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DEALING WITH DEATH
(Deuteronomy 14:1-2)

SUBJECT:  Death


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  

INTRODUCTION:


A.  It was Benjamin Franklin who first coined that familiar statement:  “The only thing certain is death…and taxes.”  The humorous part of that statement is “taxes.”  That’s the surprise.  And the reason it is a surprise is because everybody knows that death is certain.  And the certainty of death, the fact that everybody faces it and nobody escapes it really does little to alleviate our fears about death.  

B.  In our study of the book of Deuteronomy, we are looking at God’s own commentary on the Ten Commandments.  What is his intent in these holy, good, and divine laws?  The commentary on the third commandment is given in our chapter 14.  Last time we noted that the basis of this third commandment, “You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain,” is that God has become our Father, and we are in every way to live out the family likeness, and to seek to please our Father.  When we take up his name upon us, we are not only to worship him in all sincerity and earnestness, but we are to live every moment before his face in a manner that is consistent with our privileged position as God’s sons.


C.  One of the main concerns of life is the end of life, that which, along with taxes, is the only certainty:  death.  How are we to relate to death? What is death? What are we to do with dead bodies? What comes after death?  What relationship do we have with those who have died?  When it comes to the subject of death, God’s dearly loved sons must not imitate unbelievers.   We are not to behave in a way that denies what God tells us about death.  So Moses writes:  “1 “You are the sons of the LORD your God. You shall not cut yourselves or make any baldness on your foreheads for the dead. 2  For you are a people holy to the LORD your God, and the LORD has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth.”

So this evening we are going to consider how we may comport ourselves as the beloved children of God in the admittedly frightening face of death.

I. HOW NOT TO RESPOND TO DEATH. 

A. Moses tells us what NOT to do.  The rest of the Bible will tell us what TO do.  Specifically, when it comes to death, God’s people “shall not cut yourselves or make any baldness on your foreheads for the dead.”  I have been to many funerals, and I have never seen any of this taking place.  So what is the issue?

B.  The issue is God’s people copying the superstitions of the unbelievers around them.  We know that the Canaanites, whose land Israel is about to seize, did observe these practices of cutting and shaving as a part of their funeral rites.  They did so because of their ignorance and superstition and false religion, and God’s people were forbidden to imitate them.  There may have been several issues in play.

1.  One is the mutilation of the body as a mourning rite.  As a part of my display of grief, I will permanently disfigure my body by cutting and scarring my face.  Bible scholar J.A. Thompson notes that women in New Guinea still do something like this.  When their loved one dies, they will cut off a joint of a finger.  God’s people must not do this because of its pagan connections, but also because of the Bible’s high regard for the human body.  We should not intentionally mar the body God has given us, for we have been made in God’s image.


2.  This was also undoubtedly referring to the cult of the dead, in which the ardent mourners, through these violent practices were somehow trying to stay in contact with or connect with the dead, a practice that is specifically forbidden in the Bible (Deuteronomy 18:11, for example).  And even contact with dead bodies brought ceremonial uncleanness, so continued connection with those who have died is likewise forbidden.  


3.  And it is clear that the Canaanites worshiped their god of the dead whom they called “Mot.”  Such practices at their funerals were acts of false worship forbidden to God’s holy people.  

The problem is that ignorance or error lead to illegitimate and improper mourning for the dead which is offensive to God.  So what are we to think of death?

We need to make a great distinction between the deaths of unbelievers and the deaths of God’s dear children.  

II. THE DEATHS OF UNBELIEVERS.


A.  For the unbeliever, death should bring relentless and inconsolable terror.  And we should do nothing whatsoever to try to diminish, deny, dispel, or alleviate that terror.  If anything, we should seek to bring it into sharp focus.  

For the unbeliever, death is God’s bounty hunter, come to claim him at last and drag him before God’s court where he will be accused, condemned and sentenced to everlasting torment in the lake of fire.  For his whole life long, God has been patient, not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance.  So God has allowed this sinner to go about freely.  Every so often the bounty hunter has gotten close, as a warning.  But the sinner has plunged on unheeding on his way, giving no thought to his life, to Christ, or to the coming judgment.  

And now, as death draws near, hopefully the sinner is brought into shocking and glaring reality.  There’s no escaping it this time.  Death is at the door.  He bears heavy chains, and he will claim you.  And you will face the everlasting wrath of almighty God for your many sins.  The greatest tragedy is that you could have escaped all this, that God gave his own dear Son to save sinners, to pay their heavy cost, but you loved your sins more, and you would have nothing to do with him, you kept God’s only Savior at arm’s length, and now it’s too late.


B.  It is at this point that well-meaning people will violate the third commandment by slipping into pagan, non-Christian thinking.  You know the common phrases that are said right after a person dies, to try to sooth the blow.
“Well, it’s over now.  He’s in a better place.  He’s no longer suffering.  He’s beyond pain.”  


Let’s be quite clear:  For the unbeliever, judgment began in this life, every ache and ailment was a part of the misery due for sin.  But there is nothing on earth to compare with the severity of suffering that will commence in hell.  And if we ignore that, or gloss over it, or minimize it, then we are plunging into superstitious paganism, as surely as if we cut ourselves or made baldness on our foreheads for the dead like the pagans of old.  And in our rush to give false comfort, we may be preventing the Holy Spirit’s work of conviction.  


Pastor Donald Grey Barnhouse, the former Presbyterian preacher from the historic Tenth Presbyterian Church in downtown Philadelphia, once came to the hospital bed where an unbeliever lay dying.  He had often tried to speak to this man concerning his soul, but the man was utterly resistant to the gospel.  

As the man lay dying, Barnhouse asked him, “Would you mind if I stayed the night?”  

The man replied, “Well, that’s very kind of you, but it’s really unnecessary.”  

“No, I really want to.  You see, I have never watched a non-Christian die and enter God’s judgment before.”  



Barnhouse’s boldness got the non-Christian’s attention, and for the first time he listened to the Gospel with all eagerness.  

C.  The truth is that there is more sheer paganism delivered from supposedly Christian pulpits during funeral services than spews forth from all the cults and false religions in the world.  In most instances, there is never any hint that the decease person may be lost.  Rather, in that circumstance, every dead person is suddenly a model citizen and a pillar of the church.  There is so much concern to console the grieving family that God’s truth is ignored and God himself is mocked.  And such a wonderful opportunity for the Gospel is squandered, for in many cases, there are people in the congregation who may never hear a Christian preacher again.  We may all as well cut ourselves and make baldness on our foreheads.

III. THE DEATHS OF BELIEVERS.  

A.  Now the death of the believer could not be more different.  What a comfort when someone lives a vibrant testimony for Christ and then dies in the faith!  In fact, I would urge especially young people to make profession of your faith in Christ (if you believe) and live for him openly.  I have sat with parents whose children have died suddenly, and they are tormented with the question of whether their child believed and whether they will ever see them again.  If you have any love at all for your parents, make it plain!  Profess your faith, tell your parents over and over that you know Christ and are living confidently in him, that you know where you’re going, so that they will know where you’re going.  Please, please, please give them that comfort.     


B.  But the believer’s death is very different.  For the believer, death is no God’s bounty hunter at all.  The believer has already gone to God’s courtroom and willingly appeared before his judgment seat.  The believer has pleaded guilty as charged, freely admitting his sin and guilt, and then has appealed to Christ for salvation.  And God has already declared the believer “Not guilty!”  And even better, God has declared the believer “Righteous!” having fulfilled all righteousness in Christ.  Christ is our righteousness.  

What a different picture we find in our Lord’s parable of the rich man and Lazarus, for example, from Luke 16:  “19“There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. 20  And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 21  who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table. Moreover, even the dogs came and licked his sores. 22  The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried, 23  and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side.”  


Lazarus died, but it was not death that claimed him.  Rather, God’s angels carried him to comfort.  The rich man underwent something that looked similar, he “also died,” but there was no comfort, only torment.  Death for him brought judgment.  

C.  So what do we do with dead bodies? Even the non-Christian has been created in the image of God, including his body.  We are to treat the body with reverence and respect in life and in death.  


And this is especially true of the Christian.  The Westminster Larger Catechism reminds us of an important truth, namely that the body of the believer is still connected to Christ even after death.   
Q. 86. What is the communion in glory with Christ, which the members of the invisible Church enjoy immediately after death? 

                A. The communion in glory with Christ, which the members of the invisible Church enjoy immediately after death, is in that their souls are then made perfect in holiness, and received into the highest heavens, where they behold the face of God in light and glory;(1) waiting for the full redemption of their bodies,(2) which even in death continue united to Christ,(3) and rest in their graves as in their beds, till at the last day they be again united to their souls.(4)  Whereas the souls of the wicked are at their death cast into hell, where they remain in torments and utter darkness; and their bodies kept in their graves, as in their prisons, until the resurrection and judgment of the great day.(5)  

Q. 87. What are we to believe concerning the resurrection? 

                A. We are to believe that, at the last day, there shall be a general resurrection of the dead, both of the just and unjust;(1) when they that are then found alive shall in a moment be changed; and the selfsame bodies of the dead which are laid in the grave, being then again united to their souls forever, shall be raised up by the power of Christ.(2)  The bodies of the just, by the Spirit of Christ, and by virtue of his resurrection as their head, shall be raised in power, spiritual, and incorruptible, and made like to his glorious body:(3) and the bodies of the wicked shall be raised up in dishonor by him as an offended judge.(4)

Let’s listen to the Westminster Confession as it summarizes the Bible’s teaching on these matters:  
CHAP. XXXII. - Of the State of Men after Death, and of the Resurrection of the Dead. 


1. The bodies of men, after death, return to dust, and see corruption: but their souls, which neither die nor sleep, having an immortal subsistence, immediately return to God who gave them: the souls of the righteous, being then made perfect in holiness, are received into the highest heavens, where they behold the face of God, in light and glory, waiting for the full redemption of their bodies. And the souls of the wicked are cast into hell, where they remain in torments and utter darkness, reserved to the judgment of the great day. Beside these two places, for souls separated from their bodies, the Scripture acknowledgeth none. 


2. At the last day, such as are found alive shall not die, but be changed: and all the dead shall be raised up, with the self-same bodies, and none other (although with different qualities), which shall be united again to their souls for ever. 


3. The bodies of the unjust shall, by the power of Christ, be raised to dishonour: the bodies of the just, by His Spirit, unto honour; and be made conformable to His own glorious body. 

Questions? (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


