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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this Major Applied Project was to learn which eternal life
metaphors were more comforting to the members of Pilgrim Lutheran Church, in Burton,
Michigan. The researcher approached this research project believing that certain
metaphors would be more comforting to his members than others. Therefore, the
researcher sought to discover which eternal life metaphors were more comforting through
the use of a research survey. He then held research group interviews to learn why these
metaphors were more comforting than others. As a result, the researcher is able to apply
the insights gained concerning certain Scriptural metaphors to be used in funeral sermons

for the benefit of his congregation.
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CHAPTERII

THE INTRODUCTION OF THE PROJECT

The Problem of the Project

When people face the loss of a loved one, a truly significant loved one, and when
they sit in the pew at a funeral service, the power of the Law has already been at work
and continues to do so. They have been crushed by the fact that death has taken their
loved one from them and left them helpless and humbled in its wake. The feeling of loss
and sadness may be overwhelming as they sit there, perhaps close to the point of despair.
They are angry and despondent, troubled and confused.

However, their situation may be graver still. For when a significant loved one
dies, there is not only the sharp pain of loss that cuts deep into the heart, but also the
dreadful fear of one’s own death. All believers know that one day they too will have to
face their Maker and stand before the judgment seat of God. This they already know
well. Like it or not, they know the Law and that Law accuses them in such a way that
there is no escape.

To make matters worse, some of the people in the pew may have no idea where to
turn for comfort and strength. They may see no way out of their predicament. The
coping mechanisms that they have relied on in the past may simply not be adequate to
meet the challenge of this dark hour. The pain of great loss, the dreadful fear, it is all too

great.



Nevertheless, they have come to the right place. For what they desperately need
is to hear a message of hope from the church; the good news of God’s grace in Jesus
Christ. They need a message that will sustain them through their dark time of mourning
and bring them hope for the future. They have come to the right place, a place where
God has come to meet them, to comfort them, and to help them. Therefore, the funeral
service may be one of the most opportune times to bring a message of hope from the
Lord, a time when people will be open and attentive to a word from God. I believe it is!

Into this context the pastor steps and seeks to proclaim the message of consolation
from God’s Word to those who weep in sadness and shudder with fear. Through the
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has prepared a place in his kingdom for all
those who believe in his Son. Jesus is the ultimate solution to death, the eternal solution,
and the source of the greatest possible consolation in the face of death and the fear of
death. God has done it all, and he is seeking to bring this wonderful message of hope and
life to those who need it most.

The funeral sermon is the evangelistic opportunity that | welcome as a pastor, to
be able to stand before the bereaved and to share with them the hope of eternal life which
comes through faith in Jesus Christ. However, my passion to share the good news of
Jesus Christ is more than a vocational desire, for | have personally experienced the power
of the Gospel at work. The Gospel brought hope into the midst of my despair and peace
to my troubled heart when my pastor preached the Gospel at my mother’s funeral. | was
only seventeen at the time, but hearing the Gospel was a life-changing experience. It was
a rebirth for me into the faith, by the power of the Holy Spirit working through the Word.

Moreover, though | didn’t know it at the time, it was the beginning of my journey into the



ministry. Having been touched by the sweetness of the Gospel in the midst of despair
and dread, having felt the Lord’s compassion and love when | needed it most, | have
always desired to share this same hope-filled message with others in their time of loss
and fear. Therefore, | firmly believe that when a pastor enters the pulpit during a funeral
ceremony he has the wonderful opportunity to bring the hope of the Gospel to those who
need it most, to impart God’s means of grace to those who yearn for it.

However, while | believe personally and professionally that preaching the Gospel
at a funeral is a great evangelistic moment, several challenges face today’s preacher as he
approaches the funeral sermon. First, many preachers today have been taught to explain
a passage of Scripture in propositional form using the traditional deductive approach.
The sermon often takes on a didactic style, with various major and minor points of
emphasis. This is not a problem in and of itself. However, this propositional form of
preaching becomes problematic when the primary focus of the sermon is to communicate
ideas and truths through the use of deductive logic and argumentation alone. People
today are much more image-oriented.> They will often hear the Gospel more powerfully
through the use of metaphors and images, rather than ideas and logic alone.®> Therefore,
propositional forms of preaching, while still necessary and relevant, need to be

supplemented with image-based forms of preaching. Today’s preacher strives to touch

! Richard L. Eslinger, The Web of Preaching: New Options in Homiletic Method
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2002), 16.

? Robert Hughes and Robert Kysar, Preaching Doctrine for the Twenty First
Century (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1997), 56.

¥ Richard A, Jensen, Thinking in Story: Preaching in a Post-literate Age (Lima,
OH: C.S.S. Publishing Co., Inc., 1995), 53.



the whole person, including a person’s intellect, emotions and will. In his article,
“Preaching Doctrine in a Postmodern Age,” Glenn Nielsen addresses this issue, quoting
Robert Hughes and Robert Kysar:

People carry away from the sermon mental pictures evoked by the preacher’s
words; the propositions of the sermons are quickly jettisoned from memory. The
images and stories are their key to the message of the sermon. If we want people to
remember our sermons (and who does not?), and if they remember stories and
images, then we need to fashion those carefully so that they carry the focus and
function of the sermon.

But the most important reason imagery has become so vital for preaching is that
pictorial language engages the imagination and evokes response. Propositions
appeal to the mind. Imagery appeals to the whole person — mind, emotions, and
will. Moreover, verbal stories and pictures provoke imagination and hence
participation in the sermon.*

Therefore, while there are many different types of figurative language in the
Bible, including simile, parable, allegory, and metaphor, as well as many others, | will
focus specifically on the use of metaphors, for the proper understanding and use of
images such as metaphors are essential to the preaching task. Jacob Preus succinctly
states: “There is no way to say the Gospel and spell out the implications of the Gospel
without words, without metaphors.”®

Second, even as pastors seek to employ biblical metaphors in the funeral sermon,
it is helpful to understand which images are more effective in communicating the comfort

of the Gospel. Some images may better communicate to contemporary listeners than

others. In fact, metaphors are specifically referred to as dead metaphors, because they no

*Robert Hughes and Robert Kysar, Preaching Doctrine for the Twenty-first
Century (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1997), 56, quoted in Glenn Nielsen,
“Preaching Doctrine in a Postmodern Age,” Concordia Journal (January 2001): 25.

> Jacob A. O. Preus, Just Words: Understanding the Fullness of the Gospel (St.
Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 2000), 34.



longer communicate effectively.® Dead metaphors may simply be archaic, and,
therefore, do not convey any significant meaning to an audience today. Metaphors may
also die through their overuse as well as their misuse, so that they fail to convey
significant meaning intellectually, emotionally, or spiritually as they once did.” Author
Warren Wiersbe underscores this important distinction when he writes:
Live metaphors are the kind that powerfully connects the mind and heart of the
hearers so that they want to do something in response to what they learn... Dead

metaphors are clichés; and when we hear speakers use them, we respond negatively
with boredom and with pity.®

We can easily find an example of a dead metaphor that is part of our common
culture. People today will often say that so-and-so passed away.? This is an example of
a metaphor that probably died both because of its overuse as well as misuse. It has been
overused to the point that we actually use the metaphor as a synonym for death itself.
People no longer talk about someone dying, but instead they say that so-and-so passed
away. Moreover, it has also been misused by our death-denying culture, so that it has
also become a euphemism for death. Originally this metaphor was probably derived from
the idea of passing from this life to the next. But through the process of overuse and
misuse it has now lost much of its dynamic force and richness. Therefore, we call it a

dead metaphor.

®Warren W. Wiersbe, Preaching and Teaching with Imagination: The Quest for
Biblical Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1994), 47.

" Ibid.
& Ibid.

® George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to
Poetic Metaphor (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 1.



My concern for effective Gospel proclamation in the funeral sermon has led me to
assume that there are specific biblical metaphors that are more effective in
communicating the Gospel than others. | do not challenge the power of the Gospel itself,
for there is an important distinction to be made between the efficaciousness of God’s
Word and the effectiveness of human communication, as | will demonstrate more
thoroughly later.® However, for the purposes of this introduction, let me state that in a
theological sense, the Word is always “living and active” as God’s means of grace,**
while in a literary sense, the metaphors themselves can die. To speak of the death of a
metaphor is simply to acknowledge that the evocative power and meaning of certain
images can fade over time and through use. Therefore, if certain metaphors are dead
metaphors, lifeless and failing to communicate to a contemporary audience, then this
needs to be considered when approaching the funeral sermon. Conversely, if other
metaphors are living metaphors, living in a literary sense, then they become a good
starting point for a pastor as he approaches the funeral sermon.

However, while there is much research to support the need for the use of
metaphors in preaching, | have found none that addresses which biblical metaphors speak
better to contemporary mourners. Therefore, research is needed to discover which

metaphors are living and which have lost some or much of their metaphorical power.

19 A detailed presentation of this distinction can also be found in the following
article by Glenn Nielsen, “No Longer Dinosaurs: Relating Lutheran Homiletics and
Communication Practice,” Concordia Journal (January 1999): 14-29.

1 Hebrews 4:12. NIV unless otherwise noted.



The Purpose of the Project

As already stated, | believe that the funeral sermons | deliver are some of the most
important messages | will ever preach to my congregation, as well as to the nonmembers
who are present for the service. It is essential, then, that the images | use in my sermons
communicate the comfort and hope which I intend, so that the Spirit may use the images
and message efficaciously.

Therefore, working with the presupposition that I will be more effective preaching
to my people through the use of living biblical metaphors, the purpose of this project was
to determine which metaphors communicate more effectively the living hope of Christ to
the people in my congregation at Pilgrim Lutheran Church, in Burton, Michigan, who
have experienced the loss of a significant loved one. In addition, while the primary
purpose of this project was to assist me in the pastoral care of my members, it was also
hoped that the findings could be beneficial to other pastors in other contexts.

In its simplest form, a metaphor is the comparison and interaction of two
concepts, identified by a single word or phrase that is metaphorical in nature.> Preus
writes: “A metaphor is a figure of speech whereby we speak about one thing in terms
which are seen to be suggestive of another.”*® Additionally, metaphorical language
moves from what is known to the listeners to what is unknown, expanding their

understanding of existing reality."* Therefore, a metaphor is not merely ornamental

12 Rodney Kennedy, The Creative Power of Metaphor: A Rhetorical Homiletics
(New York, NY: University Press of America, 1993), 5.

13 Preus, 32-33.

4 G. B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (Great Britain: Antony
Rowe Ltd., 1980), 145.



language, but language that makes an essential “association between what is known and
what is unknown.”*

The anticipated outcomes of this research are, first of all, to determine through a
descriptive study which metaphors relating to death and eternal life are more comforting
to the members of Pilgrim Lutheran Church for the purposes of funeral sermons. Second,
the research helps me to understand why certain metaphors are more comforting to my
members than others, providing me with additional insights for my funeral sermon
preparations, as well as the pastoral care that follows the funeral. Third, my purpose

seeks to discover which metaphors are less helpful to my members so that they can be

avoided or modified for use in funeral sermons.

The Process of the Project

In order to determine which Scriptural metaphors relating to death and eternal life
were more comforting living metaphors for my congregation | used the research designed
below. First, | sent a survey to all the adult members of my congregation. The survey

included a list of fifteen death and eternal life metaphors that the Scriptures provide,®

15 preus, 33.

18 |_uke 23:43 Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me
in paradise.” Revelation 2:10 (Jesus said), “Be faithful, even to the point of death, and |
will give you the crown of life.”” Revelation 21:4 (God) will wipe every tear from their
eyes. lIsaiah 65:17 (The Lord said, “Behold I will create new heavens and a new earth.
The former things will not be remembered...” John 14:2 Jesus said, “In my Father’s
house are many rooms...” Genesis 25:8 Abraham breathed his last and died...and was
gathered to his people. 1 Thessalonians 4:14 Since we believe that Jesus died and rose
again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep.
Psalm 16:11 (Lord), you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at
your right hand. Romans 8:18 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth

9



and my members were asked to rate them on a Likert scale, from 1 — 5. The research
survey purposely sought to ascertain from my members which metaphors were most
comforting to them.

The survey was done in a confidential manner to ensure that the individual
responses were valid. Those who preferred to remain anonymous could do so. However,
those members who were interested in taking part in a focus group were asked to indicate
their willingness on the survey. The congregational surveys were completed in
November 2007.

Next, | compiled the data and made a list of the names of those who were willing
to participate in a focus group. | then selected people from these volunteers for two
separate groups, all of which had recently experienced a significant loss and/or attended a
funeral. This would later enable me to compare the results of these two groups. |
contacted the individuals by phone and set up a meeting time for the groups at the church.

Both focus groups were asked to share why certain metaphors were considered
comforting to them, and why others were not. The congregational focus groups met in

January of 2008. A third focus group included local pastors and took place during their

comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. Romans 8:37 In all these things we
are more than conquerors through him who loved us. Matthew 11:28 (Jesus said),
“Come to me, all who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” Psalm 23:4
Even though | walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you
are with me. Matthew 24:34 (Jesus said), “Come, you who are blessed by my Father;
take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.”
John 5:24 (Jesus said), “Whoever...believes him who sent me has eternal life and...he
has crossed over from death to life.” John 11:25 (Jesus said), “l am the resurrection and
the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies...”

10



February 2008 meeting. They were given the original survey containing Gospel
metaphors, as well as the results from the survey and the two congregational focus
groups. They were then asked to provide me with additional feedback.

At the conclusion of the focus groups I reported the results of my research to my
congregation. First, | published the results of the surveys and the conclusions reached by
the focus groups in the April 2008 newsletter, The Pilgrimage. Second, | met with the
individuals of the focus groups again and shared my conclusions with them personally, in
order to thank them for their participation and to get any additional feedback and

reactions from them. These follow-up meetings took place in April 2008.

The Parameters of the Project

As | approached this topic of preaching the good news in funeral sermons through
the use of Gospel metaphors, | did so with the following assumptions. It was my strong
conviction that funeral sermons are some of the most significant sermons | will ever
preach. From my own personal experience, | have learned just how transformational they
can be as the Holy Spirit works through the Word of God to change the hearts and minds
of listeners.

It was also my belief that when people have experienced a significant loss they
are more open to the Gospel than at any other time in their lives. Moreover, | also hold
that this is true even for unbelievers, though they were not part of my research project.
For once the Law has done its work through the Word and the power of death, the human

heart is broken and humbled and thus ready for the sweetness of the Gospel. Therefore, |

11



want to take full advantage of such opportunities and present the Gospel in the most
effective way possible in my funeral sermons.

Furthermore, | assumed that those images identified as living metaphors by my
members were also comforting images for them, speaking in a profound way on many
different levels. Therefore, while this research project spoke in terms of living
metaphors, the survey spoke of comforting passages from the Scriptures. While the two
are not the same, | used comforting as the key aspect of what constitutes living for the
purposes of this project. Then, once I determined which metaphors were most
comforting to my members, they could become the foundation for future funeral sermons
as | seek to improve the pastoral care that | provide to the people of my congregation.

Moreover, while the Scriptures are filled with metaphors relating to death and
eternal life, I limited this project to a selection of fifteen metaphors."” In making these
selections, | have sought to include representative metaphors from the various literary
forms of the Scriptures, including narrative, prophetic, wisdom, gospel, epistle and

apocalyptic forms.

The Contents of the Project

Chapter two includes a study of the fifteen Gospel metaphors in their Scriptural
context, identifying the metaphorical meaning of these passages and making applications
for the funeral sermon. Next, | will examine the proper use of Gospel metaphors as a

means of grace, and identify how they are to be used for the purpose of proclamation.

7 For list of metaphors see footnote 12, page 9.
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Chapter three explores the recent developments in the understanding of
metaphorical language, and then identifies which theoretical perspective is more helpful
for proclaiming the Gospel in today’s contemporary context.

Chapter four describes the research project as well as the methodology used for
the study.

Chapter five evaluates the results of the research project, analyzing the data from
both congregational surveys as well as feedback from the focus groups.

Chapter six summarizes the research project and makes recommendations for

future study.

The Conclusion

Through this Major Applied Project | had hoped to be better able to provide
pastoral care and comfort to the members in my congregation at Pilgrim Lutheran
Church, in Burton, Michigan, when they experience a significant loss. | believe that the
funeral sermon offers a special evangelistic opportunity to bring God’s Word of hope and
consolation in Christ to those who are despondent and dismayed. Therefore, through my
research | hoped to gain greater insight into Scriptural metaphors related to death and
eternal life, to learn how the Holy Spirit uses these metaphors as a means of grace, and to
determine which metaphors my members found most comforting. The desired outcome
is to bring the good news of Jesus Christ to those who grieve in creative ways that can

touch their hearts and change their lives.

13



CHAPTER TWO

THE PROJECT IN THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

As | proceed with the theological perspective for my Major Applied Project, there
are several theological doctrines that are foundational, though they will not be the
primary focus of my work. First of all, the Doctrine of the Fall is significant because it
identifies the malady or need that will be addressed in the funeral sermon. A significant
loss has occurred and this is a direct result of sin and the consequences of sin in this
world.

Moreover, the Doctrine of Eternal Life presents the goal for the funeral sermon, to
bring the Gospel to those who have experienced a significant loss. It is the hope that will
comfort and strengthen them in the face of their loss, and which also seeks to prepare
them to face their own mortality. The Gospel metaphors that | will mine from Scripture
will relate specifically to this doctrine, and will offer a variety of different ways to
express it.

Finally, the Doctrine of the Word informs us that the Word preached in the
funeral sermon is the very Word of God. The Holy Scriptures themselves testify that

they have been inspired by God and are profitable for teaching and proclamation.*® This

18 2 Timothy 3:16.
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Word brings a message of hope and consolation from God and is intended for those who
have experienced the significant loss.

While the doctrines listed above are assumed to play vital roles in the funeral
sermon, significant other theological matters will be studied in greater depth in this
chapter. They include a study of the fifteen death and eternal life metaphors above, an
examination of the proper use of these metaphors as a means of grace, and an assessment
of how these metaphors are to be used for the purpose of proclamation in the funeral

sermon.

The Biblical Foundation

In this section I will study the death and eternal life metaphors themselves,
addressing both the context of these Scriptural passages, as well as textual considerations.
However, most of all | seek to develop the richness of the metaphors themselves, which
will be suggestive about how they might be creatively applied in funeral sermons to bring
hope and consolation to the bereaved. Let me restate that a metaphor is the comparison
and interaction of two concepts, identified by a single word or phrase that is figurative
and metaphorical in nature.’® Moreover, metaphorical language moves from what is
known to the listeners to what is unknown, expanding their understanding of existing

reality.’ Therefore, a metaphor is not merely decorative language. “A metaphor is a

% Rodney Kennedy, 5.

2 . B. Caird, 145.
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figure of speech whereby we speak about one thing in terms which are seen to be

suggestive of another.”?

Luke 23:43. Jesus answered him, “Truly | say to you, today you will be with me in

paradise.” (ESV)?*

"2 |Itis Good Friday, and Jesus hangs

This is Jesus’ second “word from the cross.
on the cross just outside the walls of Jerusalem. He has been crucified with two thieves,
one on each side. At first, both thieves ridicule and mock Jesus. However, as the
dreadful hours pass, one of the thieves has a change of heart and even comes to Jesus’
defense: “Don’t you fear God (he says to the other thief)...since you are under the same
sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this
man has done nothing wrong... Jesus, remember me when you come into your
kingdom.”®* In the words that follow, Jesus extends the blessed hope of eternal life,

which in the face of death is the only true comfort. “Truly | say to you, today you will be

with me in paradise.”

21 preys, 32-33.

22 The NIV is the primary translation used in this paper unless considerations
based on the original languages have persuaded me to use a different translation.
Different translations will be identified in the text.

2% Craig L. Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels (Nashville, TN: Broadman &
Holman Publishers, 1997), 347.

24 Luke 23:40-42.
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Jesus begins saying, “Truly | say to you” (aunv cov Aéyw). Here he seeks to
reassure the dying thief that his confession and plea have been heard.”> Then Jesus
promises the repentant thief that immediately upon his death, “today” (onjuepov), he will
be with him in the afterlife.”® St. Ambrose writes: “For life is to be with Christ, because

227

where Christ is, there is the kingdom.”*" With this metaphor Jesus refers to the afterlife,

and ultimately to life after the resurrection, as paradise. “Paradise” (noapadetow), though

28 29

of Persian origin, denoting a “garden”“ or “garden of delights,” it reminds us of the
original creation, where Adam and Eve were placed in paradise with God. There every
blessing of God was present in great abundance. Moreover, as Jesus states, being in
paradise is being “with me” (uet’ éuod). Paradise is inconceivable without being in the
blissful presence of Christ, which itself is the greatest of all blessings. Until the
resurrection, the thief will remain in the paradise which is the presence of Jesus, waiting

for the paradise of the parousia. Arthur Just writes: “Certainly, this idea (paradise)

% Darrell L. Bock, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series: Luke (Downers
Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 375.

%6 Jeffrey A Gibbs, “Regaining Biblical Hope: Restoring the Prominence of the
Parousia,” Concordia Journal (October, 2001): 320.

2" Arthur A. Just, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, New Testament —
Vol. 3 (Downers Grove, IL: Inter Varsity Press, 2003), 366.

28 William F. Arndt, Concordia Classic Commentary Series: Luke (St. Louis,
MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1986), 471.

29 Just, 365.
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includes the return to the righteous condition of Adam and Eve before the fall, as in Eden,
where they could fully dwell in the presence of God without sin.”*°

These words undoubtedly brought great comfort to the dying thief and the
application for the funeral sermon is quite obvious. For those who grieve the loss of a
Christian loved one, there is the comfort of knowing that he or she is present with Christ
in paradise following death. Moreover, as the bereaved struggle with thoughts about
their own mortality, they can be comforted in knowing that paradise awaits them beyond
the grave in the resurrection through faith in Christ. William Arndt concludes: “There
are few, if any, passages in Scripture that shed more comforting light on the existence of

believers in the world beyond the grave.”®

Revelation 2:10. (Jesus said) “Be faithful until death, and | will give you the crown of

life.” (NKJ)

This verse is found in the second letter of the Book of Revelation and it is
addressed to the church at Smyrna. In verse 8, Christ identifies himself as “the First and
the Last,”** and as the one “who died and came to life again.”** The former title would
be a source of great comfort to those who face suffering and death, because it reminds

them that Christ is “the first, the cause of the Christian’s faith...and he is the last, the goal

%0 Arthur A. Just, Concordia Commentary: A Theological Exposition of Sacred
Scripture — Luke 9:51-24:53 (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1997), 939.

3L Arndt, 471.
% |pid.
3 Ipid.
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and object of the believer’s faith and life because he is the Lord and giver of eternal life
with the Father.”®* The latter designation will be helpful in communicating the Gospel in
the funeral sermon. It speaks of how Christ “remained faithful until death” for us, and
then came to life again in the resurrection. Thus he has obtained the crown of life which
he offers by faith in his name.

These original recipients of Smyrna lived at a time of suffering and persecution.
Therefore, Christ seeks to encourage them when he says “keep on proving faithful unto
death”® (yivov miotdc dxpt avdrov). Faithfulness on the part of believers here speaks
of ongoing repentance and faith despite the adversities they face.*® They should not grow
faint or weary. Moreover, Christ seeks to comfort the hearers when he extends to them
the promise be faithful until death “and I will give you the crown of life” (kal dwow oot
Tov otédavov the (whg). The term crown®’ refers not to a monarch’s crown, but to that
of a victor’s wreath,® as verse 11 reminds us, “The one who conquers will not be hurt by
the second death.”*® So also, those who persevere in their faith, a victor’s prize or crown

awaits them in the resurrection. It is a crown that once bestowed remains forever.

% Louis A. Brighton, Concordia Commentary: A Theological Exposition of
Sacred Scripture (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1999), 72.
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MI: Baker Book House, 1933), 303.
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However, this crown of life is not the result of the perseverance itself, as if eternal life
could be obtained by human effort. Rather, it is a prize which Christ has obtained for us
when he remained faithful until death and then rose to life again.”> Now Christ wears a
golden crown of victory which he shares with those who believe in him.*

This text provides abundant opportunities to proclaim the Gospel to those who
need to persevere in the face of fear and sorrow. It extends to the bereaved the promise
of obtaining the crown of life, which is certain, because it depends on the resurrection of
Christ and not on the believers themselves. So long as they persevere in repentance and
faith they are sure to obtain this glorious crown. Moreover, the promised hope of eternal
life through the resurrection of Christ is itself the power to persevere. Additionally, it
could be helpful to use the word crown as a Gospel handle,** referring first to the crown
of thorns that Christ wore during his time of humiliation,*® and then connecting this with

Christ’s crown of victory. First comes the cross, and then comes the crown.**

0 poellot, 38.
* Brighton, 71.

%2 Francis C. Rossow, Gospel Handles: Finding New Connections in Biblical
Texts (St. Louis, MO: 2001). Francis Rossow uses the term “Gospel handle” to identify
creative ways of communicating the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ based on clues
taken from the text itself. In this text, “crown” becomes a handle which the preacher can
use to build a presentation of the Gospel that will be fresh and specifically relevant to the
text.
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Revelation 21:4. (God) will wipe every tear from their eyes.

As the Book of Revelation moves towards its conclusion in this passage, life
beyond the parousia is unveiled in an apocalyptic vision. World history has reached its
finale, as Satan has been vanquished and Christ has stood in judgment over the living and
the dead. Now Christ’s promise reaches its fulfillment, the creation of “a new heaven
and a new earth, for the first heaven and earth had passed away...”* This is the final
destiny of all those who have believed in Christ and remained faithful to him throughout
the trials and tribulations of life. They will share in the resurrection of Christ and dwell
with him for all eternity.*® “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with
them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.”*’

It is in this context that we find another metaphor about God’s comfort for those
who have suffered and sorrowed, ““(God) will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (ki
eEadeler mav dakpuvov €k AV 0pBaAudV adt@r). Louis Brighton writes: “In Rev 21:4
the blessed benefits of God dwelling with his people in the new heaven and earth are
described... For God would destroy death and as a result would “wipe away every
tear.””*® Though God is not explicitly mentioned in this verse, the preceding verses

identify that God is the agent of the action. In this particular anthropomorphism, God

himself is the one who comforts mourners beyond the grave, wiping the tears from their

> Revelation 21:1.
“® Brighton, 599.
" Revelation 21:3.

“8 Brighton, 59.
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eyes much like a “tender mother” comforts her dear child.** Moreover, the passage says
that God wipes away “all tears” or “every tear” (nav &dxpuov). ° Every reminder of the
suffering and sorrow of this life will pass away, along with the old heaven and earth.
Moreover, though not stated directly, it is certainly implied that joy and happiness will
replace the crying and mourning that passes away in the resurrection and the creation of
the new heaven and new earth.>* Luther Poellot summaries this beautifully:

The perfect bliss...is well described for us here on earth in negative terms, partly

because we cannot conceive or appreciate perfection in positive terms by reason of

the limitations of our mind and understanding and partly because we can appreciate
the thought and hope of being relieved of such distress as presses upon us.

In applying this text in a funeral sermon there is a twofold sense of comfort. First,
if extensive suffering immediately preceded the loved one’s death, it is of great comfort
to the bereaved that God will wipe every tear from their eyes on the day of the
resurrection.”® Second, the bereaved themselves can look forward to the time when there

2154 -

will be for them “no more death or mourning or crying””” in the resurrection on the Last

Day, for God will wipe every tear from their eyes, perhaps even literally.

9 Robertson, 467.
%0 Vincent, 563.

> Leland Ryken, James C. Wilhoit, Tremper Longman I11, eds. Dictionary of
Biblical Imagery: An Encyclopedic Exploration of the Images, Symbols, Motifs,
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Inter Varsity Press, 1998), 364.
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Isaiah 65:17. (The Lord said), “Behold | will create new heavens and a new earth. The

former things will not be remembered...”

As Isaiah nears the end of his prophecy, he has already pronounced judgment
upon unfaithful Judah and has brought them to the point of despair.®> Now he shares
with the remnant of God’s people the hope that they have in the Lord through this
apocalyptic vision.>® In the broader context of the second half of Isaiah, the prophet has
been speaking of the restoration of his people, including specific promises regarding the
coming of the Suffering Servant, the Messiah, in chapter 53.>" Christ will redeem his
people and prepare for them a glorious future. All of this is in preparation for the
consummation when Christ will come and stand in glory, bringing to fulfillment all the
Lord’s promises to his people.*®

Specifically, the promise in this passage relates to the creation of “new heavens
and a new earth.” This will follow the “...resurrection of the righteousness...,” where the
remnant of God’s people will then dwell with Christ in this newly created world or
universe, as the old is transformed into the new.”® “The former things” (niszxam), that is,

all of the suffering and sorrow they have faced in this life will “not be remembered”

% John A. Braun, ed., Sermon Studies on the Old Testament: ILCW Series A
(Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1998), 54.

% Ryken, Wilhoit, Longman 111, 594.

> John A. Braun, ed., Sermon Studies on the Old Testament: ILCW Series C
(Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1997), 245.
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Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 2006), 621.

¥ H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Isaiah (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House,
1985), 366.
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verse 17, which reads, “(the former things) will not come to mind.” F. Delitzsch
observes: “Jehovah creates a new heaven and a new earth...which so thoroughly satisfy
all desires, that there is no thought of the former ones...”® Therefore, the people of God
should “be glad and rejoice forever in what (God) will create.”® Having described the
“former things” that will not be remembered, Isaiah continues by vividly describing the
positive blessings that will be part of this new creation:
“Never again will there be in it an infant who lives but a few days, or an old man
who does not live out his years; he who dies at a hundred will be thought a mere
youth; he who fails to reach a hundred will be considered accursed. They will
build houses and dwell in them; they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit... The
wolf and the lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox, but dust

will be the serpent's food. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy
mountain,” says the LORD.®

In this passage there is great comfort for those who mourn. The comfort for them
regarding the death of their believing loved one is that he or she will take part in the new
creation when all their sorrows will be at an end. Moreover, the bereaved can be assured
regarding their own destiny that through faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ
they too have been redeemed. Therefore, through Christ they will be spared divine
wrath,® and will share in all the blessings that God will establish in the resurrection when
he creates the “new heavens and new earth and the former things will (literally) not be

remembered.”

% Delitzsch, 621.
®1 |saiah 65:18.
®2 |saiah 65: 20-25.

% Ryken, Wilhoit, Longman 111, 755.
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John 14:2. Jesus said, “In my Father’s house are many rooms...”

The words of this metaphor are spoken by Jesus as part of his farewell discourse
to his disciples on the night of his betrayal.** Jesus has told them that he will only be
with them “a little longer.”® Moreover, he has informed them that one of them would
betray him with the result he would face a humiliating death.®® Consequently, the
disciples are greatly grieved and their hearts are deeply troubled at the prospect of Jesus’
departure.” Therefore, Jesus invites them to place their trust, their continuous trust, in
the Father, and also in him.%®

Then Jesus continues by extending to his disciples the wonderful promise in the
following words, “In my Father’s house are many rooms” (év tf oikiq T0D Tatpdg pov
wovel moAdal elowv). Here Jesus strongly implies that he is the Son of God, calling God
“my Father” (tod matpoc pov), something he had made even more explicit on other
occasions.®® Therefore, though the disciples will grieve, Jesus indicates that one day in
the resurrection they will be with him again “in my Father’s house” (év tf oikig toD

matpog pov). Jesus will “prepare a place for them” in this eternal house through his

% Richard D. Balge, ed., Sermon Studies on the Gospels: Series A (Milwaukee,
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death, resurrection and exaltation.” Here the resurrection is pictured as God dwelling
with his people in a great eternal house or mansion with “many rooms.” The emphasis
on “many” (moAiat) clearly indicates that there are plenty of rooms for all who believe in
Christ.”* This eternal house with its many rooms will be grander than the disciples could
ever imagine or conceive. Furthermore, the word “dwelling place” (uoval) is especially
comforting because it suggests the idea of permanence,’® in contrast to the ever changing
and troubling nature of this world. Finally, if the disciples are going to dwell in the
Father’s house then, by implication, God must be their Father as well. Jeffrey Gibbs
observes: “Jesus here refers in the first place to his parousia, when he will come again. In
the second place, he may be referring to the dwelling of the Father and Son with the
believer...”"

In the verse that follows this passage, Jesus makes it clear that his departure is
necessary to ensure that all who believe in him will have a place in the “Father’s
house.”” Therefore, though his departure at first involved his suffering and death, yet
later in the ascension he entered into his glory. Jesus continues, “And if | go and prepare

a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where

I am.” Such a promise holds comfort for those who grieve because their Christian loved

® George R. Beasley-Murray, Word Biblical Commentary: Vol. 36 (Nashville,
TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1999), 249.

™ Jaroslav Pelikan. Luther’s Works, Vol. 24 (St. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1961), 26.

2 Balge, 193.
® Gibbs, 317.
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one dwells with God,” and in the resurrection that loved one will also be in the Father’s
house. Moreover this promise will help to calm the fears of the bereaved concerning
their own eternal destiny in Christ for, as Martin Luther says, “Rest assured that you will

still have room and plenty of it.”"®

Genesis 25:8. Abraham breathed his last and died at a good old age...and was gathered

to his people. (ESV)

As this passage begins, Abraham, the one who would become the great father of
the Jewish people, has just died at the “good old age” of 175.”" Here death is seen as a
“natural and peaceful event when it comes at the end of a long, happy and fulfilled life.”"®
His sons, Isaac and Ishmael, take his body and bury it in the cave of Machpelah,’® beside
his first wife Sarah.®

However, while Abraham’s body was buried in the cave his spirit was ““gathered

to his people” (»»y-5x moxm). This phrase should not be taken literally, as if Abraham

was buried with many others in a family grave, for only Sarah was buried in the cave at

" Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, Volume 2 (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson Publishers, 2003), 936.

® 1bid.
" Genesis 25:7.

" Werner H. Franzmann, Bible History Commentary: Old Testament (Milwaukee,
WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 2000), 141.
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this time.®" In addition, gathered to his people is also “used in cases where only one
ancestor” is buried in a particular spot (1 Kings 11:43) and likewise where none are
buried (1 Kings 2:10).22 Furthermore, while this phrase could also be thought of as a
euphemism for death, this is a minority view. The majority opinion is that “gathered to
his people™ is a clear “reference to immortality.”® Later, this same metaphor would be
used as an announcement for the deaths of both Moses and Aaron, and a total of ten times
throughout the Pentateuch.** To be “gathered to” (s moxm) carries with it the idea of
being reunited with others beyond the grave. Moreover, “people” (v»y-) is specifically
used to indicate that Abraham was gathered to his ancestors, and in particular, his
immediate family. “To go to one’s fathers” (Gen 15:15) seems to be a synonymous
expression.® C. F. Keil writes:

This expression (“gathered to his people™)...denotes the reunion in Sheol with

friends who have gone before, and therefore presupposes faith in the personal

continuance of a man after death, as a presentiment which the promises of God had
exalted in the case of the patriarchs into a firm assurance of faith (Heb 11:13).%°
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Philip Johnson adds: “Most scholars assume this reunion takes place in Sheol, even if
Sheol is never mentioned in the same context.”®’

Therefore, since Abraham “breathed his last and died at a good old age,”®® this
passage would be very suitable for those who grieve the loss of someone who was older
and full of years, like a father or mother. What comfort this metaphor brings to mourners
as the lifelong ties of fellowship have been broken by death. The deceased has gone to be
with other loved ones and waits in the afterlife with open arms to be reunited with the
bereaved one day. In addition, “his people” could be used as a Gospel handle, since we
are God’s “people” through faith in the resurrection of Christ.®® Though it is challenging
to connect this image with the resurrection, nevertheless, Martin Luther says of this
passage: “But if there is another people besides the one with which we are now living,

there must be a resurrection of the dead.”®

1 Thessalonians 4:14. For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so,

through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep. (ESV)

St. Paul begins this section of his letter to the Thessalonians with exhortations
concerning the parousia. He speaks to the believers in the context of death and sadness,

encouraging them to receive consolation concerning their fellow believers who have died

87 Johnson, 34.
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8 1 Peter 2:10.
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in the faith. Even in the face of significant loss the faithful in Christ are “not to grieve as
others do who have no hope.”®* (ESV) The strength of the believers’ hope is founded
upon Christ.*> They “believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God
will bring with him those who have fallen asleep.”

In the meantime, as the believers await the return of Christ and the reunion at the
resurrection, they are comforted in knowing that their Christian loved one has “fallen
asleep” (tolg kowunBévtag). Here Paul describes the death of the believer’s body as a
sleep, a peaceful rest in the grave. In fact, this is “the Bible’s favorite way of speaking of
those who have died in the faith.”®® Luther makes a keen observation, noting how Paul
contrasts the death of Christ with the death of a believer in this verse:

Note particularly that he (Paul) does not say: Since you believe that Christ fell
asleep. He rather speaks more sternly of Christ’s death than ours and says: Since

we believe that Christ died. But of us he says that we do not die, but only fall
asleep.**

Moreover, Paul is using the same image that Jesus himself used to assure Jairus and his
wife that their little daughter was in God’s care,* saying "She is not dead but asleep."®®

In this passage Paul also speaks of Jesus as the “connecting link” between “those that
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%2 Gibbs, 313.

% E. H. Wendland, ed., Sermon Studies on the Epistles: Series A (Milwaukee, WI:
Northwestern Publishing House, 1986), 358.
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sleep” and the reunion at the resurrection,®” saying that “through Jesus” God will at the
parousia reunite the living believers with those who have previously fallen asleep.
Jeffrey Gibbs observes: “In the face of his own impending death Paul wrote to Timothy
and looked, not toward the condition of his soul after the death of his body, but toward
the final victory and coming of Christ!”®

The application for the funeral sermon is clear. Those who are grieving the loss
of a Christian loved one can be encouraged by the image of sleep. Concerning the
deceased loved one, his or her body is asleep. Whatever struggles and suffering preceded
death has ended as the body rests in the grave. However, a body lies down to sleep only
to awaken again, refreshed and strengthened. Therefore, in the resurrection the deceased
loved one will live again and forever when Christ returns and awakens the deceased from
the grave. Lenski observes: “The power of Jesus’ death and resurrection does not stop
when we fall asleep (physically died), its efficacy will show itself in all its glory at the
parousia.”®® Moreover, as the survivors face their own fears about death they can also be
comforted in the knowledge that a peaceful rest for the body, followed by the
resurrection, awaits all those who believe in Christ. Therefore, just as there is no reason

for anyone to fear sleep, so also believers need not fear death.
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Psalm 16:11. (Lord), you will fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at

your right hand.

This Psalm is most likely the work of King David and it expresses the blessedness
of belonging to the Lord, both in this life and in the life to come. The Psalm “reaches its

climax” in verse 11,1

as David highlights three blessings that come from the Lord
beyond the grave.'® First, he says to the Lord, “You have made known to me the path of
life.” Second, “You will fill me with joy in your presence.” Third, “Eternal pleasures at
your right hand.”

In this Psalm David states that God is ready to give his good gifts to those who
trust in him, those gifts that are found at his “right hand” (sm»3,). The “right hand” of
God is an anthropomorphism denoting the blessings found beyond the grave in the
presence of God,** a place of honor. Moreover, these blessings are “eternal pleasures”
or “delights” (mz; nwp3).’®® This may also be translated “pleasures forevermore.”(ESV)

In either case, David is speaking of pleasures that are lasting and which satisfy all human

desires.'® Moreover, they are “true” pleasures, as opposed to the self-indulgent
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pleasures that one seeks according to the sinful nature.’®® Finally, the greatest pleasure of
all is simply to enjoy God himself at his “right hand.”*®® Walter Roehrs speaks of these
blessings for believers when he writes: “Even death holds no terrors for him. Because
God’s power does not stop at the grave, it cannot sever his ties with the living Lord.
Pleasures forevermore are in store for him.”*’

In making Gospel application, this passage will comfort those who mourn the loss
of a Christian loved one, especially if the deceased endured significant pain in the process
of dying. Eternal pleasures are theirs to enjoy now, but even greater pleasures await the
deceased following the resurrection when all physical, bodily and earthly pleasures are
included. Moreover, as the mourners themselves experience the bitter pain of grief, they
too can look forward to the day when they will only experience eternal pleasures in the
resurrection.

Finally, it should be noted that verse 10 is prophetic and points to Christ. Peter
himself makes this connection in his Pentecost sermon, saying:

Seeing what was ahead, he (David) spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he

was not abandoned to the grave, nor did his body see decay. God has raised this

Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.'®
Therefore, the funeral sermon will want to capitalize on the fact that eternal pleasures

result from the work of Christ and in particular the pain which he endured to bring

salvation. Christ’s pain brings us eternal pleasure in the parousia.
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Romans 8:18. | consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the

glory that will be revealed in us.

In the chapters preceding this text, St. Paul presents the chief doctrine of the
Christian faith that those who believe in Christ are justified by faith, not by the works of
the law.’® Paul then begins chapter eight by speaking of the ultimate benefit of
justification by faith: “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in
Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from
the law of sin and death.”**°

However, though the believer in Christ is “set free from...death,” eternal death,
temporal death is still at work in this present world, and with it the consequence of grief
and loss. Therefore, Paul proclaims the ultimate hope that Christians possess by faith,
“the glory that is to be revealed in us.”*** Here Paul uses the metaphor of “glory” (56fav)

1112

to speak of the “redemption of our bodies,”**? which will take place at the resurrection.**

“Now if we are children, then we are heirs - heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if
»114

indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.

Moreover, this glory is so great that by comparison the “present sufferings” are
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completely overshadowed and diminished.**> “For this slight momentary affliction is
preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.”**® Lenski observes:
“When sufferings and glory are held against each other, the sufferings amount to nothing,
no matter how many and how severe they are. This is not an overstatement but simple
fact.”''" John Chrysostom adds:
Whatever these sufferings may be, they belong to this present life, but the blessings
to come stretch out forever. Since Paul had no way of giving a detailed description

of these or of putting them before us in human language, he gives them a name
which is used of things we especially desire: glory.*®

Finally, this glory is to be revealed “in us” (ei¢ nuécg), not “to us,” as some
translations have it."** In other words, this glory will be manifested in our bodies,*? just
as Christ’s body was glorified on the mountain before his disciples and after his
resurrection.’?* This hope for glory can only be grasped by faith in the resurrection of

Christ, for what appears outwardly is the inglorious end of a person’s life in death and
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Lehmann, Helmut T. (Hrsg.): Luther's Works, Vol. 28 : 1 Corinthians 7, 1 Corinthians
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decay. But through the Spirit of Christ, who raised Jesus from the grave, God will bring
a glorious life to the believer’s mortal body on the Last Day.'?

Therefore, though the bereaved “groan inwardly”*?

with grief and fear, they have
the consolation of one day being with Christ and Christian loved ones, in glory. The
power of this truth brings hope and strength to persevere in the face of grief, knowing
that their loved one is now experiencing glory in the sense of being in Christ’s presence,

though the glory will be even greater at the resurrection when it is fully revealed in us.

This same glory awaits them beyond the grave by faith in Christ.

Romans 8:37. In all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved

us.

As Christians live out their lives in this temporal world they face severe trials that
threaten to defeat them: troubles, hardship, persecution, famine, nakedness, danger, and
sword.*®* However, the greatest enemy is death itself, which seeks to bring the believer
to final defeat.® In Old Testament times suffering and defeat spoke of “divine
abandonment.”*?® Even today the death of a loved one speaks of defeat also. However,

Paul speaks most confidently that those who are in Christ Jesus will ultimately prevail
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and gain the victory over all these things, including death itself. Nothing will separate
believers from the love of Christ.**’

What enables Paul to speak so confidently? His confidence is in Christ Jesus.
Paul uses the “more than conquerors” (bmeprik@duer) as a metaphor to proclaim the hope
of believers in Christ. It conveys the image of continual victory over one’s opponents.
Moreover, Utep reminds believers of the superlative nature of this victory as complete

,'*® making them “super-conquerors.”™?° Ultimately, however, conquering

and tota
reminds the faithful of Christ’s own victory over death and the devil through his
resurrection.’®® After all, believers conquer, not in their own strength or might, but
“through him who loved” them, Christ Jesus. “If God is for us, who can be against
us?”** E. H. Wendland concludes: “The aorist form of the verb loved...points to the

love exercised in Christ’s death on the cross.”*** Consequently, while death speaks of

defeat, Christ has defeated the power of death and the devil through the cross and the
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empty tomb, so that all who believe in him will conquer all things through him.*®* Paul
writes:
For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither
the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ
Jesus our Lord."*
St. Augustine observes: “Paul says that he is sure, not merely that he is of the
opinion...that neither death nor the promise of temporal life nor any of the other things
he lists can separate the believer from God’s love...because Christ has...vanquished
them in himself.”*®
This passage provides abundant consolation for the bereaved. They have the

d,**® that their loved one will triumph over the grave on the

assurance, even as Paul di
Last Day through Christ’s resurrection. Moreover, as the mourners contemplate their
own destiny, they know that Christ has given them the victory over death in advance.™*’
They are conquerors! Therefore, the bereaved can say triumphantly with St. Paul,
“*Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?’ The sting of death is
sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory

through our Lord Jesus Christ.”**®
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Matthew 11:28. (Jesus said), "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and |

will give you rest.”

As Jesus continued his ministry throughout Galilee, crowds of people were
flocking to him. After speaking to them about John the Baptist, Jesus proceeded to
preach to them both Law and Gospel. He pronounced judgment upon the self-righteous
cities that rejected him. However, for those who were “weary and burdened,” and who
sought to put their hope in him alone, Jesus extended the blessed promise of rest.'*

The metaphor of rest is immediately preceded by Jesus’ invitation, “come to me”
(Aebte Tpde ue). Jesus himself, who is the very Son of God,** is the very source of
comfort and rest, so that all who desire rest need to come to him. This invitation is itself
the very means of God’s grace, for it carries with it the efficacious power of Jesus to
draw the weary to himself.'*" For as Luther reminds us in the Small Catechism, “I
believe that | cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or
come to him.”**? Moreover, Jesus draws the “weary and burdened” to himself “alone,”

and “not to another,”** for this wonderful invitation is extended to “all who are weary

and burdened” (Tavteg ol komidvteg kol medoptiopévor). This invitation is truly for
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“all” (mawrec), but especially for those who are burdened by not knowing Jesus as their
Savior, but think that they need to secure salvation themselves.*** There is no end to such
weariness for man cannot obtain his own salvation. Then Jesus pronounces the word of
consolation to those who respond to his invitation, “and | will give you rest” (kayw
avamadow pag). Jesus says “I” will give you rest. He is the source of rest. In addition,
this rest is more than ceasing from labor, but rather being refreshed and rejuvenated
spiritually in the presence of Christ.*> Furthermore, Jesus invitation ultimately points to
eternal rest, the final rest for all believers in Christ and the goal which they desire above
all.**® St. John writes:

And | heard a voice from heaven saying, "Write this: Blessed are the dead who die

in the Lord from now on."” "Blessed indeed," says the Spirit, “that they may rest
from their labors, for their deeds follow them!"**’ (ESV)

This text is certainly applicable for the funeral context, in which people are
“weary and heavy burdened” with grief and fear. Perhaps the death of the loved one was
preceded by an extended period of suffering, and this may have taken its toll upon the
caregivers. Additionally, they need to be reminded that the one who died in the faith has
obtained eternal rest. The writer to the Hebrews emphatically states, “There remains,

then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God.”**® St. Augustine captures this idea best when
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he writes, “(Lord), you made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless till they rest in

you 1149

Psalm 23:4. Even though | walk through the valley of the shadow of death, | will fear no

evil, for you (the Lord) are with me.

Probably no passage of Scripture has brought more comfort to mourners than the
twenty-third Psalm. King David uses the beautiful imagery of a shepherd and his sheep
to proclaim God’s divine protection for his people.™®® Although this metaphor of a
shepherd and his sheep is beyond the experience of most people in the western world, it
still communicates powerfully and profoundly to the weak, the sorrowful and the
frightened.

This metaphor for our consideration comes from the fourth verse where David
speaks of the “valley of death” (nm5g xv2). The word “valley” is literally translated “to
be dark,” but most translators use it as a compound of the words “shadow” and
“death,”™ or the “valley of the shadow of death.” Leupold renders it the “valley of
deepest darkness.”>? In agreement, Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman note: “’Shadow of
death’ is a mistranslation going back to the LXX. The Hebrew salmawet is not a

compound of ‘shadow’ and “‘death’ but is based on the root ‘Im, meaning ‘deep
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darkness.””*** While this metaphor may or may not speak specifically to the context of
death,* nevertheless it can represent any of the “dark valleys” people travel through
during their sojourn on earth, the darkest of which is death itself. Even as God’s people
“walk through” this “dark valley” the Lord remains with them. They do not face any
dark valley of life alone, including death. Rather, those in Christ will always have the
strength and protection of their Lord and Shepherd.™ Therefore, the Psalmist says, “I
will fear no evil, for you (Lord) are with me!” Walter Roehrs writes:

He (the Good Shepherd) is ever at their side to calm all their fears even, as a well-

known hymn has it, “when other helpers fail and comforts flee.” No harm can

come to them if they turn to Him for protection. There is no end to the joy over the
goodness and mercy that His presence guarantees.*®

The comfort for the bereaved in Christ is quite abundant. First and foremost, as
they walk through their “dark valley” of sorrow, perhaps feeling overwhelmed by its

darkness,*®’

they need to realize that the Good Shepherd is with them every step of the
way, comforting them and assuring them. His promise of security will be a source of
great consolation. Martin Luther writes: “This security Christ has won for us by his death

and resurrection, so that he might be the Lord of both the living and the dead, and be able
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to keep us as safe in death as in life.”**® Moreover, the bereaved can be comforted in the
knowledge that their Christian loved one has successfully “walked through” this “dark
valley” with Christ,*® and anticipate the day when he or she will “dwell in the house of

the LORD forever.”*°

Matthew 25:34. (Jesus said), “Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your

inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.”

Jesus is alone with his disciples on the Mount of Olives after leaving the temple
during holy week, when they ask him, “Tell us...what will be the sign of your coming

and of the close of the age?"*™*

(ESV) Inresponse, Jesus tells a series of parables, the
third of which is the parable of the sheep and the goats. It is an eschatological passage
which concludes Jesus’ fifth discourse in Matthew and points to the final judgment.’®* At
that time, Jesus will raise the dead from their graves and commence with the judgment of

the nations.®
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In the parable, “all the nations are gathered before him,”**

as Jesus sits upon his
glorious throne.*® Jesus himself is the shepherd, or King,*®® who will separate the sheep
and goats, giving an inheritance to those who believe in him.**" The “sheep” refer to

1%8 and whose faith is evident in their works.'® Though the

those who believe in Christ,
imagery of the shepherd and his sheep is compelling and is the primary emphasis of the
parable, my particular focus is on the “inheritance,” “the kingdom prepared for you from
the creation of the world.” “Then the King will say to those on his right...inherit
(kAnpovoptioate) the kingdom.” Moreover, this inheritance is “the kingdom” itself,*” or
eternal life, which the faithful receive through faith in the “Son of Man.”*"* God has
“prepared” this kingdom from the beginning or “the foundation of the world.”
Furthermore, an inheritance is something given to children. So also, the inheritance of
the kingdom is given by the Father to his children.

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he

has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ
from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade - kept in

164 Matthew 25: 32.
185 Matthew 25:31.
166 Matthew 25:34.

187 David E. Garland, Reading Matthew: A Literary and Theological Commentary
(Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Publishing Incorporated, 2001), 247.

188 K eener, 603.

169 Richard D. Balge, Sermon Studies on the Gospels: Series A (Milwaukee, WI:
Northwestern Publishing House, 1989), 359.

170 |_enski, 990.

171 Matthew 25:31.

44



heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming
of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.*"

Therefore, in the funeral sermon the good news to be proclaimed is that eternal
life is the inheritance prepared for those who believe in the resurrection of Christ.*"
“Salvation is not a divine afterthought; on the contrary, salvation history derives from
God’s eternal plan.”*"* The mourners can find comfort in the knowledge that when they
die in the faith they too will receive this glorious inheritance in the resurrection. Luther
writes: “If our hearts could grasp the fact that we need not fear the Final Judgment, what
joy they would find!”*"> Furthermore, those who mourn the loss of a faithful believer can
6

be comforted in knowing that their loved one is “blessed” in the presence of the Father,*’

anticipating the inheritance to be received on the Last Day.
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John 5:24. (Jesus said), “Whoever...believes him who sent me has eternal life and...he

has crossed over from death to life.”

As chapter five opens, Jesus is in Jerusalem for a Jewish festival, though it is not
clear whether it is the feast of Tabernacles, Dedication or Passover.*’" Jesus heals a man
who has been an invalid for thirty-eight years,*® but does this on a Sabbath, and
therefore, incurs the wrath of the Jewish leaders.}™ In his response, Jesus presents
himself as the very Son of the Father,'®° and proclaims to them the way of eternal life.
Jesus states that “eternal life” is found in the Father through him. “For just as the Father
raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son gives life to whom he is pleased to
give it.”8!

As he continues, Jesus states emphatically, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever
hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life.”*** Jesus’ words are words

of life, eternal life, for he speaks with divine authority.'®® “Those who believe ‘hear’ or

‘heed’ Jesus’ voice.”*®* Here “eternal life is set forth both as a present reality to the one
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who believes in the Father and listens to the Son, but also a future reality.”*** In essence,

by faith in Jesus the believer has already entered into eternal life,*®

as Jesus’ promise
“becomes immediately effective.”™®” Jesus explains what eternal life is by the use of a
metaphor, saying that he who believes “has crossed over from death to life” (uetofépnkev
¢k tod Bawatov eig Ty (wnv). uetoPéPnker means “to pass from one place or state to
another.”*® Therefore, the one who believes has “crossed over from death to life,” and
done so before the death of the body. Furthermore, “crossed over” is a perfect active
indicative verb, emphasizing that the condition of eternal life, which begins with the birth
of faith in Christ, continues on indefinitely into the future, but will be fully realized only
on the Day of the Resurrection. In verse 28, Jesus makes an unmistakable reference to
this resurrection: “For a time is coming when all who are in their grave