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The Funeral of Martha Westphal ~ July 12, 2007

Living Forever in a Passing World


The text for this message is 1 John 2:15-17: “Do not love the world or anything in the world.  If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.  For everything in the world—the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does—comes not from the Father but from the world.  The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”  Here ends the text.
Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


Martha Westphal was born to her parents Friedrich and Louise, on January 22, 1903.  That’s a long time ago!  It’s amazing how many things changed during her life.  If you think about it, the world into which Martha was born in 1903 was much closer, technologically, to the world of Jesus and his disciples than to our present day.  Oil and kerosene lamps provided light.  Horse and buggy or your own two feet provided transportation on dirt roads and paths through the prairie.  


Orville and Wilbur Wright did not make their historic flight until the end of the year that Martha was born and baptized—1903.  Henry Ford began selling his Model A in June of that same year.  President Theodore Roosevelt sent the first message across the Pacific Cable from San Francisco to Manila in 1903.


Obviously, a whole lot has changed in this world between the day that Martha drew her first breath and the one in which she breathed her last.  The Model A has passed away, replaced by SUV’s and hybrid vehicles.  The telegraph has passed away, replaced by email, text messages, telecommunications satellites, and cell phones.  The crude airplane of Orville and Wilbur Wright has passed away, replaced with supersonic jets and space shuttles.  

Yes, there are many changes that took place during Martha’s life in this world.  Yet, one thing has not changed.  Though modern medicine and proper nutrition have allowed a few more people like Martha to live into their 100s, each and every one of us will eventually pass away, unless Christ returns first.  Like Martha, the day will come when each of us draw our last breath here on earth.  

We do not view death as a spectator who observes all of this from a distance.  No, we are not a spectator at all—we are participants!  And knowing that can bring terror to the heart and a lump to the throat.

People go through their lives trying to ignore death by going about their daily business.  Then comes a day like today when we are confronted with death.  Oh, we can try to escape death by living a good life, taking care of ourselves, watching our weight and cholesterol, but it is not to be put off.  While God may grant us more than 100 years, we certainly can’t expect even that.  Our psalmist speaks of “seventy years—or eighty, if we have the strength; yet [no matter how many years we live] their span is but trouble and sorrow, for they quickly pass, and we fly away.”  Each of us is only a heartbeat away from the grave.

In the midst of such a bleak condition, God, in His infinite mercy intervened.  Just as we are not merely spectators, but participants; so also God Himself did not remain a spectator.  That is where the Christmas scene of the Babe in Bethlehem comes in.  The Lord knew that no man could save himself because all people were corrupt.  Only God Himself could be the Savior—and that is just what He did when He was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary and was made man.  His life and His death and His resurrection were done for all people—they were done for you!—in order that you might be claimed as one of His children.

That is what God’s Word says.  That is the good and gracious will of God.   It is the promise that for those who trust in Jesus as their loving and personal Savior death will have no dominion over them.  On the last day—at the sound of the trumpet—the resurrection of the dead will take place.  The faithful will be brought before the very throne of God and will behold the Lamb of God and will eat from the tree of life and will drink water from the river, which flows from the throne.  St. John’s words are true: “The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”  

Is there such a word of comfort and consolation for Martha that I can give to you today?  Oh, yes indeed, in many ways there is.  Martha was first brought to the living waters of Baptism on April 9, 1903 here at Trinity Lutheran Church.  Through that water and Word, Martha was adopted into the family of God, clothed in Christ’s robe of righteousness, receiving all the benefits therein, including forgiveness of sins and eternal life.    

And knowing that baptism is the beginning of her relationship with the Lord, Martha remained faithful in her worship and her confession of Jesus as her Lord and Savior.  She confessed that faith at her confirmation on April 1, 1917, when she was given our text for today, 1 John 2:15-17, as her confirmation verse.  She promised, with God’s help, to remain faithful to Christ and His church unto death.

Martha’s faith was not allowed to be weakened or turn to unbelief as she continued throughout many years to go to the Lord’s House and to be strengthened by the Lord’s Supper and to hear God’s holy Word.  Even when she was no longer able to come here at Trinity, faithful pastors brought Christ’s life-giving Word and Sacrament to her.  Each time she was reminded: “The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”  Though Martha’s body has passed away, it will be resurrected.  She will live with her Lord forever!

And what do we say of those now left behind?  What about you?  Is your life one of worship and praise unto the Redeemer?  If it is, thank God and continue to stay close to your Lord and do not let anything or anyone get between you and your God. 

However, if you have slowly drifted away, or, slipped into the habit of forgetting about the Lord, or, have never known Him, don’t let another Sunday go by without worshiping Him—don’t let another day pass without trusting in Jesus—don’t allow another hour to fade without a prayer for God to renew your life—don’t let your life slip away from what the Lord wants you to have through His Son Jesus Christ.  “The world and its desires are passing away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.”

The world is now in the act of passing away.  Because of sin, it is its very nature not to last.  Its glory is fading, its flowers are withering, its promises are failing, its hopes are crumbling.  A thousand wrecks lie strewn across its path, and soon it shall be altogether wreck and ruin.  

Hear the Word of truth: “The world is passing away!”  The bank is breaking, it was never solvent—will you deposit in it?  The foundation is tottering, it was never solid, but only a sham—will you build on it?  Your physical life is like grass, which springs up new in the morning, but by evening is dry and withered—will you set your eternal hopes on it?  

Just as surely as we know why we are here today, so also will a group of people be gathered as they will remember each one of us, individually, as we will be called to present ourselves before God Almighty.  Will you be ready?

St. John tells us how we may know for sure: “The man who does the will of God lives forever.”  What God’s will is, is contained in His Word.  Jesus said, “I have come down from heaven not to do My will but to do the will of Him who sent Me.  And this is the will of Him who sent Me, that I shall lose none of all that He has given Me, but raise them up at the Last Day.  For My Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in Him shall have eternal life, and I will raise Him up at the Last Day” (John 6:40).  

This is God’s good and gracious will.  To do it is to believe in His Son and to be saved.  That is what it means “to live forever.”

When Martha was called home on Monday, she had Jesus with her and she was received into the bosom of her Lord.  Don’t enter into eternity without confessing and trusting Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior.  Jesus once stated with great seriousness: “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life; no one comes to the Father but by me!”

For those who do not know Jesus this sounds harsh and narrow-minded, the most bitter Law.  But for those of you who do know Him by grace through faith, this is the sweetest Gospel.  You know that Christ has prepared the Way for you.  Jesus exchanged His righteousness for your sin on the cross.  Because He fulfilled the will of God for you in His perfect life, sacrificial death, and victorious resurrection, you will live forever.  You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

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

