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  Sermon for the Funeral of Floyd Matthies ~ February 22, 2005

Victory Over Death

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


Taken from our text in 1 Corinthians 15, the theme for today’s message is “Victory over Death.”  Victory over death …is there such a thing?  That’s an important question for each and every one of us here to answer.  Can we have victory over death?

Judging from the evidence in view, your conclusion would seem to be a resounding “no,” wouldn’t it?  It appears that our common enemy, Death, has claimed one of your loved ones—Floyd A. Matthies—your father, grandfather, brother, relative, friend, neighbor.  It’s a stark reminder that each of us will eventually face the same end.  

St. Paul knew this well.  He acknowledged that because of sin, physical death is inevitable: “The wages of sin is death.  Yet this very same man was able to declare in our text: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.”  Quoting Hosea, Paul even sneered at, almost taunted Death:  “Where, O death, is your victory?  Where, O death, is your sting?”  

To say such things, you either must lose all sense of reality, be in total denial, or know a secret way to defeat death.  Paul was not a madman or wild-eyed optimist.  He knew a secret.  He called it a “mystery,” a truth not fully understood, but one that will be fully revealed in the future.  By God’s grace, Paul knew the secret of the victory over death God gives to us through our Lord Jesus Christ.  And since death is an enemy we all face, I would suggest that it is one of most important secrets you or I will ever learn.

Over the years, I tried to share that message with Floyd as often as possible.  As I’d pray, read God’s Word, and share the Lord’s Supper with him, I always tried to speak of this victory over death.  To be honest, I didn’t get the opportunity to do that as often as I would’ve liked.  No, it wouldn’t have prevented Floyd’s death or taken away his illness or removed any of the physical pain that he experienced.  But it could’ve given him a greater reserve to draw upon as he faced his final days.  It could’ve provided him an added measure of comfort and peace.  

I’m thankful that I was able to share that Good News of forgiveness and grace with Floyd one more time a few hours before his death.  I was able to direct Floyd back to his Baptism, on February 25, 1945, when God made Floyd His child and an heir of His eternal kingdom.  I was able to share some passages of Scripture including the 23rd Psalm you just heard that speaks of our Good Shepherd who would lead him through the valley of the shadow of death to dwell in the house of the Lord forever.  And, since none of us know if we’ll ever have another opportunity to do so, I’d like to share that same Word with you today.


So you and I are going to die.  I say “you and I” because sooner or later we all face the end of our lives.  At this point, you may fear dying.  That is an appropriate and valid feeling, particularly in connection with any pain you might have to endure.  But at the same time, we Christians need not fear death, for it is only the doorway into the loving presence of our heavenly Father.  It’s not a leap into the dark but a welcome home into the arms of the One who first created us and has loved us from our mother’s womb.


I firmly believe this.  I’m not courting my death, but I have no anxiety about it either.  I know that my eternal life—in which I already live through my Baptism —is assured through Christ’s death and resurrection for me and for all who believe in Him.  Jesus guarantees it: “Because I live, you also will live.” 

Still, we may not like the way we are going to die.  Right now, you may not like the idea of the loss of control or choices you have about certain aspects of your life.  A disease may strip away your strength and dignity.  Like Floyd, you might not be able to do some of the thing you really enjoy—hunting and fishing, spending time outside.  Others may make decisions that affect you.  And you don’t like that possibility.  The thought of being away from your loved ones, even for a little while fills you with sadness.  Those are understandable and valid feelings.  And I have no easy answers for your frustrations.  But God calls you and me, by His power, to lift our sights beyond our sorrow, misery, and pain.  He urges us to see the eternal dimension of things—the hope of the world to come.


As Christians, we can live daily in that hope.  Not that we hope we’ll be saved, for we are saved—by God’s grace through faith.  But we live with the biblical understanding of the word “hope”—the confidence and conviction that when we die we shall be forever with the Lord.  Do you believe this about your own death and the life to come?  God wants you to have that certainty.  


What a wonderful God we have!  He understands our fear, so He freely gives us His love through His Son in His holy Word and Sacraments so that when we’re fearful, we can turn to them for encouragement and assurance of God’s ultimate victory over death.  


At this point, some of you may not be as fearful of dying as you are angry at death.  You have a right to be.  Death was not a part of God’s perfect plan.  Death never was God’s will or intention for humanity.  So to say “God called him home” or “God took him” or “God willed it”—especially as an attempt to rationalize an untimely death—can be misleading language.  God permitted Floyd’s life to end, but as the apostle Paul says: “Death has spread to the whole human race because everyone has sinned.”


Compassion is the keynote here.  Jesus embodied compassion.  And we are to evidence it even when we speak of death.  Although all suffering, disease, and death ultimately come from our sinfulness, God gives us forgiveness through His Son—and calm in the face of the enemy of death.


Still, I understand when some call death “kind friend” or “sweet”—when the mercy of God permits an end to all of our suffering here on earth.  As Revelation 21:4 states, “He will wipe every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”  


Listen to the words of Dr. Kent Knutson, a Lutheran pastor whose life was cut short by a rare disease he contracted while on a mission-survey trip: 


Death is not to be accepted as much as it is to be overcome … I am 

angry that sin and death stalk man—a righteous anger, I pray, that 

will not be quiet when men suffer and die.  I am comforted only with 

the knowledge that God is angry too.  So angry that He submitted 

Himself to the same suffering and death and overcame this enemy 

with His power and gives to us the fruits of his victory.  He has 

invited us to share in His death and resurrection.  

So the victory over death has already been won for you by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The question you and I are called to ask ourselves each day is this:  By the power of God’s Holy Spirit, am I daily living in that victory?  Am I fully at peace with God and prepared for my death?

To repeat, death comes upon us all because of our sinful condition and because of our actual sins—the bad things we shouldn’t do, but do; and the good things we should do, but don’t.  Sin is ignoring God and planning our lives as if He did not exist.  It’s having little to do with Christ’s church on earth.  Sin is forgetting our Baptism, not going to Holy Communion to receive Christ’s body and blood.  In sum, sin is living one’s life independent from God.

Floyd would be the first to admit that his life was characterized by several of these sins.  No doubt you’ve also let your own priorities get out of line.  If we’re honest, we must admit we’ve each put ourselves ahead of God.  We’ve all lived as if God did not exist.  We’ve all taken for granted God’s love and forgiveness given to us in His Word and Sacrament.

Still, God is gracious.  He doesn’t desire our punishment and death.  He wants to forgive us and will, if we only turn to Him in repentance while there is still time.  But God is not a God of “cheap grace”—easy forgiveness.  His justice demands payment for sin.  The payment for our sin cost God the life of His Son.  By Christ’s death on the cross and His resurrection we are forgiven and renewed.  God declares us righteous for Christ’s sake.  The Holy Spirit equips each of us for a life of service here on earth and victory over death.

How good God is to us!—to give us His forgiveness in things we can feel and see and taste—the water in Baptism, the absolution we hear, the bread and wine we smell and taste in Holy Communion!  I firmly believe that we often doubt God’s care, because we simply aren’t using His power supply, His Word and Sacraments.  It’s as simple as that!  If you’re not familiar with, or are uncertain about using these sources of God’s power and strength, arrange to sit down with a Christian friend or pastor and discuss your questions and concerns.

Start with your Baptism, for it is God’s mark upon you that you are His child and heir and that nothing can separate you from Him.  In Baptism, God gives you forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life.  Though you may not always feel Baptism’s power or its strength, know that these blessings are with you, because God guarantees it.  He has broken and defeated the power of death and promises you the same in Baptism.

Another blessing God offers is Holy Communion.  There you receive Christ Jesus Himself—His actual body and blood—for the forgiveness of sins and strengthening of your faith.  In this Sacrament, He assimilates Himself into your very being and will work with you to overcome your grief and fear.  

There’s an extra blessing in this Sacrament that many people overlook.  Holy Communion links you with all the saints on earth and in heaven.  All the angels of heaven, the saints of ages past—your grandparents or parents or others who have passed on before you—join you in this foretaste of the feast to come when you commune.  What a sweet comfort in times like this! 

Another blessing often overlooked is private confession and absolution.  This is a way God has provided for you to hear personally the forgiveness He gives you.  Here, God speaks through the pastor’s mouth directly to you and no one else, as a voice sounding from heaven, assuring you your sins have been paid for with Christ’s holy and precious blood.

God’s power comes from His Word.  So, in addition to your use of the Sacraments, you will certainly want to read Scripture regularly.  Read the Bible with an open heart, always asking, “What is Christ telling me here?”  As you answer, keep in mind that all Scripture is to be understood in the light of the central teaching of the Bible; justification (being declared right with God because of Jesus’ death and resurrection) by grace (a free, undeserved gift) through faith (the work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts).

By God’s grace, may we all look to His Word and Sacrament to give us assurance and peace and comfort and hope in our lives.  As the Holy Spirit works in our hearts and minds, may God’s powerful Word continue to bring us forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life.  Awaiting the Last Day when we, Floyd, and all believers will be raised imperishable and clothed with immortality, may we give thanks to God for His love and mercy.  He has given us victory over death through our Lord Jesus Christ!  Amen.  

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.    
