JOSHUA-EPHESIANS SERIES #17

“TAPS”

JOSHUA 24:28-33
During this Memorial Day weekend, we will probably all hear, at one time or another, the playing of “Taps.” Jari A. Villanueva, an Air Force bugler recognized as an authority on the song, calls the tune, “24 Notes That Tap Deep Emotions.” He writes, 

Of all the military bugle calls, none is so easily recognized or more apt to render emotion than the call Taps. The melody is both eloquent and haunting and the history of its origin is interesting and somewhat clouded in controversy. In the British Army, a similar call known as Last Post has been sounded over soldiers’ graves since 1885, but the use of Taps is unique with the United States military, since the call is sounded at funerals, wreath-laying and memorial services.

The bugle call was composed during the Civil War, and was played at the funeral of Confederate General Stonewall Jackson just ten months after it was composed.
 By the beginning of the twentieth century it was officially recognized for use at military funerals and memorial services.

I was surprised to discover that there are words to this simple tune. While there are no “official” words to Taps, these are the most popular:
Day is done, gone the sun,
From the hills, from the lake, From the skies.
All is well, safely rest, God is nigh.

Go to sleep, peaceful sleep,
May the soldier or sailor, God keep.
On the land or the deep, safe in sleep.

Love, good night, must thou go,
When the day and the night need thee so?
All is well. Speedeth all to their rest.

Fades the light; and afar
Goeth day, and the stars shineth bright,
Fare thee well; day has gone, night is on.

Thanks and praise, for our days,
‘Neath the sun, ‘neath the stars, ‘neath the sky,
As we go, this we know, God is nigh.

Scripture is not silent on the subject of death. Throughout its pages we not only see a theology of death—why all people die and what happens after death—but we see some very practical ways in which the people of God approached death. More than mere doctrinal truth concerning the cessation of life, the Bible gives us a philosophy about death that can help us deal with this very difficult subject.

The book of Joshua ends much like the books of Genesis and Deuteronomy before it: with the death of a major character. The Bible is clear that a person’s faith in God does not eliminate death and the grief that surrounds it, but it does give helpful teachings on how to prepare for the end of our lives.

Such an approach is not to become morbid. We are reminded in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, “Cowards die many times before their deaths,” meaning that through fear they allow thoughts of death to negatively influence their lives. This is not the Christian approach to death. Rather, “preparation for death should begin in the time of health. In each waking moment the Christian ought to realize that God is his Father, heaven is home, that every day is one day nearer. With such an attitude death can be approached without depression, without depression, without anger and without fear, rather with courage, peace, and even joy.”
 

In order for this to happen, the Christian must discover the truths of Scripture that will shape our view of life and death. As we wrap up our study of Joshua and Ephesians, with the theme tracing the soldier in the army of God, this study is entitled “Taps.”

THE REALITY EXPRESSED

Joshua 24:28-30 records the death of Joshua:

Then Joshua sent the people away, each to his own inheritance. After these things, Joshua son of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died at the age of a hundred and ten. And they buried him in the land of his inheritance, at Timnath Serah in the hill country of Ephraim, north of Mount Gaash.

The leader of Israel died, just as his predecessor had, at an old age and after a successful life. Some have identified Moses as the “George Washington of ancient Israel.” If this analogy can be accepted, perhaps Joshua was the “Thomas Jefferson of ancient Israel,” giving organization and structure as well as inspired leadership to this new nation. But the national leaders of this—as any nation—face death.

Spiritual leaders are also not immune. Verse 33 mentions another death, this of Eleazar the high priest. “And Eleazar son of Aaron died and was buried at Gibeah, which had been allotted to his son Phinehas in the hill country of Ephraim.”
The author of Hebrews is very clear when he writes in Hebrews 9:27, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.” Scripture is clear that death is the destiny of every man and woman born into this world, because of the choice of sin by Adam and Eve centuries before. It is inescapable.

This is not the viewpoint, however, of our culture. As one author puts it, “Death is no longer a part of God’s purposes or an inevitable mystery of life. The American way of life is systematically eliminating death…for the modern American seeks whatever meaning [of life] there is in the here and now.”
 

Advertising appeals to this thinking. “You only go around once,” the commercial states, “so grab all the ‘gusto’ you can!” The Bible also identifies this philosophy in these words: “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die!” The first half of that phrase may sound vaguely familiar, while the last portion is rarely spoken. The philosophy, though, is consistent. Since life is short and there is nothing beyond it, we have to get everything we can now! Such is the motivation behind the now famous bumper slogan. “He who dies with the most toys wins.” Wins what? We’re not told.

Such earthbound thinking is ultimately hopeless and hollow. If it is true that this life is all that counts, and since no one knows the time of our death, many have asked the question, “Why bother?” This thinking—the conclusion of existentialism—has even led to such despair that the person takes his or her own life. There is just no hope in such a view of life and death.

The Bible, though, gives a different perspective on death. As mentioned previously in Hebrews 9, after death comes the judgment. There is life after death. As Chuck Swindoll points out, “Everyone has eternal life. Some will spend eternity in Heaven and some will spend eternity in Hell. The question is not ‘Will I live forever?’ but ‘Where will I live forever?’”
 For the believer in Christ we can say with the apostle Paul in Philippians 4:21, “to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” How can this be true? According to 2 Corinthians 5:8, to be “absent from the body” is to be “present with the Lord.” 
With this knowledge of eternal life after physical death, the Christian has a whole new perspective on death. This is death’s reality expressed in Scripture: It will occur, but for the believer it is just a transition to eternal life with the Lord.

THE RESEMBLANCE ESTABLISHED

A truly biblical philosophy of death does not stop with a simple acknowledgement of the facts. We might consider the first truth and say, “Fine, I know that I will die. Who doesn’t?” We need to go beyond the simple reality of death and prepare for that eventuality. The evidence of Joshua’s efforts are seen in verse 31, “Israel served the Lord throughout the lifetime of Joshua and of the elders who outlived him and who had experienced everything the Lord had done for Israel.”
When Joshua died, there was a resemblance established. The Israelites continued to serve the Lord throughout the lifetime of the elders who followed Joshua. Israel’s spiritual leadership did not die with Joshua’s last breath. He had entrusted his qualities of leadership to the elders of the people, so that they would continue his work.

This principle of establishing a resemblance is also seen in the New Testament. Paul wrote to Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:2, “And the things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also.” Paul is instilling the principle of spiritual multiplication into the life of young Timothy. By training men to be leaders who are then able to train others to be leaders, Timothy multiplies his effectiveness in the ministry. He also implies that if he were to leave that church (by death or by transfer) that the work would continue.

A good example of this principle is in the area of personal evangelism. If the pastor of a church leads ten people to Christ every year for ten years, then one hundred new saints would be added to the congregation. But if instead that pastor brought one person to Christ and then trained that one to share his faith with another person and eventually train that Christian to share his faith, and that continued for ten years, do you know how many would be added to the church? One thousand twenty three! It begins slowly—only fifteen new believers in the first four years—but the growth really kicks in as witnessing Christians are multiplied and not merely added.

I can remember when Christian musician Keith Green was killed in a plane crash in 1982. My first thought concerned the Last Days Ministries that he had started in Texas. “I wonder what will happen to Last Days?” I asked myself. Deep inside, the Holy Spirit spoke to my mind, “Who is running the show: Keith Green or Me?” Needless to say, Last Days Ministries has grown even after its leader was gone, because he had trained other men and women in Christ, and they continued the ministry.

Establishing a spiritual resemblance is not easy, however. It takes time and effort to build into the lives of others what you know from God’s Word. But it is important that we begin now, as we have the time and energy. As J. I. Packer writes, “We have all eternity to rejoice in victories won for Christ, but only a few brief hours here below in which to win them.”
 

Establishing a spiritual resemblance also takes incredible discipline, for it invokes the invitation of the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” 

If a person is following in your spiritual footsteps, will they become more like Christ or less? The fact is, people are following in your footsteps, whether it is your children, your neighbors, your Sunday school class, or others in the church body. They are looking to you, following you. Are you following Christ? What kind of resemblance are you establishing for the time when you are no longer on the scene?

THE RETURN EXPERIENCED

A third aspect of death is dealt with in Joshua 24:32,

And Joseph’s bones, which the Israelites had brought up from Egypt, were buried at Shechem in the tract of land that Jacob bought for a hundred pieces of silverb from the sons of Hamor, the father of Shechem. This became the inheritance of Joseph’s descendants.

How do the bones of Joseph being buried in Canaan have anything to do with the Christian today? The principle here is the return experienced. Joseph’s bones were returned to his homeland and buried there. This fulfills the closing words of the book of Genesis, in which Joseph asked his relatives to bring his body back to the Promised Land whenever they would enter it. And now, nearly 500 years later, that wish is granted.

Christians will also experience a return, though not in the same manner as Joseph’s bones. We are looking forward to the return of Christ, at which time we will receive new bodies and will forever live in our eternal home. Paul writes about this in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18,

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore encourage each other with these words. 

We have hope! We know that death is not the final verdict, but that we have an eternity with Christ awaiting us. I love the way one author has written, “When the Christian dies we do not write the words, “the end”; we write, “to be continued,” and then turn over the page.”
 

What a joy this is! How this changes our outlook on death— be it our own or of another loved one who is with the Lord. This is not to say that we will not grieve when a loved one dies. There is no shortcut, no quick cure. It is cruelly naive to assume that a Christian’s belief in the resurrection will spare him the grief of bereavement.
 But we do not grieve “as those who have no hope.” We know that we will see our loved ones again.

Joseph’s bones had to wait nearly five hundred years before he experienced the return to the Promised Land. The Church of Jesus Christ has been waiting nearly two thousand years to experience the return of the Promised Messiah. But just as Joseph’s body reached the land of promise, so we are confident that our Savior will return for us. We are to “comfort one another with these words.” 

At the Taps Exhibit Opening Ceremony at Arlington National Cemetery, on May 28, 1999, retired Air Force Chaplain, Colonel Edward Brogan, prayed, 
“Lord of our lives, our hope in death, we cannot listen to Taps without our souls stirring. Its plaintive notes are a prayer in music—of hope, of peace, of grief, of rest… Prepare us too, Lord, for our final bugle call when you summon us home! When the trumpet of the Lord shall sound and death will be no more.”

Death is a subject that is seldom is talked about and even less anticipated. The Bible addresses the reality of death, it exhorts us to establish a spiritual resemblance before we die to carry on our labor, and it promises the return of the Savior, who will take us away to be with Himself. And on that day the words of Scripture will be fully appreciated:

“Death, where is your victory? Grave, where is your sting?”
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