for a moment catch one glimpse into that blessed state which they now enjoy, we would never, ever wish them back to this vale of tears below, and we would jump at an instant to be there with them.  


But we are here. We still fight and run in the grace and strength Christ gives. Yet one day, one day sooner than we might know The Departing Believer’s Triumph Song will be ours: “Fought, Finished, Kept the Faith.” Stand in that faith! What an epitaph to claim for Don and all who believe. “The Lord will rescue us from every evil attack and will bring us safely to His heavenly Kingdom. To Him be the glory for ever and ever. Amen.” 
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Theme:  The Departing Believer’s Triumph Song:


   “Fought, Finished, Kept the Faith!”


If you could come up with one word that best describes Don Day to you, what would it be? Now, can you take that word and weave it into an epitaph for Don that would accurately describe his life to a passer-by who did not know him?


There is the story of a small gravestone, polished smoothly by wind and weather over time. It sits in a secluded, almost hidden corner of a cemetery in the east. To the stranger passing by it tells nothing about the man, woman, or child who lies below - nothing but one thing. Still legible on the stone in letters that neither wind nor weather have erased, stands a solitary word: “Forgiven.”


The nameless person lying there rated no monument, statue, or bronze plaque embossed with daring feats accomplished, splendid goals achieved, or heroic battles won. Just a simple stone, with a single word: “Forgiven.” Yet could any epitaph be more glorious!  


To have found forgiveness at the hand of a merciful God – there is nothing more wondrous than that! To be welcomed home by a gracious heavenly Father, willing to forgive the sins of His wayward child – could any life end in greater rapture? When all life’s vanities are left behind at death’s door, what calms a sinner’s troubled spirit more?  “Forgiven” – what a glorious epitaph!


You might have come up with a host of words describing Don: “strong, gentle, generous, caring, honest, honorable, humble,” all and more which, I think, would have made Don blush. Because, in the end, his life was not about himself. It was about his family, his friends, also strangers, his music and blue grass festivals. But most of all Don’s life was about Christ Jesus, his Savior. Don’s life was about faith - confessing and living for Christ from beginning to end. 

So, my epitaph for Don reflects Paul’s words in our text. My epitaph reads: “Fought, Finished, Kept the Faith.”
I. Living in hope.

In our text, we come to the closing scene of a humble life bravely lived in Christ. It was from a dark prison cell in Rome that the Apostle Paul wrote these words. We could call it The Departing Believer’s Triumph Song.  This was it for Paul. 

Sometime after writing this, maybe a few days, weeks, months, but soon Romans soldiers came to his cell, ordering him to follow. With firm step and inner readiness, the Apostle went, knowing that death awaited him at their hands. But he was not in despair. Rather, he was living in hope. Maybe he sang again his Song of Triumph: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness.”

If there were any sadness in that heart, it was not for himself but for the souls he left behind, especially those who had not yet heard the Gospel of Christ. As for himself, the pureness of heavenly glory lay ahead, all because of what Christ Jesus meant for him.  Not living in despair, nor in anguish, nor with regrets - living in hope for that which lay ahead for him through faith in Christ.


And I know that the same was true of Don. Could I look inside him and see that? No. But the Lord Jesus can. “He knows what is in a man” (Jn.2:25). “The LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance; the LORD looks at the heart” (1Sm.16:7). That truth should make us shudder at times, knowing how we have so often strayed from God’s ways. “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. There is no one righteous before God in themselves, not even one” (Ro.3:23,10).  

Sin condemns us all before God; it separates us from Him (Is.59:2). It’s the reason we are here today because “the wages of sin is death” (Ro.6:23). There’s no getting around it for any of us, Don included. And I know he would agree because at times, even just a week before this at that last potluck we had after church, we talked about such things, just he and me.  

Don was all the things I said before “strong, yet gentle, generous, caring, honest, honorable, humble, reliable, a fine man,” and more that you may have come up with. But he also knew that as a sinful man he was only a sack of dry bones when it came to his life and eternal salvation before God. Nothing that he ever did on his own earned him entry into the Kingdom of Heaven. He knew this, and you know it, too. No matter how hard we fight and run on our own, we could not finish the race by ourselves. But in His mercy and redeeming love, God sought to change it for us. 


And this is how He did it. He sent His Son into this world to live, die, and rise again to pay for sin and overcome it and death in our lives.  “The blood of Jesus Christ, God’s Son, cleanses us from all sin. If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, HE is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness for…He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world” (1Jn.1:7f). That’s what Don knew, and not just knew, but clung to in faith. In such faith he lived in hope¸ certain, made sure by the words and promises of God.


Oh, that God would also keep us clinging to His promises in Christ Jesus. Not clinging to the imperfect things we have done, which are little more than “filthy rags” (Is.64:6).  But clinging to Christ, Christ alone, Fighting onward, Finishing the race, Keeping the Faith, living in hope. May that be our Triumph Song too! 

II. Then at the end, as for Don and all who have gone before us in faith in Christ, we will join them living in glory! Glory – what does it entail? Paul in our text talks about it in terms of an athlete.

I would imagine that many of you have been watching the Winter Olympic games the past couple of weeks – the skaters, the skiers, the hockey teams able to perform in such incredible ways. It takes my breath away just to watch them perform. How can they do the things they do?  How do so many of them endure the long practice hours, the trials, the hardships, the broken bones, and more that they go through. And in the end what do they get? They get a round piece of metal, gold, silver, or bronze, a medal that tarnishes, can be lost, or even stolen from them. Do you know what the ancient Olympians got? A crown for their heads, a wreath, not of gold or silver but made of laurel leaves that wilted and fell apart in time. Perishable things! That’s not what the believer receives. 


The Apostle Peter writes, “You will receive an unfading crown of glory” (1:5:4). It’s called “the crown of righteousness” and “the crown of life” because there will be no more dying and no more crying for all who receive it. All of that is past. Instead, there remains life with the Savior forever. What a prize that Don and all believers in Christ already enjoy compared to what we have now! We live on a blemished earth. They live in glory, heavenly glory!


Dear family and friends, what a mighty comfort that is for you in your times of remembrance and sadness for Don and others close to you whose departure from this life has already come.  As they kept the faith, so now their souls live in glory awaiting that last day when soul and body shall be reunited eternally with the Savior.  But even now, everlasting glory and blessedness is theirs, Could we but
