          A Response to “Five Things You Should Not Say at Funerals”




By Pastor Andrew J. Wollman

Not too long ago I attended a pastors’ conference in which Dr. Jeffrey Gibbs was the primary presenter.  He spoke about some verses in Matthew.  One of the points he was trying to make was when Matthew speaks of the kingdom of heaven, Dr. Gibbs prefers to understand that as the reign of heaven.  

I gave that a fair amount of thought during that conference and even more thought since then, and I’ve come to believe that Dr. Gibbs has a strong point here.  I won’t make that point, I’ll leave that up to Dr. Gibbs.  You can find further information on this by contacting Dr. Gibbs at Concordia Seminary in St. Louis.  But my point is this: What has been widely accepted and practiced as “The kingdom of heaven” now appears to be better understood and translated as “The reign of heaven.”  Theologians at universities and seminaries are under a great deal of pressure to come up with the next “new” thing.  A new way to say something old, or a shocking statement denying what we have always supposedly been led to believe.  This is what their bosses like; this is that over which their publishers salivate.  This is not to conclude that they(we) can’t be trusted, but just to recognize and admit that such a pressure exists, and therefore we theologians and our readers must be aware of this.

Understanding that pressure, and obeying Luther’s admonition to “put the best construction on everything,” I tried very hard to read “Five Things You Should Not Say at Funerals” in the October-2003 Concordia Journal with “eyes of understanding.”   I hope Dr. Gibbs will not mind my publishing a few “rebuttal” statements regarding this essay.  He has my deepest respect and admiration, but I would humbly suggest that there is more to be said here.  I’ll address each point in the order in which he gave them.

First: “Bob has received the crown of righteousness, and he has heard the Lord say, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant.”  Dr. Gibbs says, “No, actually, he hasn’t—not yet.”  In one extremely important sense, Dr. Gibbs is correct.  He’s most right to cite 2 Timothy 4:8 where Paul shows us that the crown will be awarded on Judgment Day.  And he also rightfully shows us that “Well done” comes from the Parable of the Talents in Matthew 25, a parable referring to Judgment Day.  

But then Dr. Gibbs makes this statement that I believe to be misleading: “The final verdict on each Christian’s service is not given until the final accounting takes place—when the Master returns after a long journey.”  This statement has buried within it—though not intended by Dr. Gibbs, I believe—an uncertainty of our eternal status after we die.  Judgment Day is not the final verdict so much as the public proclamation of the final verdict.  We certainly don’t believe in the man-made purgatory, so there is no in-between stage with us.  When we die, we are judged, one way or another.  

What God longs to do is make that judgment public for all to see that He is a righteous God.  So our bodies will be rejoined with our souls and we will somehow be displayed for all to see God’s righteousness.  But for those who have died in the faith, the verdict was final at their death: Innocent! Sinless! Home! There’s no hope for the sinner to still be saved, nor is there any fear of the saint to fall away.  The report of the thief on the cross by Luke does not lead us to suggest that he would wait for judgment or reward.  He would receive all today.

We might compare it to a jury coming to a verdict, and then it is made public by the judge reading that verdict.  But the verdict was already made before the judge made it public.  When Christ died and rose, the verdict was pronounced on all of us: not guilty.  We can reject that verdict and remain in hell-jail, but if we die having not rejected it, then we’re in!  There’s no more decision that has to be made. 

Now, as far as receiving the crown of righteousness is concerned, just listen to that publicity talk!  A crown being placed on someone’s head is the way that royalty is publicly displayed for all to see.  I sincerely doubt whether this is a physical crown, but even if it is, the point is, yes, we don’t wear the crown yet, but we have acquired it by faith.  Having died not rejecting Christ’s atonement, the prize is ours.  Even if God doesn’t say a physical word to us as we enter heaven, He is still saying “Well done, my good and faithful servant” simply and profoundly by His undeserved act of letting us in, in view of the fact that we wear the robe of righteousness provided through faith in His Son. 

Second: “Margaret has now entered into eternal life.”  I see nothing wrong with this statement.  However, I agree with Dr. Gibbs that it should not be “left alone.”  Actually, we entered into eternal life at our baptism.  How true!  However, what if we fell away from our baptism and then came back to faith?  And who knows the heart of any person throughout their life?  We rightfully teach that only God can know our hearts, and therefore have designed the correct doctrine of the invisible church.  

But at a funeral, we’re dealing mostly—at least as theologians, not necessarily as family—with what the deceased was confessing at their death.  The average person out there doesn’t understand proleptic language.  Of course, we can explain it, but I see no harm during our explanation to say “Margaret has now entered into eternal life,” or “Margaret now knows only eternal life.”  In a way, she has entered into it in a very different way than before.  Yes, she was already living eternally before she died, and that could and perhaps should be emphasized.  But we all know that the passage from death to heaven is an“entrance into the realm of eternity where time has no meaning any longer,” and we really don’t understand it fully, yet we speak homiletically no falseness by including that statement in our sermons for the comfort of loved ones.  

Third: “John has gone to his eternal home.”  Again, I am certain that Dr. Gibbs has no interest in sanctioning the teaching of purgatory, but it certainly can be implied by some of his statements in this essay.  He says, 

“Until the gift of the resurrection body, one must be ‘home’ somewhere and ‘away’ from something.  Currently, Paul is ‘home in the body’ and ‘away from the Lord’ (2Cor.5:6).  If he had to choose, he would rather be ‘away from the body’ and ‘home with the Lord,’ something that he elsewhere describes as an existence that is ‘far better’ (Phil. 1:23).  But this does not mean that the bodiless existence of the soul is ‘our eternal home.’  If one were going to specify the location of our ‘eternal home,’ the closest approximation would be where we are now—in God’s creation!”


Here is one place that I’m sensing that pressure to be original in thought, or word something in a way that most people have never considered before.  This statement seems to argue from the negative.  In other words, we can find ourselves on dangerous ground if we conclude truth from what’s not there, rather that from what is.  Nowhere in God’s Word does He even hint of a place other than heaven and earth.  Dr. Gibbs says “But this does not mean that the bodiless existence of the soul is ‘our eternal home.’  Why not!?  It certainly seems like a safe assumption.  In fact, one could argue rather successfully that this is exactly what Paul is referring to.  “Home with the Lord” has to be connected to where Christ said He was going, and that was to be “with My Father.”  

To invent some “neverland” for our souls to go to simply isn’t the best way to represent God’s truth.  There’s no reason to create doubt here.  We believe, teach, and confess that when Christians die, they go to heaven, where we are told our Lord resides.  We don’t know what heaven is.  Is it simply a place?  Or is it a realm?  Or is it a state of existence on a different cosmic plane that we’ve never observed with our telescopes?  Who knows?  And really, when it comes right down to it, who cares?  We’re with God, and there’s no better or safer place to be, wherever that might be.   

We teach that our Lord ascended into heaven, where He sits at the right hand of God.  We know this isn’t a physical sitting, but still, He’s in heaven!  And that’s where Paul desires to be if he desires to be “home with the Lord.”  It does us no good to invent some “otherplace” that we might hang out until the resurrection of all flesh.  When I preside over a Christian funeral, you will hear in some fashion, “This person is in heaven for eternity with their Lord Jesus.”  Dr. Gibbs says that until Paul “puts on that dwelling [resurrected body], Paul and all believers groan, along with the whole creation.”  I sure hope not!!  I don’t plan on doing any more groaning after my death.  What kind of terrible message is this!?  How could God call death “going to sleep,” this idea of rest from the world of sin including our own sin if we’re all still groaning for our bodies!?  I see nothing Scriptural or Lutheran in this contention. 

The Scriptures that are sighted here—2Cor.5:4; Rom.8:22-23 must be dealt with.  In 2Cor.5:4, Paul is talking about groaning that occurs while still in this body, which he calls a tent.  He’s not even hinting at a groaning that continues in us after we die and go to be with our Lord.  The Romans passage says that we “groan eagerly as we await…”  This is language that is pre-death, not post-death pre-bodily resurrection.  

Yes, Paul does say “as we eagerly await our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies,” but he is not speaking to a specific time-frame here.  We’re already adopted by God through faith.  So what could Paul mean by that?  In the words of the Concordia Self Study Bible, “Christians are already God’s children, but this is a reference to the full realization of our inheritance in Christ.”  This is correct, and this will be fully realized when we find ourselves in heaven!  Harold Buls quotes William Arnt: “We await the adoption.  It is true we already possess one adoption; according to vs. 15 God has accepted us as his children.  We are waiting, however, for another adoption, namely to be received into the heavenly home.”  Not only this, but Paul has proven in Romans 12:1 that he uses the word “bodies” not always in a literal way.   Most likely that is the case here as well.  Paul means to say the redemption not necessarily of our bodies, but of our very lives, just as he did in Romans 12.  Nonetheless, I could concede this point simply by pointing to the temporal plane in which Paul’s comments reside.  We are longing for something fuller while yet in this sinful body, hence, out of this sinful body, we will no longer be longing for anything, for we will be with our Lord.  Sandlay and Headlam call this a “deliverance from the ills that flesh is heir to.”  

Cranfield appears to be agreeing with Gibbs when he says: “The full manifestation of our adoption is identical with the final resurrection of our bodies at the Parousia, our complete and final liberation…”  I don’t mean to be arguing against this understanding, but rather to say that while our souls and bodies are separate, there is no negative aspect to that for the believer.  Simply put, we will be there absolutely enjoying our ice-cream, when suddenly God comes along and pours hot-fudge.  The time span between the two is perhaps the crux of this issue, a point which will be more fully developed later.

Furthermore, I believe it is correct to equate “our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” with “our new lives in heaven.”  So that what Paul is really saying here is, “…we groan within ourselves as we await our new life in heaven.”  Interestingly enough, Paul uses the plural “our” with the singular “body.”  This lends even greater credence to the understanding as body being the collective body of Christ; that is, our very lives together as one life in Christ, not our very bodies together as one literal physical body.  

One underlying aspect of this whole concern is the nature of infinity and all that that means; again, a point developed more fully later.

Fourth: “Julia is with the Lord now forever.”  Dr. Gibbs seems to be arguing against himself on this point.  On the one hand he says “The blessed condition of the dead believers is rest, paradise, a being ‘with the Lord’—but it will not always be that way.”  Then he says as an opposite to this that our souls are rightly called by theologians as being in an “interim state.”  “It is a ‘between’ kind of existence.  It is not the existence that will characterize eternal life.  Things will change on the Last Day also for the dead—they will be raised and in that condition, ‘we will always be with the Lord” (1Thess.4:17).  


Of course what Dr. Gibbs is saying here is true.  Our final existence will be with a reunited body to our soul, but that doesn’t negate the fact that having passed from death to life, we are already in heaven for eternity.  We are still in the blessed condition of “rest, paradise, a being ‘with the Lord’ and it WILL ALWAYS be that way.  We have no words from God to suggest that “rest, paradise, and a being with the Lord” will no longer describe our existence once we obtain our bodies.  With our bodies or without them, we will always be in paradise resting with our Lord.  We begin that eternity without glorified bodies, and continue it with them.  Thus, we have indeed entered into eternal rest and paradise with our Lord.  Again, I see no reason to withhold this comforting truth from our grieving listeners at a Christian funeral.

Fifth: “This is not a funeral—it’s Craig’s victory celebration!”  Dr. Gibbs says “this is perhaps the most objectionable of all—and it is patently false…,” which is why, I’m guessing, he saved it for his final argument.  Dr. Gibbs wants to impress the point of rightful mourning during a funeral.  “Who could even imagine saying that a funeral is a ‘victory’ when it’s the funeral of a child, or a young mother, or of a colleague and friend struck down in the midst of a vigorous and productive life?”  While there’s some very important pastoral wisdom in this statement, it doesn’t negate the theology that must be stand.  When comforting such a family, one would be remiss in overemphasizing the victory aspect of a believer’s death while the family is more concerned about the grief and sorrow over their loss.  Gibbs goes on to say, “As a matter of fact, the death even of a Christian is always and only a sign that sin has not yet fully been abolished by the Lord Jesus Christ; the last enemy has not yet gone under his feet…funerals are not victory celebrations.”


His point is a significant one, and we would do well to listen closely here.  The theology at work here is important: Our bodies die because we are sinners.  In that sense, it’s not a victory.  But Scripture is full of dichotomies.  The simul iustus et peccatur being one of the most difficult.  But there’s also the juxtaposition of death being both law and Gospel.  Nowhere is that more observed than at Christ’s death.  We could argue that cross was 100% law, Christ suffering for the sins of man.  Man putting Him to death because of man’s sinful nature to do so.  Law, law, law.  No one can argue this.  

On the other hand, we could say the cross is 100% Gospel, because all this was done for us willingly.  All of this was done for the purpose of saving us.  Which do we proclaim?  I think it would be wrong and certainly “unLutheran” to alleviate either side.  Both Law and Gospel must be proclaimed on Good Friday, with the Gospel always predominating of course.  


The same is true for this death vs. victory idea.  We die because we are sinners.  This is the Law in its greatest form.  But we are also born into a sinless existence at that moment.  This is the Gospel being realized in a most magnificent way.  To exist without sin is nothing other than the grace and mercy of a loving God.  So there is nothing inherently wrong with saying this death is a victory.  The death of every Christian is a victory!  They have “run the good race, fought the good fight,” and there is no more fighting or running, for they have crossed the finish line collapsing into the arms of their Savior.  Scripture counts that as a marvelous victory!  

We must be careful though, because at a funeral, it isn’t the passing Christian’s victory that people are emotionally dealing with at that moment.  It is their own loss.  They are suffering from the sibling or friend or son or daughter or father or mother that they will no longer have on this earth.  Christians don’t often realize how little comfort comes from the words “He or she is in a better place now.”  It would be terribly uncompassionate to play the tunes of parades and ignore the heart’s suffering condition at such an important time.  


That said, what are we doing there?  Why even have a Christian funeral if we can’t give God the glory for keeping in faith and granting a victorious rest to this individual?  I almost always use the word “bittersweet” when I conduct a funeral.  The bitter must be dealt with.  People must realize that sin is what caused this death.  They must also know it’s okay to mourn; God gives us tears to help flush out these emotions.

             But the “sweet” in bittersweet should be even more emphasized!  This person is in heaven with Christ their Lord!  In the midst of our tears, let some of them be tears of rejoicing, for we too, will join them one day.  But most importantly, we too will go to be with the Lord with no sinful flesh attached to us.  In light of these Scriptural truths, we could reword the fifth statement to say: “This is not only a funeral, where we have come to pay our respects and mourn the loss of our friend and family member, but this is ALSO a day of victory for Craig.”  It’s not an either-or, as Dr. Gibbs would have us decide, but a “both-and” that must be proclaimed at a funeral.  


It’s obvious throughout his essay, Dr. Gibbs is desiring us to never forget the parousia—the joining together of body and soul on that Last Day.  Let us never negate this day, and relegate it to a back seat in our theology.  This is a point well taken.  If God’s Word teaches it, we should never negate it.  It is a marvelous truth that “God’s solution for bodily death is bodily resurrection!”  However, we would end on a note of Law rather than Gospel if we implied that our beloved is not yet complete; not yet happy; not yet in eternal bliss because they miss their body so much.  The body they will be given is not even the same one, thanks be to God.  It is the old one made new; glorified!  We really have no clue as to what that means exactly. 

That’s worth looking forward to, but remember, we’re talking about infinity from a finite position.  This is what I alluded to earlier.  It’s only from our perspective that “Craig” hasn’t been granted his new body and been rejoined to his soul.  We see the body in the casket and conclude that body and soul are separate right now.  But Craig now lives where there is no time.  From his perspective, the years that it will take before he is rejoined to a glorified body have already passed.  We’re delving into the complicated unknown here.

This is why it’s best to stay only with what God says about eternity and not argue from what He doesn’t say.  We don’t understand eternity.  Eternity is timelessness.  On the other hand, what a terrible message to say that a realistic hope is one that “allows death in Christ to be death—no more, but certainly no less.”  This sounds curiously like the old “soul-sleep” talk of yesterday that Lutheran theologians had supposedly put to rest(pun intended).

Shouldn’t it be understood as a tragedy to conclude that the only thing we pastors can declare, hint, or suggest at a Christian funeral is that the deceased believer has acquired “death in Christ, nothing more nothing less?”  Wouldn’t it rather be both truthful and more comforting to boldly and confidently claim that because your loved one has died with Christ, he/she has stopped suffering because Christ stopped suffering.  He/She has entered into Christ’s presence with sinlessness, because otherwise he/she wouldn’t be allowed.  These loved ones need to know that their son, daughter, mother father, aunt, uncle, or friend is enjoying eternal bliss and happiness with Jesus, His Holy Spirit, and His Father.  It’s a time to reassure the bereaved that their friend or family member has passed into eternal life in a very special way.  And they too, have the hope of joining them when death takes them through heaven’s portal. 

Let us pastors remind them that eternity began for them the moment they believed, but that through death, eternity has a new face, and they can experience the full joy that one experiences when one enters into Christ’s presence with no sin.  It’s like nothing we could imagine!  Let us never tell them that “in order to be completely happy they must have acquired their new bodies, but for now at least they’re safe” because first of all we simply don’t understand the infinitive nature of eternity, and secondly, there is no such thing as living in Christ’s presence being absent from the sinful flesh and being less than perfectly blissful.  

Please, dear Pastor, we are not under the pressure to come up with new ways to declare God’s Word in order to keep our message fresh.  Keep it simple, and keep it truly representing God, and if you do, you will find that we have no fear in telling people that our Christian friends and family have gone to be with their Lord and are enjoying everlasting happiness and bliss.  This is most certainly true.
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