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I. Grieving Death 

A while back, I had a conversation with a man who wasn’t a Christian, and who had 
chosen to be a funeral director. In the course of our talk, I asked him why he’d chosen that 

profession. Sometimes, I’ve found, the answer is that it’s been the family business, or it started 
as a summer job and grew from there. In this case, though, his answer was quite different. He 

said something like, “I became a funeral director because I don’t like how Americans treat death. 

At so many funerals, they try to act like nothing big has happened, like we should have a party 
and move on as if nothing of consequence has taken place. But something has happened—

someone has died. A funeral should recognize that, not trivialize it.” 
 

As our discussion continued, he also added this: “I like how you Lutherans conduct 

funeral services. You do it right. The reverence of your services fits the occasion. But you still 
give hope.” 

 
There’s a reason why our funeral services are structured the way they are, and why we 

resist any change to them. It’s spelled out in our epistle as it begins: “But we do not want you to 
be uninformed, brothers, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who 

have no hope. For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God 

will bring with him those who have fallen asleep” (1 Thessalonians 4:13-14). 
 

That determines our funeral service. We mourn, but not as those who have no hope. We 
hope because Christ has died and is risen again. 

 

We mourn. We grieve when someone dies. This is not wrong: grieving is part of life in a 
sinful world. There is no verse in the Bible that says, “Thou shalt not mourn,” nor is there one 

that says, “Thou must always be happy.” And while I’ve heard it suggested a few times that 
strong faith should keep us from mourning, that simply isn’t the case. The Lord created us to be 

with one another, to serve one another. When a friend or loved one dies, there’s a loss and 

separation that cannot be recovered in this life. There’s a sadness as we see the wages of sin 
fulfilled with such finality. We grieve because we miss the one who has died, and there is nothing 

wrong with that: Jesus wept at the death of Lazarus, and I pray that no one is ready to accuse 
Jesus of being weak in faith.  

 
So we mourn…but we do not mourn as those who have no hope. If there is no hope, 

then what are your options in the time of grief? There are really very few. One is complete 

despair, a consuming abandonment to bereavement that in itself can kill. It is not so much a 
choice that is made as a wound that is suffered. It is recommended by no one, but it still 

happens. Death is the ultimate proof that the Law is true; and apart from the Gospel, the Law 
often drives to despair.  

 

The other option, if there is no hope, is to minimize the death as much as possible. 
Sometimes this takes place as a simple, private graveside affair. The more popular method in our 

culture, however, is a funeral service that doesn’t talk about death. Not quite knowing what to do 
with death other than run away from it, our society has turned to services that feature more 

comedy and light-heartedness than reverence and hope. As explained to me, the purpose of such 
a service is to “celebrate life” and to “let the healing begin.” As eulogies recall what the person 



did in life, death becomes the elephant in the room that nobody wants to talk about. This cultural 

ritual isn’t really a new innovation. It’s been a tradition among non-Christians through the ages. 
It keeps trying to press its way into the Church. I can remember being asked, for instance, to 

read a eulogy, written for laughs, that focused on the deceased’s habit of drinking too much and 
stumbling across the front yard. 

 

No. Such stories might—might—make it around a table at the reception, but we have 
better things to say before the altar of God. Rather than draw laughs from the weaknesses and 

sins of the one who has died, we practice dignity towards him. Why? Because of hope. Because 
we have the certain hope that the one who dies in Christ is delivered from all of those 

weaknesses and sins—that even as we mourn their separation from us, they are delivered from 
this dying world and are clothed in the righteousness of Christ, who wipes every tear from their 

eyes. Even when we grieve—especially when we grieve, that is the hope we proclaim. 
 
There is certainly a place for fond memories, for celebrating and remembering the life of 

the one who has died. But we have a better hope to proclaim. As we celebrate life at a funeral 
before the throne of God, we rejoice in the eternal life that Christ has won. We rejoice that the 

one who has died did not just have life in the past, but lives forever because Christ promises to 

raise His people for eternal life. We do not hope in what has happened—by definition, you can’t 
look forward to the past. We hope in what is, and what is to come. It is the eternal life in Christ 

that gives us hope, even when we must grieve. 
 

There is certainly a need for healing, and discussing past events can be a good therapy 
for doing so. But we have a still better hope yet to proclaim. Christ has borne all of our diseases 

to the cross, died and risen. In Him, there is healing from all afflictions. There is even healing 

from death itself. That is the healing we proclaim of the one who has died in Christ: whatever his 
afflictions in this world, they are gone for eternity. That is our hope for the one who has died; 

and that is our hope for us when we die, too.  
 

We have hope that does not disappoint because our hope is Jesus Christ. This is a hope 

that the world needs to hear. This is a hope that the world is dying to hear.  By the grace of God, 
we proclaim it every Sunday. By the grace of God, we proclaim it at every funeral.  

 
This leads us to a practical matter, by the way. A Christian funeral is one of the greatest 

opportunities for evangelism. Those who come are those who are mourning the loss: they have 

been confronted with the wages of sin. Your funeral may be a time where a relative steps back 
into church for the first time in a long time, primed by the Law to hear of Christ, His forgiveness 

and life. Unfortunately, non-Christian relatives will often try to direct the funeral service away 
from a proclamation of hope in Christ, and I’ve seen this in two ways: they might insist that the 

service here be changed to accommodate their beliefs, or else they will make arrangements for a 
different pastor to conduct the service elsewhere to accommodate their beliefs. They may do this 

out of great sincerity and anguish. But when this happens, they are unfortunately working to 

deprive themselves—and all who attend—of hearing the one hope that will not disappoint. They 
are working to deprive all who attend of hearing that they can have eternal life in Christ. We’d 

prefer they stay and hear the Gospel. Depending on your family situation, it might be a good idea 
to make known your wishes for a Christian funeral in advance. Write out a copy, including 

Scripture texts and hymns, that we can keep in the church office. 

 
II. Grieving Life 

But enough about mourning death. Dear friends, you will find yourselves grieving at 
times not because of death, but because of what confronts you during life in this world. 

 



Part of this is because death dogs you more than you may realize. It shadows you and 

influences everything you do. If it didn’t, life would be a whole lot easier. Imagine parenting, if 
you didn’t have to worry about forks in light sockets or cars speeding down the street. Imagine 

drivers’ education without the threat of a violent collision. Imagine eating dinner without all of 
the threats from choking, salmonella, sodium, e coli or cholesterol. This whole business of eating 

right, exercising, getting rest, looking both ways when you cross the street and staying in your 

lane is all about staying alive and postponing death for as long as possible. The longer you live, 
the more difficult this becomes; and sometimes, you don’t have to live long for survival to be 

difficult. That by itself is a disturbing truth. That by itself may be enough to cause you grief. 
 

There are other setbacks. We live in troubled times, and you can certainly find reason for 
worry. It may be worries about finances as we witness some staggering economic crises. It may 

be concerns about the political landscape and what election results mean for the future of our 

nation. It may be concern for yourself or for children and grandchildren. It may not be something 
so big as to be on the radar of all; rather, it may be a personal worry about a diagnosis, a 

medical condition, a strained relationship. There are all sorts of losses to be encountered in this 
world, and losses are accompanied by grieving. 

 

But remember: you do not grieve as those who have no hope. 
 

We live in a world enslaved to sin and hostile to the Gospel: we confess that to be the 
truth, the Word of the Lord. Therefore, we should not be surprised when hardship becomes a 

reality in our lives, because Jesus said it would be so for His people. In fact, hardship of one kind 
or another comes not just to God’s people, but to all. But we have hope. And as Christians in a 

darkened world, we have the privilege of proclaiming Christ, our Light and our Life. Hardships 

and sufferings will provide us with more opportunities to confess the hope that we have. 
Suffering opens ears to hear about Christ as false gods are exposed as the frauds they are. 

 
The hope that you confess when grieving loss in life is the same that you confess when 

grieving death.  

 
Jesus Christ has died, but His death was like no other. It was far worse, for He paid the 

wages for all the sins of all the world. He suffered the judgment of God for your sins. Therefore, 
even though this world continues hell-bent and you are in the world, you are no longer of the 

world. You are redeemed by Christ, bought by His blood. 

 
Christ has died and Christ is risen from the dead. He isn’t just a past figure to make you 

feel better about suffering and dying. He has suffered and died in order to conquer death; and 
now He is risen from the dead. He is risen, and He is with you. Your living Savior comes to you in 

His Word and His Supper to give you forgiveness. To give you life. To give you hope. And do not 
minimize the hope you have: it is not just for a better life or lesser hardship here. It is for eternal 

life, free from sin and death. 

 
So when the devil, the world, or your own sinful flesh whisper in your ear that there is no 

hope, you point to the cross. For you, and for all who die in Christ, death is nothing more than a 
sleep. It is a conquered enemy whom the Lord will use to deliver you from all hardship and 

sickness to holiness and life. This world has an end. And for you in Christ, the end is a good one: 

“The Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the voice of an 
archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then 

we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the 
Lord in the air, and so we will always be with the Lord.” 

 



For now, it is given you to grieve. But now is not forever. Christ has died. Christ is risen. 

And Christ will come again. Therefore encourage one another with these words, for you are 
forgiven for all of your sins.  

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


