A Most Glorious Epitaph 

Job 19:23-27 "Oh that my words were written! Oh that they were inscribed in a book! 24 Oh that with an iron pen and lead they were engraved in the rock forever! 25 For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth. 26 And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God, 27 whom I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another. My heart faints within me! ESV

Num 23:10 Who can count the dust of Jacob or number the fourth part of Israel? Let me die the death of the upright, and let my end be like his!" ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

As you probably know, an epitaph is someone’s chosen words or a brief saying that sums up their life.  Epitaphs are usually engraved on headstones of graves when people die, and very often people throughout history have chosen their own epitaphs.  Most epitaphs, as you would imagine, are quite serious or emotional, but there have been some notable funny epitaphs recorded.  Let me begin today by sharing with you a few of the funnier types that I recently came across:

Harry Edsel Smith of Albany, New York:  Born 1903--Died 1942.  His epitaph reads:

Looked up the elevator shaft to see if the car was on the way down. It was.
In a Thurmont, Maryland , cemetery:  Here lies an Atheist, all dressed up and no place to go.
On the grave of Ezekial Aikle in East Dalhousie Cemetery , Nova Scotia :
Here lies Ezekial Aikle, Age 102. Only The Good Die Young.
In a London , England cemetery:  

Here lies Ann Mann, Who lived an old maid but died an old Mann. Dec. 8, 1767
In a Ribbesford, England , cemetery:  Anna Wallace
The children of Israel wanted bread, And the Lord sent them manna. 

Clark Wallace wanted a wife, And the Devil sent him Anna.
In a Ruidoso, New Mexico , cemetery:  Here lies Johnny Yeast... Pardon me for not rising.
In a Uniontown, Pennsylvania , cemetery:
Here lies the body of Jonathan Blake.  Stepped on the gas instead of the brake.
In a Silver City, Nevada, cemetery:
Here lays The Kid. We planted him raw. 

He was quick on the trigger But slow on the draw.
A lawyer's epitaph in England:  Sir John Strange.
Here lies an honest lawyer, and that is Strange.
John Penny's epitaph in the Wimborne,England , cemetery:
Reader, if cash thou art in want of any,
Dig 6 feet deep and thou wilt find a Penny.
In a cemetery in Hartscombe , England :
On the 22nd of June, Jonathan Fiddle went out of tune.
Here lies the body of our Anna, Done to death by a banana.
It wasn't the fruit that laid her low, But the skin of the thing that made her go.
On a grave from the 1880s in Nantucket, Massachusetts :
Under the sod and under the trees,
Lies the body of Jonathan Pease.
He is not here, there's only the pod.
Pease shelled out and went to God.
And finally in a cemetery in England:
Remember man, as you walk by, As you are now, so once was I
As I am now, so shall you be. Remember this and follow me.
To which someone replied by writing on the tombstone:
To follow you I'll not consent .
Until I know which way you went.
Somebody say, “amen!”  

______________________________________________________________________

In our text, we read a very familiar passage of scripture to most Christians, the words of hope that Job expressed about his future with God.  Too often we focus on these verses and forget about the context of what Job was saying immediately before and that’s why I read to you this passage starting a few verses before the better known part.  In those first verses, Job declared:

Job 19:23-24 "Oh that my words were written! Oh that they were inscribed in a book! 24 Oh that with an iron pen and lead they were engraved in the rock forever! ESV

Job got his wish and God granted His request because we are reading his words in a book even today.  But this is not just some aimless speech by a suffering man, but rather a man who is undergoing a great trial of which he is not sure that he will overcome.  By this time in the story, Job has not only lost every material thing in life, but he has also lost his health and he is not sure if God is going to come and heal him or not.  And so his utterances turn toward the possibility of death and with that in mind, he screams out, “oh that with an iron pen and lead they were engraved in the rock forever.”  He is speaking of an epitaph, the even-then-common custom of chiseling in the stone outside of a tomb a man’s last words or a phrase that sums up his life.  Job is telling his friends what he wants on his gravestone.  He is saying, basically, “if I’ve got to die, then let this be what I’m forever remembered for.”  “If people are going to come upon my tomb and say, ‘who was this?’ let these words be carved out deep into the rock in the front so that they can know who I was and how I died.”  And so starting in verse 25 of our text, Job gives us what he wants his epitaph to be.  He tells us the words that he wants people to read on his gravestone and that he wants to speak for his mindset of life.  And here is Job’s chosen epitaph:

Job 19:25-26 For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth. 26 And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God, 27 whom I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another. My heart faints within me! ESV

It’s not cute and it doesn’t rhyme, but I dare say that there has never been a more glorious epitaph written!  Here are the words of a remarkable, righteous man and although he may have lived thousands and thousands of years ago, his words strike close to the heart of any true believer today.  The words of our other text ring out as my feelings today, and as I ponder Job’s words I say also:

Num 23:10b Let me die the death of the upright, and let my end be like his!" ESV

May I be faithful in my life as Job was in his own!  My I have the same hope and faith and strength and patience that he possessed!  And may Job’s desired epitaph be my own!  If the Lord tarries and I go the way of all of the earth, let it be said about me that “this too was his epitaph.”  Let it be said that, “here’s the hope in which he died.”  I want to be able to say at the end of my life:

Job 19:25-26 For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth. 26 And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God, 27 whom I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another. My heart faints within me! ESV

______________________________________________________________________

What a glorious epitaph!  You may indeed want to make it your own.  You say, “preacher I’d rather not think about such things right now.”  I say, “better to pick an epitaph now that you want rather than risk some fool coming up with a cute rhyming one and sticking it on your grave!”  Especially if your name rhymes easily or is “Anna!”  And if you’re going to pick an epitaph, pick the best and Job’s – my friends – is the best that ever was.  But perhaps you would like to make sure that you understand it before you make your decision.  And so let’s delve into the content of Job’s most glorious epitaph.  For something so short and compact, it holds surprisingly deep treasures of truth!  

Let’s start in the middle with some of the more sobering parts.  The first part of the 26th verse reads:

Job 19:26a And after my skin has been thus destroyed,

That’s putting into nice English, some of the other translations have the much more graphic, “after worms have destroyed my flesh.”  Viewed by itself and without the other parts of this verse, death is a very sobering ordeal.  That precious commodity called life flows out and nothing that man can do can keep it from going when a man’s time has come.  The blood stops flowing and the heart stops beating.  The brain ceases functioning and the marvelous nervous system and all of the sophisticated networking creation that we call the human body then ceases to function.  Medical students spend years dissecting and memorizing thousands of terms of the many, many parts of the body and then in the end they have to specialize in one small part of the body to really learn it – say on the eye or the sinus cavity or on the bones and such.  And even then they have to read constantly of new research to keep abreast of the latest developments because they still don’t know everything about how this machine that we call the body works.

But not only does life end at death but the destruction of that body begins.  It is a physical byproduct of man’s sin – the bacteria begins to consume the flesh and the decomposition of that body is that it quickly goes back to the dust from which it came.  What are we but glorified dirt intricately formed into a complex being and given the gift of life from Almighty God!  We are fearfully and wonderfully made and yet when God withdraws that gift of life, then how quickly back to dirt we return.  Even the physical holds a spiritual lesson because in life and existence as well as things spiritual, we are nothing without God’s Spirit and help and power upholding us!  It is He who give us life and without Him, we quickly fall apart!  Such is life; such is death!  

I heard a preacher once put it like this:  the body is devoured by the worms and the worms are eaten by the bird and the bird is eaten by the wildcat and the bear eats the wildcat and the bear dies and becomes dust and is eaten by the worm and the cycle repeats itself.  I’m not trying to gross you out, but rather to get you to realize that unless the Lord comes soon, death is inevitable for all of us, and death ends in the destruction of this fleshly body!  The parts of this body will end up strewn far and wide on this earth!  Such is the complete destruction wrought by death upon the human body.     

But from this stark reality of death expressed in Job’s epitaph, let us quickly turn and look at the words of hope that surround it.  Because Job began the whole thing by saying:

Job 19:25a For I know that my Redeemer lives, ESV

So rich is this verse, that we can break it down piece by piece.  Let us first focus on that word, “redeemer.”  The word is literally “kinsman redeemer” in the Hebrew and refers to the role of the kinsman in the Old Testament world.  The word is capitalized in the English because Job was looking forward to the Redeemer, Jesus Christ.  Job didn’t know His name, but He knew that redemption was coming!  And He knew that the work of the Savior would be that of a kinsman redeemer.  

Oh, how rich is this word in meaning and how fitting that Job uses it here in his epitaph!  In the Bible there were essentially three roles of the kinsman in redeeming a relative.  The first was to buy back that which was lost in debt through death.  We find this illustrated by Boaz redeeming Ruth and all of Naomi’s house in the book of Ruth.  If a man died and he through poverty and death had lost control of his house, it was the kinsman duty to pay the debt for him and thus get his household out of bondage.  

The second duty was to save by force and power a kinsman who was alive and yet who had been taken into bondage by an enemy.  We find an example of this in Lot’s being carried away by an enemy king and Abraham, his uncle, gathering together his servants and pursuing the enemy and fighting with them until they were conquered and Lot was freed.  

And then the third duty was to avenge the death of a relative by chasing after and killing the one who committed the murder.  In Old Testament times, if someone was killed, it was the duty of their relative to take up the sword and chase down the murderer and kill him in return before they could reach a city of refuge.  Such were the roles of the kinsman redeemer.  

This is the word that Job uses about the yet unborn Messiah-Savior, Jesus Christ!  He was saying, “I may die and sin may take my heritage on this earth and steal the God-given gift of life from me but I have a Redeemer who will come and pay the price and ransom my life from the destroyer!”  I may have been born into sin and because of Adam’s fall, I may have to endure the destruction of this body, but I have a redeemer who will not me fade away with nothing to show for my existence!  Because He will come and redeem me and buy back my inheritance and ransom my life from sin!  And Jesus did just that by becoming our kinsman redeemer!  He was flesh just as you and I are flesh and yet He didn’t sin and thus had no debt to pay Himself and so because he was flesh like us and thus our kinsman, he could die on the cross and pay the price for sin so humanity could be free!      

Redeemer!  Grasp what it means as to the second role of the kinsman redeemer.  Jesus didn’t just die to save those who were already dead, but to also save those who were still alive and yet unborn!  He came to by force take the keys of death, hell, and the grave and deliver those who were still alive and yet held by its bondage!  

And furthermore, He became our avenger!  For everyone death had murdered, Jesus Christ struck a death blow to death by not just dying and being buried but by getting up from the grave!  Truly death has been defeated and the grave has lost its hold because He got up!  All of this was done as Job prophesied it would, by the coming of the Redeemer – the kinsman redeemer, Jesus Christ!  Redeemer!  

Now look at the next word following that Redeemer and you find the word, “lives.”  Not that the Redeemer “shall live,” or “will one day live” but Job was able to say in his time, he “lives.”  “My redeemer is alive right now!”  Job seemed to know that his redeemer was none other than God, Himself!  For God to become his kinsman, God would have to become a man like Job and yet Job seemed to already know that it would happen!  And if the one who was yet to be born was none other than the Almighty God whom Job served, then Job could rightfully say in His time, the Redeemer already lives!  His revelation of the plan of God enabled him to realize that there was hope even if death lay at the door because there was One who was coming who would conquer death and yet that One Job had already conversed with and was alive and existence from even the earliest times!          

But what makes is special and powerful is when you go the other way and look at the preceding word, “my.”  What great and wondrous glory there is in the addition of this little word!  Job said, “this great redeemer, this God who will become flesh is my redeemer!”  He is not just doing this for others, but He is doing this and will do this for me!  I know Him and I serve Him!  I trust Him completely because I know Him and how He works!  He is faithful!  He is just and more importantly, He is my own!  I don’t just know about a Redeemer, but I know my Redeemer!    

Never forget that virtually everything in this life that you acquire, you are merely lent for a short time.  Your car and your abilities and your talents and your money and your friend and your name and your prestige and your class and everything you can gain in this life, leaves you at death and is returned to the earth and others.  But when you can say Jesus Christ is “mine own” then you have the one thing that can be yours for forever!  Because Jesus Christ is eternal and His hope and His power and His love are things that will never fade away!  His Word and promises are good even beyond the grave and this life!  And He is the Redeemer that was alive even in Job’s time and who came and fought the destroyer and conquered death so that you could have a chance at eternal life.  But just having knowledge of that fact is not enough.  It is not enough that Jesus is the Redeemer, if He has not become “my Redeemer!”  But if He is “my Redeemer” then everything changes!  You can look death in the eyes and know that “all will be avenged and this is not the end!”  Why?  Because “my redeemer will come and help me!”  I will be rescued, ransomed, and avenged!  

And then we notice Job’s great assurance of this matter because he begins the whole thought by first saying, “For I know!”  How about you?  Can you say the same thing Job had to say?  If your funeral were to be today could the first words of this glorious epitaph be truthful words about your life also?  Can you say, “For I know my Redeemer?”  Can you say, “For I know my Redeemer lives!?”  Is He truly your Redeemer?  Have you made that a sure fact in your life?  Is it more than just something that you’ve heard you’re supposed to believe or more than something that some of your family believes or that you’ve heard preached?  Is it more than just something that you’ve considered and given thought to?  Is it more than one theory that you are waiting to see whether you really believe it or not?  Is it something that you “know?”  Do you know your Redeemer!?  Is He Your Redeemer?  And do you know that He lives?  If so, then you can endure anything in this life and you can face death with power and assurance and hope – why? – “For I know my Redeemer lives!”  I want to be able to face death with the same powerful declaration as Job!    

_______________________________________________________________________

Now let us not just be satisfied with two brief snippets of  to the rest of this glorious epitaph in which we find Job’s great hope.  We have examined the first part of the first two verses, but let us put the second part of each verse with the first:

Job 19:25 For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth. ESV

First, note the phrase, “at the last he will stand!”  Is this not the truth of the matter summed up in simple terms!?  Is this not the very voice of hope, itself!?  No matter what happens in my life and no matter what happens in this world and no matter how wicked it gets nor how mighty the forces of darkness may seem, rest assured, that it will be true about Christ that “at the last he will stand!”  Let the atheist rage and the heathen mock and blaspheme and the world turn their back and put their trust in their own might, but in the end Christ will prevail!  “At the last he will stand upon the earth!”

And notice where he will make his stand:  “upon the earth!”  At the very place where death has seemed to win over and over again.  At the very place where the devil thought he had defeated the Christ at Calvary.  At the very place where sin has ruled for so long, yet Christ will stand and be victorious!  In the same nations that blasphemed the Lord and let sin rule and reign so that death could have its greatest stronghold, yet the Redeemer will come and when He comes, He will not be bowing His head on a crucifix this time, but will stand in glory and might and power and salvation!  And He will not be sliding in the backdoor of Bethlehem unnoticed and forsaken and ignored!  He will not be pushed out by the world this time and they will see Him for who He really is!  They will discover that the One whom died yet lives!  And then they will see that death truly is defeated!  Death will be conquered when “at the last he will stand upon the earth!”  

No go back to that sobering second verse and finish it:

Job 19:26 And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God, ESV

What a great miracle the resurrection is!  Healing blind eyes is one thing; seeing the lame walk is one thing, but this resurrection thing is another.  Jesus Christ was only in the grave for three days and He did not have “time to see corruption” in the words of the Apostle Peter.  But even a greater miracle than the miracle of Christ will be the fact that even though our flesh will have been destroyed, we will in our flesh see God.  The atoms that made up my body may be all over the earth, but there will be a stirring and particle by particle and atom by atom and layer by layer, our body will come back together.  And when it comes back together, it will not just be the same body that I had, but a better, glorified body that will live forever!  A body that will never get sick!  That will never die!  That will have no deformities or handicaps or issues.  A body that will be immortal and glorified – I shall go to be with God “in my flesh!  I cannot explain how God will do that, but I can tell you He will!  I don’t have to understand all that God does to know that God will do what He said!  Job’s words here are not fanciful words of false hope but are inspired of the Spirit of God to teach us of how it will be!  Your body will be what it would have been had sin and disease and destruction not been able to have  free reign!

Heaven is not a metaphysical place where you are in a dream only or where you somehow in an altered consciousness float through ethereal visions and abstract reality.  Rather, heaven and the throne room of God will be somewhere you can be “in your flesh!”  God is not just an abstract idea, but a reality!  And heaven will be tangible, something that we experience.  And, oh, what rejoicing we will have when we realize, “I’m here in a much improved body and yet I made it!  God does not come to redeem and save a spiritual representation of people, but we who have His Spirit alive in our physical bodies now, can know that no matter how I die or what they do with my remains – cremate me, throw me out to see, bury me 7 feet down instead of 6 – but yet when Jesus Christ comes back, “in my flesh” I will be again!  But this will be the immortal version!  Just as the Hebrew children passed through the furnace and emerged without even the smell of smoke upon their garments, so will God not only deliver from the effects of death the soul and spirit, but the flesh with which they were clothed!  Old Joseph tapped into something when he told the children of Israel, “don’t bury me here in Egypt, because one day God’s going to take you out of here and my bones are going with you, too!”  God takes the spirit and the soul at death, but remember the bones are going too!  God will not in the end even give death even a portion of the human existence!  Hallelujah, when my Redeemer comes, the miracle of resurrection will take place and I will be in my flesh.        

And in my flesh, “I shall see God!”  He was talking about His Redeemer, but Job had a revelation before Christ was ever born that many people alive today after Jesus’ birth need to get.  My Redeemer, Jesus Christ, is none other than God Almighty!  And I shall be able to finally see Him!  What a great comfort this is because we walk by faith not by sight.  We know God is working in our lives and yet only here and there get a glimpse and confirmation of that fact.  He is like the wind:  we can feel His working and power and see the effects of His working as it blows through our lives, and we can know that His hand is there by the results of what could only be a divine hand, and yet we must follow Him and trust Him without really every actually seeing Him for who He really is.  We can feel His presence and see His works in our life, but to see Him!  But in the end, though I die and though my flesh decompose, yet in the resurrection, I will see God!  I will see my Redeemer face to face and all of the uncertainty and the walking blindly down the path of righteousness will be over, because I will see Him fully!  What Moses wanted to see but never saw, we will see!  The full glory of God!  Truly it is as Paul wrote:

1 Cor 13:12 For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known. ESV

It is the true desire of the righteous to see God!  The famous saints of old will be there, but seeing them is secondary to seeing Him who died for me!  I want to see the One to whom I prayed and who answered my prayers!  I want to see the One who kept me through this life!  I want to see the One who was there for me week in and week out and who knew my very thoughts and yet loved me just the same!  And that One is Jesus and not another – the saints will have to wait.  I want to hear their stories, but I have an eternity for that!  The priority is to see my Redeemer first and to see Him face to face!  Praise God that the uncertainty of this life will one day be over and we will be able to see God face to face – this is the hope of the righteous!  

_______________________________________________________________________

And finally we turn to the last verse of the epitaph:

Job 19:27 whom I shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another. My heart faints within me! ESV

“I shall see for myself!”  I will not have to be satisfied with the stories of what others have seen or heard.  I will not have to be comforted by the visions that John and Daniel saw and that Paul wrote about and hinted towards.  I will no longer have to listen to an anointed sermon about such things to keep my focus and my passion intact, but I will see these things for myself!  I will behold Him with my own eyes!  With these very eyes that beheld all manner of weariness and trials and an imperfect world, these same eyes will behold the glory of God in its fullness!  It will be my experience!  It will be my privilege and my right as the redeemed!  Hallelujah, my heart faints within me!    

“My heart faints within me” is not a statement of doubt or depression, but of hope and emotion.  It could be better translated as an exclamation of, “oh, how my heart yearns within me!”  “How excited I get when I think about all of this!”  Excited, Job?  When you think about death?  Yes, because death is not the end, you see, but just the beginning of a better side.  That is, that is what death is for the righteous, for those who seek Him now.  For those who made the Redeemer, “my Redeemer.”  Where do you stand today!?  Does the prospect of seeing God face to face thrill you or scare you?  What does that say about the readiness of your heart?  Does the prospect of death and passing over into eternity cause you to rather think about something else, or does it fill you with excitement as it did Job?  What does that say as to your spiritual condition?  I want to be like Job:  may my death be like the death of the righteous!  May his epitaph be my own!  If you want to feel the same way, then you must be able to say, “I know my Redeemer!”  Come to know Jesus; come obey His Words; come follow the plan that He has for you to escape the clutch hold of death!  And may Job’s last words apply to your life, also!  What a glorious epitaph!     

