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Sermon for the Funeral of Rodger Matthies ~ October 30, 2006

Have All Preparations Been Made for Your Death?

Averil, Dianna, Robert, Brenda, Gayle, and other family and friends of Rodger: Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Everybody wants to live.  That is why it is such a shock when someone dies, even when that death is anticipated—as Rodger’s was.  Mingled with the grief and the pain of the loss is the realization that, at any moment, any one of us may find himself or herself face to face with death, and, that each one of us, sooner or later, certainly will.  

God has been gracious to our brother in taking him from this world to heaven, where he no longer has to endure pain and suffering.  We can gratefully acknowledge God’s goodness in this act, and have the confidence that Rodger is with his LORD forever.  At the same time, in Rodger’s death, God reminds us all, to make preparations for that day when we will face our own eternal reward.  

So, on the basis of one verse in the Old Testament, we pray that you will be able to answer the following question in the affirmative ... “Have All Preparations Been Made For Your Death?”

We read in our text for today, 2 Kings 20:1 – “In those days Hezekiah became ill and was at the point of death.  And the prophet Isaiah the son of Amoz went to him and said, “This is what the LORD says, ‘Put your house in order, because you are going to die; you will not recover.’”  Here ends the text.
“This is what the LORD says, ‘Put your house in order, because you are going to die; you will not recover.’”  These words were first spoken to King Hezekiah when he was deathly sick.  They remind us all that there is no escaping our own need to prepare for death.  That is because death is as sure as sin.  

When our first parents turned their backs to God in order to do their own thing, they died spiritually.  They cut themselves off from God who was their only source of real life.  The Apostle Paul wrote of the effects of Adam’s sin in Romans 5:12: “Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.” 
We die because we sin.  Still, we are confident that God has taken Rodger to eternal life in heaven—not because Rodger had no sin, but because he trusted in Jesus, his Savior from sin.  And you and I cannot hope for heaven ourselves because we are without sin and pure and holy in God’s sight, but only because God forgives every sin through Jesus Christ, His Son.

I do not mean to say that death is always or even usually the result of some particular sinful act.  Even the words of our text do not imply that.  In fact, a few chapters earlier, the Bible holds up Hezekiah as a model king: “He trusted in the LORD, the God of Israel.  There was no one like him among all the kings of Judah, either before him or after him.”

Still, to that man named Hezekiah, with all of his personal faith, goodness, and love of the LORD, God said, “Put your house in order, because you are going to die; you will not recover.”

Likewise Rodger, whose body lies in rest, was not immune to death; and therefore, God is now speaking to every one of us with the clear question: “Have All Preparations Been Made for Your Death?”

With the warning of death, God gives the definite direction: “Put your house in order.”  You and I must prepare for death, so we may meet it without fear and the danger of eternal ruin.  Facing the certainty of death, it is foolish and suicidal to live our lives in this world according to our own desires, ignoring God’s commands and promises—all in order to pursue our own pleasures and ambitions. 

It is a sad truth that we can get so wrapped up in ourselves and the attainment of our own self-set goals, that we not only fail to take our coming death into account, but actually invite God’s wrath and damnation by the way we act and live.  Day by day, month by month, year by year, we may think and talk and live having no concern for the eternal consequences.  We do that until a day like today comes and we must face the reality of death.  This is what God warns us against: “Put your house in order, because you are going to die; you will not recover.”

How much is your spiritual house in order?  If you received a phone call that the Queen of England was coming to your house, what sort of preparations would you make at home?  Probably cleaning, vacuuming, polishing, and a hundred other things.   If we get all concerned that human visitors in our homes might see a speck of dirt or a clutter of personal effects lying around, how much more must we prepare to pass God’s inspection.  For He looks not at rugs and furniture, but He looks into the heart and the soul; and there is no escaping His scrutiny. 

Is your life, then, in order before Him?  Can you open your heart and your soul to Him without fear, and confidently wait for His summons from this world, with the certainty that when you die here you will live with Him there as Rodger is right at this moment?  If you are or have been trying to shield yourself against His inspection, today, right now is the time to tell yourself the simple truth that there is no way to hide from Him.  He knows what moves you to do what you do and say what you say.  He knows if your house is in order or if it isn’t—and He won’t necessarily wait until it is before He summons you from this life.

Knowing the vital need to prepare for death, then, we must also know HOW to prepare for it.  “Put your house in order,” God says.  And how do we do that with lives that get as messed up with sin as ours have been?  It isn’t any wonder that many try to push the thought of death aside until they’re forced to face it—because in each of us there is plenty to draw God’s fire.  

Anyone who feels his heart and life are good enough for God in and of himself, is kidding himself; and he is in for a far worse shock than the sudden death of a loved one or a friend.  So, the first step in getting those houses of ours in order is to repent—to recognize honestly that certain things done and other things left undone have been against God’s will—that words spoken have broken God’s Law—that even thoughts of anger, lust, hate, and adultery are enough to violate the Ten Commandments of God. 

So if you want to be ready for death when it comes, first ask yourself: Am I ready now, before God, to strip my soul and conscience bare and to confess my sins to Him—everyone of them—and to cast myself, without any illusions about my own goodness or merit—completely on the LORD’s mercy to forgive?

That, you see, is the second stage in preparation for your death—in putting your house in order.  To look to God, in faith, for forgiveness for your sins.  If sin is the cause of death, as we have said earlier, then the only real remedy for death is God’s cure for sin—His full and free forgiveness through Jesus Christ, His Son. God sent Him into this world to save sinners just like you and me.  

To accomplish that for you and me, Jesus went to die on the cross.  He took every single one of our sins upon Himself—that we might be forgiven—that we might be prepared for the LORD when He calls us as He did with Rodger last Wednesday morning.  And Jesus, having endured death on the cross for us, rose from the dead alive again, in perfect and positive proof that forgiveness is secured for you—no matter who you are, no matter what you have done, said, or even thought.   Believing this Good News is the same as putting your house in order.
When God’s Spirit gets through to you with the message of God’s forgiveness for you, you will want to clean up that life itself, and to put out of your life those sins that God has already put out of His own heart and mind because of Jesus Christ.  You will look to the LORD for directions and will gladly do what He wants you to do and live the life He has told you to live, loving Him above all things.  A good life cannot win God’s forgiveness—no life can be good enough for that.  But when His forgiveness is given you as a free gift, a life that includes prayer, worship at church, and reading the Bible will certainly follow.

No, your life won’t be completely free from sins of weakness—not until the moment of death is past and you’ve left this sinful world behind you for God.  But when you’ve put your house in order with real repentance and looking to Christ for life, then God also grants you the strength to endure every crisis and problem of your life, with the full and unconditional assurance of eternal life in heaven.

As you come nearer to your death each day, the joys and the sorrows of this world will grow so much smaller in proportion to the hope you cherish of life with the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—AND with all those people, like Rodger, whose faith in Him is the same as yours.  And no one on earth will be able to shake that confidence or to destroy that assurance, because it is not built upon human feelings or strength, but it is founded upon the promise of God.  

Jesus has promised concerning those who believe in Him: “In My Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.  I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you with Me that you may also may be where I am” (John 14:1-3).

Even so, everybody still wants to live.  Hezekiah, as much in touch with God’s mercy as he was, still pleaded for time in this world.  God gave him 15 years more.  When Rodger was first diagnosed with cancer in January 2005, a loving wife and family pleaded with the LORD to grant Rodger more time.  God granted another 21 months; and along with the precious days he was able to spend with his family, Rodger had time to make a number of preparations.

Rodger designed his own headstone—with pictures of some of the things he enjoyed the most.  My favorite is one of him with his shotgun, crouching in the cattails with his dog “Happy,” waiting for a flock of ducks to fly in to the slough.  Rodger planned much of his own funeral service, including the congregational hymns and solos that have been sung, the Scripture that has been read, even the food that you would be having for lunch—scalloped potatoes and ham.

But the most important preparation for Rodger’s death was done for him.  Rodger was made a child of God when he was baptized into the Christian faith on July 25, 1943.  When he was confirmed on June 9, 1957, the confirmation verse given to him was Psalm 37:4: “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.”  The Lord was faithful to His promise and even when Rodger was no longer able to make it to his heavenly Father’s house, the Lord saw to it that Rodger could regularly hear His saving Word and receive His body and blood for the forgiveness of his sins and the strengthening of his faith.  

But actually, the preparations for Rodger’s death were made almost 2,000 years earlier.  With His perfect life, Christ fulfilled the Law in Rodger’s place.  On the cross, Christ died to pay for Rodger’s sins.  Jesus rose victoriously from the grave so that Rodger might have eternal life.  There’s only one thing left—on the Last Day, Jesus will return to raise the dead from the grave and take Rodger and all Christians to heaven to live with Him—body and soul—for eternity.

Have All Preparations Been Made For Your Death?  I hope that, by the power of the Holy Spirit, each one of you will be able, this day, to answer, “YES.”
I pray that by His Word, God will give you both comfort in the face of Rodger’s death, and the will to prepare for your own; so that, when He calls you from this life, you may, in the next world, meet your loved one and your LORD with joy!  May God grant this to us all.  Amen.

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