John Beckham’s Funeral, September 2, 2005

Note: John Beckham (50), brother of Ruby Bea Peters, took his life on Monday, August 29, 2005. This sermon was preached at his funeral at Beaver Creek Baptist Church in Stoneboro, SC, by Rev. Byron Jay Peters--Ruby Bea’s husband and John’s brother-in-law.

Pam, Tyler and Caroline, dear family and friends, it is a tragic privilege to speak at this man’s funeral. I admired John Beckham. He may not have realized it, but I truly looked up to him. Even more, I loved him. And he taught me a lot about life.

He taught me how to hunt a deer. He taught me how to barbeque a pig. Smoke and fry a turkey. Trap a snapping turtle (and eat it). Ride a four wheeler. How to hit a golf ball into the lake and fire a ‘tater shooter [a homemade gun that actually fires raw potatoes 100 yards or more].

He knew how to catch a fish, build a house, raise goats, run a lathe, trap a beaver, weld, be a friend, and tell a story.

In fact, I want to tell one on him. When he got Tyler the new four wheeler, he took it over to show Butch. This was after John was disabled because of his bad back and neck, so he was already living in constant pain. But everyone knows you couldn’t pen John up. Now this four wheeler had a button on it, some sort of a power-turbo deal to rocket you out of mud holes. It was clearly labeled: DANGER! DO NOT TOUCH EXCEPT IN EMERGENCY! or something like that. So what does John say to Butch? 

"Hey, Butch, check this out . . ." and he pushes the button. 

When he pushes that button, the four-wheeler goes one way and John goes head-over-heels the other. Broke a few ribs, I think.

Well, John was also stubborn and tough. A few weeks later I was talking to him and he said he had been hunting. I said, "John, you’ve got broken ribs! Doesn’t it hurt to shoot?"

His reply? "Like hell!"

John loved his family. When Ruby Bea and I were married (both of her parents were deceased by that time), as if by magic John put together a fish fry for all the guys in my wedding back at his Granddaddy’s pool. And one day when Ruby Bea was getting things ready he came and hugged her a put a big wad of cash into her hand—to help pay for the wedding.

Which gets to something else he taught me. Now this might take you by surprise, but stick with me. John taught me a lot about being a pastor. He was a natural. A natural leader and influencer, yet with a very tender heart. 

John knew how to grieve loss, and how to minister in those situations. When Mandy Gregory died, and the most intense mourning was over but still a deep heaviness hung over the family, I was told that John put some of Caroline’s old bunny slippers on his feet, took a six pack in one hand and a Bible in the other, and walked into that despair, bringing light, hope, laughter, and presence.

Knowing all this, and all that John taught us, it makes the fact that John took his own life all the more unnerving. We’re asking, "How do you make sense of it?"

Well, we will never fully understand it all. But God’s Word guides us even in this difficult time, and the text I want us to consider today is Rom 6:23: "For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord." The first half of the text speaks of the ruin of death. The second half speaks of the glory of life in Christ.

John Beckham was a glorious ruin, now made truly glorious. 

John was glorious—just like you and me—first by virtue of being created in God’s image. God created John (and each one of us) to live all his life honoring his creator, ruling and subduing creation in holiness and mercy even as He rules. John loved the woods, he loved God’s creation, and he was a hard-working man that did a lot of good in his day.

But John was a ruin—just like you and me—by virtue of his battle with sin. "For the wages of sin is death." And we do well to stop and listen well to what he teaches us today.

You know, I have no doubt that John had come to the point of hopelessness. That he believed there was no escape from the cycle of pain and addiction in which he felt trapped. Especially once the rehabilitation center told him they couldn’t keep him because they weren’t equipped medically to handle his severe pain issues. And I have no doubt that his judgment was clouded by all of this.

But make no mistake. John sinned by taking his own life.

And even in that act, John teaches us that we need a Savior powerful enough to receive us just as we are, enslaved and tormented by our sin and its effects. We need a Savior who can transform us from ruin back to glory.

For you see, John is now glorious. Or better, in Christ his soul awaits the fulfillment of 1 Corinthians 15:53, "For the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed." No more ruin. No more enslavement. No more addiction. No more pain. As Jesus says in John 11:25, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies."

"But how can this be? You just said John sinned when he took his own life!"

Yes I did. And what of it?! You and I sin daily in thought, word and deed, incurring the same condemnation, but just not the same immediate consequence. 

So unless you are asserting that suicide is the unpardonable sin (for which there is no biblical basis), then we must deal with the complexities of this situation biblically and root our hope in the gospel of grace, which anchors the second half of this verse: " . . . but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord."

Let me assure you, I am not asserting that John is now in Christ’s presence on the basis of some half-baked religious sentiment that just assumes everyone who dies turns out okay. No, take it to heart! "The wages of sin is death." Eternal death.

Nor am I asserting John now enjoys eternal life with Christ because I somehow believe John was a good guy. Sure, he was a great guy, a natural leader, a lover of people and all that—but John Beckham was and knew himself to be a sinner. 

I am asserting this hope of glory because John Beckham had confessed Christ and been baptized in this very church just a month and a half ago. John had a personal, living relationship with Jesus Christ that came after a long struggle to really understand the heart of the good news of Jesus’ death and resurrection. John Beckham was united to Jesus Christ by faith. As the Scripture says in Galatians 3:27, "For all of you who have been baptized into Christ have clothed yourself with Christ." 

Now I want you to notice the second half of the verse: ". . . but the free gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord." 

On display in John’s baptism was the faithfulness of Jesus Christ in a life of obedience and faith, culminating in His own fiery baptism with the just wrath of God on the cross. Jesus endured the punishment for John’s sins, so that John, having been united to Christ by faith, might undergo the gracious, cleansing baptism of water. At the Father’s right hand sits John’s righteousness. The Lord Jesus Christ, the God-man, has lived the life of holiness John (and you and I!) could not live, and died the death for sin that John (and you and I!) owed.

Even in his death, John teaches us that eternal life is not earned, and that "nothing can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Rom 8:39). Not even our own sinful loss of hope.

But many questions still linger.

Like, "How can one who is Christ’s come to such a point of hopelessness?" Surely the answer to that question is complex and difficult. But no doubt the answer lies in the nature of the ruin in which we all participate. Sin’s deception keeps us from thinking rightly about ourselves, our situation, and our God. And sin’s slavery binds and enslaves us so that we do not do what God commands. Plus, we have the devil as our sworn enemy and skillful tempter and accuser. In Christ we are never without hope, but because of sin’s deception and slavery, John somehow lost sight of that hope.

Other questions also plague many of us. I want to speak to a few of these.

Let me speak to those of you who are blaming yourselves, saying, "I should have done more." Don’t go there. If you are struggling with self-blame, let me encourage you to beware the sin of pride that lays the responsibility for John’s life and death at the doorstep of your choices. God is in control, not you and me. 

Let me speak to those of you who are tempted to blame "the disease" for John’s actions. It’s not that simple. Yes, he was struggling with fear and confusion. Yes, the battle in his mind was extremely intense. But John is a human being, a man who bears the honorable privilege, given by God, of human freedom and responsibility. If you are tempted to just blame "the disease" of John’s addictions, let me encourage you to not hold too tightly to a line of reasoning that dehumanizes John, making him a mere victim of bad biology.

Let me speak to those of you who are tempted to harbor deep anger at John for this terrible choice. Again, it’s not that simple. Yes, John made a choice on Monday that was a sinful choice. But mixed into that choice was a loss of hope and intense suffering that was terrifyingly powerful. If we’re tending to harbor anger at John, let’s remember his suffering and try not to judge John too harshly—for we, too, share in John’s fallen nature. "Forgive as the Lord forgave you" (Colossians 3:12).

Finally, let me speak to those of you who share John’s ruin but don’t yet share in his Savior—John’s hope of glory. 

John has a lesson for you today, well summed-up by a friend of mine when he heard of John’s death. "You could have wanted more for John than the terrible suffering he endured. But if he had a thousand lifetimes full of peaceful and virtuous living and never had the washing of his sins, then he would have been infinitely worse off than he is now."

Ruby Bea and John talked a lot these last months. John’s battle, and his need for Christ, had become an all day thing for John. He would tell Ruby Bea, "I need the Lord’s help." He knew the only answer to where he found himself was in God’s Word.

And he left that lesson—unassumingly, not forcing it on anyone—for any who would care to see in the Bible that he laid open beside him on Monday. On that page he had underlined John 3:16. "For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life."

I loved John. He taught me much. Even in the confusion and pain and yes, sin, of his last moments, he taught me much. 

Those of you who knew John know that he would never presume to be our teacher this morning. Instead he quietly sought, wrestled, struggled with the gospel, and then humbly submitted his life to Christ. And in so doing, he taught us.

"Me, your teacher?" He would say, "Don’t look at me! I’m a mess!"

And even then he teaches us the lesson of the writer of the Hebrews in 12:2, "Fixing your eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising its shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God."

What was that joy set before Jesus? John Beckham, and all who share his nature as a glorious ruin, now made truly glorious by faith in Jesus Christ.

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in Him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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