been a source of encouragement to generations 
of believers. A work that Bunyan himself admits he could only have written after so 
many years of suffering. 
 
Even the Church of England who persecuted Bunyan so horribly holds him in the 
highest esteem. 
 
Paul and Bunyan were vindicated in this world. But thousands of saints have suffered 
in anonymity. They were never vindicated in this world. Burned as heretics. Slain for 
their faith. But they have been vindicated where it counts – in eternity. 
 
If vindication comes by faithfulness to Christ. Then where does the power to stand 
faithful come? Through the prayers of the saints and by the provision of the Spirit of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
Paul will only be vindicated if he stands firm. If he perseveres. If he refuses to recant. 
If he refuses to deny Christ. 
 
Humanly speaking, men will cave in to the pressures of persecution. Torture, 
imprisonment, the suffering of beloved families, the prolonged deprivation of the joys 
of life. 
 
Paul, Bunyan, the myriad of martyrs for the faith – they were men and women of flesh. 
Bunyan speaks of the whisperings of the Tempter to capitulate. Every saint has those. 
Who chooses suffering and imprisonment? Who does not feel crushed that your stand 
means your loved ones suffer? And humanly speaking we will all capitulate – even 
Paul. 
 
But Paul is not alone. He is sustained by the prayers of the saints and the provision of 
the Spirit of Jesus Christ. 
 
The prayers of the saints are a mighty weapon to uphold the faith of believers. Prayer 
is an admission that we cannot do it in our own strength. Prayer is a plea to the only 
One who can help. And God delights to answer prayers for faith, perseverance and 
strength. 
 
God sends an abundant supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ. It is the Spirit who stands 
with us. It is the Spirit who rebuffs the whisperings of the Tempter. It is the Spirit who 
fixes our eyes on eternity. It is the Spirit who strengthens our frail wills and feeble 
resolve. 
 



 5 

Philippians 4:13: 
 

I can do all things through Him who strengthens me. 
 
Why does Paul need this strength? Verse 20: 
 

According to my earnest expectation and hope, that I will not be put to shame in 
anything, but that with all boldness, Christ will even now, as always, be exalted in 
my body, whether by life or by death. 

 
One of the great resolves that drives Paul is that he might never bring shame on the 
name of Christ. To ensure that he never sullies the Lord Jesus through his actions. 
 
Let me ask you a question. What is the difference between a martyr and an apostate? 
 
The answer is that humanly the line is fine – but in the eternal perspective the line is 
enormous. 
 
Here is Bunyan in prison. His wife and children are near starving. His precious blind 
daughter is dying from what is probably tuberculosis. His flock are suffering. 
 
Who could blame him if he said – OK – I won’t preach? I need to be there for them. 
God will understand. Which of us would blame him? How many of us would have given 
in? 
 
But Bunyan would blame himself. He toyed with this idea. But he tells us that 1 Peter 
4:10-11 kept coming to his mind: 
 

As each one has received a special gift, employ it in serving one another as 
good stewards of the manifold grace of God. Whoever speaks, is to do so as 
one who is speaking the utterances of God; … so that in all things God may be 
glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom belongs the glory and dominion forever 
and ever. Amen. 

 
He had been gifted and called to preach. He could never turn his back on this no matter 
the cost. 
 
He declared: 
 

I have determined, the Almighty God being my help and shield, yet to suffer, if 
frail life might continue so long, even till the moss shall grow on mine eyebrows, 
rather than this to violate my faith and principles.1 

 
But what if he had? What if he had capitulated and agreed not to preach? 
 
Then he would have forsaken the task entrusted to him. He would have shattered the 
hearts of the saints who looked to him. He would have disappointed his family. He 
would never have written Pilgrim’s Progress. He would not have persevered to the 

                                                
1 Cited in John Piper, The Hidden Smile of God, (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2001) p. 56. 
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end. He would not have been vindicated. He would not have heard – well done good 
and faithful servant. 
 
If Bunyan and others had failed – then perhaps the freedom to preach Christ would 
never have been won in England and British lands. 
 
And we might look back at one more man who failed in the hour of temptation, who 
asked for the cup to be taken from him – a man who shamed the name of Christ. 
 
Paul was determined that he might never shame Christ. That he might never fail the 
One who died for Him. Paul knows that humanly – he could easily shame Christ. 
 
His attitude, his faith, his holiness – any failure here could stain Christ. 
 
But, he has an earnest expectation, a certainty that he will stand firm. Not because he 
is so strong, but because of the power of the prayers of the saints and the strength of 
the Spirit of Jesus Christ. 
 
And because of this divine power, he will fulfil his calling with boldness. And Christ will 
even now, as always, be exalted in his body, whether by life or by death. 
 
He will glorify Christ at all costs. If he lives he will stand firm. If it costs him his life, so 
be it. The glory of Christ is pre-eminent. This was the driving force of the life of Paul – 
that Christ would be exalted. 
 
This passage struck me. And it should have struck you. 
 
Is it one of your great resolves that you never bring shame on the name of Christ? 
That you never sully the Lord Jesus through your actions or inaction? That at all costs 
you exalt the name of Christ? 
 
Most believers never get to stand before courts and firing squads for their faith. For 
most of us, the tests of faith are on a different scale. But the test can still lead to 
shaming Christ. 
 
Our tests might be what we choose to watch on TV, how we use our money, what we 
give to our employer, how we deal with our children, whether we open our mouth to 
proclaim Christ to our neighbour, whether we discipline ourselves to draw strength 
from the Word. It is the small temptations that might be our lot. But believe me they 
can sully Christ. 
 
Playboy, taxes, anger, greed, sloth, gluttony, pride. There are so many ways we can 
sully the name of Christ. We think they are so tiny – but they add up. 
 
As Horatius Bonar realised: 
 

A holy life is made up of a multitude of small things. It is the little things of the 
hour and not the great things of the age that fill up a life like that of the apostles 
Paul or John, or David Brainerd, or Henry Martyn. 
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It is the: 
 

Little evils, little sins, little inconsistencies, little weaknesses, little foibles, little 
indulgences of self and of the flesh, little acts of indolence or indecision, or 
slovenliness or cowardice, little equivocations or aberrations from high integrity, 
little bits of little indifferences to the feelings or wishes of others, little outbreaks 
of temper, or crossness, or selfishness or vanity. 

 
One of the things that struck me about Bunyan’s ministry was this. If you applied to 
join the church in Bedford, your life would be examined minutely for holiness. You 
would be questioned and then observed for years to ensure that you were an ornament 
to Christ. That you glorified Christ in your body. That you stood firm in the tests of life. 
 
As I read about this – I wondered at the pitiful standard we live to. I wondered how 
many of us would have been accepted as members in a seventeenth century Puritan 
church. 
 
So why do we fail these small tests so often? Because we don’t have the prayers of 
the saints and don’t seek the provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ. 
 
The truth is that if you were imprisoned for your faith,  am sure that you would pray 
and you would exhort others to pray for your faith. But when the temptation is the third 
chocolate éclair or the movie with the sex scenes or the dubious tax deduction or the 
chance to share with a neighbour – we are not found on our knees, we are not praying 
for each other, we are not seeking the provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ. These 
tests don’t seem that big. 
 
We realise that John Bunyan needed the power of God to resist his enormous 
temptation. We forget that we need the power of God to resist in the small temptations 
as much as the large. 
 
The truth is that the small failures can sully the name of Christ as much as the large. 
 
Brothers and sisters, make it your great resolve that you never be the one to bring 
shame on the name of Christ. 
 
Notice something else about this verse. It is Paul who is in prison. It is Paul who is 
suffering. 
 
Notice that Paul does not say: 
 

I know that this will turn out for my vindication through my prayers and the 
provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ. 

 
Paul is an Apostle. Paul had the greatest prayer life since Jesus. And Paul still needs 
the prayers of the saints to stand firm. 
 
We are so individualistic we think we can do it alone. No way! We need to share our 
burdens and uphold one another before the throne of God. We need to constantly bear 
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one another up before Christ. Plead for strength to resist. Plead earnestly that our 
brothers and sisters might not bring shame on the name of Christ. 
 
What does this mean? It means that when you pray for those in the church – you really 
pray. If you don’t know the specific areas that they are prone to fail in, then pray that 
the power of God would uphold them. Pray that they would be putting on the armour 
of God daily. Pray that they would stand firm in the tests of life. Pray that they would 
know the power of Christ. Pray that they would live to the glory of Christ. 
 
It also means we should open up. We should find a group of mature Christians and 
we should share our struggles. We should seek their payers. And we should faithfully 
pray for others. If there are areas you might shame Christ in – then have a group who 
will uphold you before Christ. 
 
Spurgeon once told his congregation: 
 

May God help me, if you cease to pray for me! Let me know and I must cease 
to preach. Let me know when you intend to cease your prayers and I will cry, 
“O my God, give me this day to my tomb, and let me slumber in the dust.” 

 
While Bunyan struggled in prison he urged: 
 

Christians, pray for me to our God with much earnestness, fervency, and 
frequently in all your knockings at our Father’s door, because I so very much 
stand in need thereof, for my work is great, my heart is vile, and the devil lieth 
at watch, the world would fain be saying, Aha, aha, thus would we have it! And 
of myself, keep myself I cannot, trust myself I dare not; if God do not help me I 
am sure it will not be long before my heart deceive, and the world have their 
advantage of me.2 

 
I ask you today. Pray for me. Pray for Dave. Pray for the elders and deacons. 
 
One great fear I have is that I might fail Christ and the shame will sully His name. Pray 
for me brethren. Pray earnestly. 
 
John Owen said this: 
 

If a man teach uprightly and walk crookedly, more will fall down in the night of 
his life than he built in the day of his doctrine. 

 
Pray for me. Pray for each other. That we might stand firm and be vindicated and exalt 
Christ in our lives and in our deaths. Otherwise great will be the fall among us. 
 
The first encouragement on living in this world was – Live so that your life is an 
ornament to the glory of Christ. 
 
The second encouragement on living in this world is found in verse 21 – Live so that 
your life is Christ-centred. 

                                                
2 Cited in John Piper, The Hidden Smile of God, (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2001) p. 74. 
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For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 

 
What can Caesar do with someone who has this perspective on life? Lock him up and 
he rejoices. Let him out and he proclaims Christ. Kill him and he goes to glory. 
 
But to come to this point requires an orientation of our lives that goes against 
everything within us. We want to be self-centred. But true life is to become totally 
Christ-centred. As Paul said in Galatians 2:20: 
 

I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives 
in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, 
who loved me and gave Himself up for me. 

 
It is not us who live – but Christ living in us. We are to be Christians. Christ is to 
dominate our thoughts and our lives. 
 
This was true of Paul. He was totally consumed with Christ. 
 
To live is Christ. Ministry was Christ. Imprisonment was Christ. Freedom was Christ. 
 
Christ dominated his life. And because neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 
principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, 
nor any other created thing, was able to separate him from the love of God, which is 
in Christ Jesus the Lord – then nothing could interfere with his communion with Christ. 
 
Nothing could separate him from Christ. 
 
In prison he could say – to live is Christ. 
 
Free he could say – to live is Christ. 
 
Because his life was Christ – not family, possessions, health, freedom or career; then 
the loss of those things did not devastate him. 
 
He was content in any circumstances. Humble means or prosperity. Filled or hungry. 
Having abundance or suffering need – because nothing could separate him from 
Christ. 
 
That is the secret. When Christ is your life – then you can handle anything this world 
can throw at you. 
 
Bunyan learned this. It was what enabled him to survive all those years of 
imprisonment and suffering. He wrote: 
 

I was made to see that if I would suffer rightly I must first pass a sentence of 
death upon everything which can properly be called a thing of this life, even to 
reckon myself, my wife, my children, my health, my enjoyments, and all, as 
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dead to me, and myself as dead to them. And, second, to live upon God that is 
invisible.3 

 
I had to reckon myself, my wife, my children, my health, my enjoyments, and all, as 
dead to me, and myself as dead to them. And, second, to live upon God that is 
invisible. 
 
To live is Christ. Not self, not wife, not children, not health, not enjoyments. 
 
And then when life is Christ. When Christ is the consuming focus of life – then and 
only then is death gain. If Christ is our life, then death is the final consummation. We 
go to be with the one who is the focus of our life. Death is gain. 
 
If you cannot say to live is Christ then you cannot say to die is gain. If Christ is not the 
jewel in the crown of your life then to die and be with him is NOT gain. If your wife, 
your kids your friends, your work, your ministry – if they are the sum and substance of 
your life then death is NOT gain – it is loss – for they are of this world. 
 
John Piper puts it well: 
 

You must be able to be on your deathbed and ready to look your wife in the eye 
and say that to be without her is – GAIN. You must be able to hold your children 
and say that to leave them is – GAIN. 

 
As I contemplated this, I could not help but think how most Christians live. 
 
If I were to summarise how most who name the name of Christ live it would be this: 
 

To live is gain and to die is Christ. 
 
Many who would call themselves the disciples of Christ don’t make Christ the focus of 
life. They live to gain what they can. To suck the most out of life. 
 
They are content to seek wives and wealth and the things this world offers. They do it 
while still clinging to the thought that they are Christians. Christ is not the centre of 
their life. But that is OK because they have all eternity to make up for that. Death will 
bring them Christ – or so they hope. 
 
To live is gain and to die is Christ. 
 
The truth is that if Christ is not our passion now – then why would an eternity with 
Christ be gain? 
 
If the best we can do is to say – to live is wife, kids, home, job, church – and also Christ 
– then why would death be gain? We are leaving the things that are most precious to 
us. 
 
Listen to how John Piper describes the typical Christian. 

                                                
3 Cited in Frank Mott Harrison, John Bunyan (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1964) p. 121. 
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The greatest hindrance to our experience of that enjoyment is that we are willing 
to settle for such pitiful pleasures. That’s it! We have settled for a home, a 
family, a few friends, a job, a television, a microwave oven, an occasional night 
out, a yearly vacation, and perhaps a new personal computer. We have 
accustomed ourselves to such meagre, short-lived pleasures that our capacity 
for joy has shrivelled. The scenery and poetry and music have dried up like a 
forgotten peach at the back of the refrigerator.4 

 
If you don’t think that’s you, then consider what ruled your week. Sport. Was it looking 
forward to a game of football – one you played in or one you wanted to watch? Going 
out? Making ends meet? Getting your taxes ready? Surviving the work week? Getting 
the house clean? Watching T.V.? Playing computer games? Pleasing your boyfriend 
or girlfriend or spouse? Playing with your kids? 
 
What dominated your thought-life this week? What dominated where your time was 
spent? Was it Christ who was ever on your lips and before you? 
 
Which is true of you: 
 

To live is Christ and to die is gain. 
 
OR 
 
To live is gain and to die is Christ. 

 
Listen to the words of Spurgeon: 
 

If you seek anything with greater fervour than you seek the glory of God – It is 
your idol. 

 
Do you seek anything with greater fervour than God? Pleasure? Wealth? Happiness? 
Family? Career? 
 
All of these things are temporal. They wither and die. They are of this world. They 
cannot satisfy. 
 
The secret to life is to make the one thing that cannot be lost, stolen or removed – the 
focus of your heart. 
 
Christians like Paul and Bunyan and countless others survived this world, the 
persecution, the pressures, the temptations – ONLY because the prayers of the saints 
and the power of the Spirit of Christ enabled them to make Christ the centre of their 
lives. 
 
In Philippians 4:11-12 Paul wrote: 
 

                                                
4 John Piper, Desiring God, (Portland: Multnomah Press, 1986), on back cover. 
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I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am. I know how to get 
along with humble means, and I also know how to live in prosperity; in any and 
every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and going hungry, 
both of having abundance and suffering need. 

 
He could only reach this stage by making Christ – the one thing that never changed – 
the centre of his life. 
 
You may never be asked to make the choices Paul did or Bunyan did. But every day 
you are asked to make choices. Will you make Christ supreme? Will you make the 
hard decisions in the little things as well as the big that enshrine Christ as the focus of 
your life? 
 
Will you ensure that in every decision, Christ’s glory is paramount? Will you say no to 
the choices that have the power to bring shame on Christ? 
 
Will you live so that your life is an ornament to the glory of Christ and live so that 
your life is Christ-centred? 
 
Will you say with Paul: 
 

To live is Christ and to die is gain. 
 
For only then will you receive the vindication of Christ – well done good and faithful 
servant. 


