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The text I am about to read is one of many in the Bible that reminds us of a truth so obvious one 

would think it impossible to forget, and yet, whether from fear or from relentless distraction, we 

do forget it, days, weeks, months, and years on end. And forgetting it, we are diminished; we 

indulge a fantasy and, as Christians, we are weakened in our faith, our hope, and our love. 

 

Text: Psalm 39:4-7 

 

As I began to think about John’s funeral, I sought some inspiration by reading through a file I 

have of the notes of funeral sermons preached by my father, primarily in the 1940s and 1950s, 

sermons preached in Omaha, Nebraska; Gainesville, Texas; Wheaton, Illinois; and Pasadena, 

California. The notes were frequently written or typed on the back of a right-sized piece of paper 

that originated as something else: a concert program or, in several cases, a pamphlet published 

by the Presbyterian Church’s Board of Pensions. I thought John would like that; even my 

father’s scrap paper was Presbyterian! 

 

But as I suppose would be true of any collection of funeral messages preached over the years by 

a faithful pastor, these sermons tell a familiar story. There was the funeral of a young soldier 

who died in action in 1943; a widow who had been born in Donegal, Ireland in 1875 and died in 

California in 1953; a much-loved Wheaton College professor of rhetoric and logic who had been 

born before the beginning of the Civil War; an old man in Gainesville, Texas, one Riley Blake, 

who had been converted years before in evangelistic services in Gainesville, services in which 

my father’s father, my grandfather, had been the preacher. On several occasions, as you might 

expect, the funerals were of babies or little children or young people; some were of family 

friends, most sadly Betty Oilar and her children Randy, Janet, and Martha – Martha was my 

sister Bronwyn’s childhood friend – who had been murdered by their husband and father. And 

then, two and a half months later, the funeral sermon for Harold Oilar, the murderer, who had 

committed suicide in prison after having been sentenced to death. 

 

My first thought as I read these through was that the old man was a pretty good preacher! But 

then this: take them all together and what do you find? A powerful witness borne to the 

inevitability of death. A file full of funeral sermons for this man or that woman, this boy or girl, 

bears its witness over the years to the endless round of departures that mark the passage of 

human life. What do any of those people know or care about the things that occupy our attention 

now. They have long-since departed this world, as, indeed, soon will all of us! 

 

True enough, there are so many different circumstances and causes. Some die suddenly, even 

violently. Others, like John, die gradually the wasting death of disease or old age. There is tragic 

death, unexpected death, and death that was not only expected but welcomed. I read in one of 

my father’s sermons that one of his parishioners, a godly man named William Hunter, told him 

on his deathbed, “If I had strength to hold a pen, I would write how easy and delightful it is to 

die.” 
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As in the text we just read, the Bible is very frank about death and its inevitability. It speaks very 

little about dying, about the experience of coming to the end of one’s life. Even when it tells us 

that a certain person died of a disease or died at a good old age, it does not dwell on the process. 

Dying isn’t nearly as important in the Bible as death itself. Perhaps there are two principal 

reasons for that. First, we do not know and cannot learn why any person died as he or she did. 

Why did John die of early onset Alzheimer’s; why did he suffer the years of intellectual, verbal, 

and physical decline?  

 

Not till each loom is silent 

And the shuttles cease to fly, 

Shall God reveal the pattern 

And explain the reason why. 

The dark threads are as needful 

In the weaver’s skillful hand, 

As the threads of gold and silver 

For the pattern he had planned. 

 

Second, it is the fact of death, its reality that is all important. We tend to be distracted by the 

manner of death, but it is death itself that should command our attention! True enough, some get 

to the terminus of their lives faster than others, for some the journey is easier or more difficult, 

but everyone gets there sooner or later and in one way or another. That is the important fact. And 

from the viewpoint of eternity, for that matter from the viewpoint of 60 or 70 years on, what 

difference did it make how the person died? They died; that is the material fact. 

 

Art is long and time is fleeting, 

And our hearts, though stout and brave, 

Still, like muffled drums, are beating 

Funeral marches to the grave. 

 

What is so important about honest reckoning with this fact is that it makes razor-sharp the focus 

on the significance of death, its meaning. And for a Christian, as John was, and as most of us are 

this afternoon, that means that it makes razor-sharp our focus on the conquest of death that Jesus 

Christ achieved for those who trust in him. 

 

We tend to think first, even as Christians, about other dimensions of our faith, other implications 

of it, other advantages that belong to us as the followers of Jesus Christ. These are the things 

immediately present to our experience in life. How does Jesus Christ help us now? But in the 

Bible, first and foremost is this: we will live even though we die. Or to put the point most 

powerfully, as the Bible itself does, as Jesus himself did, Christians never really die! That is the 

extraordinary consequence of Christian faith and so the most important thing to say, to believe, 

to know! To see the dead as they are, slack-jawed, pallid; to feel them grow cold, to witness a 

body from which life has departed is a powerful, memorable experience. But to say that this 

same person has not died, is not dead, not in the truest sense, not in the way that matters most, 

not even in respect to conscious existence, that is transcendent truth, liberating, soul-

exhilarating, life-transforming truth! 
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How is the death of a believer described in the Bible? In a number of ways. In one place it is 

sleep, a peaceful and hopeful definition of death, since one who sleeps awakes in due time. It is 

the body that sleeps, not the soul; but the salient point is that only a living person sleeps! In 

another place it the destruction of our earthly home, so that we might occupy our heavenly 

dwelling. Anyone who has lived through a major remodel remembers the mess, the 

inconvenience; but it was all worth it because of the wonderful transformation, the beautiful 

improvement. In still other places death is going home, or going to Paradise, or going to be with 

the Lord, in other words, it is a brief journey to the happiest reunion with those we love the 

most. No wonder the Lord should consider precious the death of his saints: it is the arrival of his 

children, their coming home. And no wonder we should read in the Apostle Paul that to die is 

better by far than to live or in the Apostle John that blessed, that is happy, are the dead who die 

in the Lord. To be at last in the city of the living God, to behold the Lord, to be with the saints, 

to be among the spirits of the righteous made perfect, this is better by far to be sure! No one 

there will care how long it took him or her to make the journey, or how steep the climb at the 

end, only that he is there and there to stay!   

 

But what of us who have been left behind; who must make the journey ourselves someday soon? 

Well, to have loved ones in heaven before us is a great blessing. We now feel that we have a 

personal connection with heaven and that will make us think more often of the place and of our 

own going there. It will make us more hopeful and the more confident.  

 

And just as death is not death for a Christian; so separation is not separation either. If the dead in 

Christ are living there, their souls awake, consumed with the experience of the glory of God, 

their own moral and spiritual perfection, the fellowship of the saints, their minds marvelously 

expanded to understand, to appreciate, and to contemplate, their hearts as full of love and joy as 

human hearts can be; I say, if they are there now, the same person, the same personal history, the 

same life continued but now in heaven, how much easier it is for us to appreciate that we have 

not lost them. They have gone on a journey and we will not see them for a time, to be sure. That 

happens often enough in life here does it not. The separation only makes the eventual reunion 

the sweeter! 

 

But, also, if they are there, the self-same person, by their counsel given to us through the years, 

by their influence upon us, by their example, by the storehouse of our memories, by their prayers 

for us through years we were together here, in all of these ways, more profoundly than we think, 

they are still with us. In our case it is a living influence because they are alive, awaiting the day 

when they shall see us again. “How long, O Lord, how long?” That’s what they pray in heaven. 

True enough, we miss them, our hearts can ache for those we love who have gone on ahead. But 

even at that who is to say with what kindness, love, sympathy, and concern they look upon us 

now. As Frederick Faber has it in his lovely hymn, There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy: 

 

There is no place where earth's sorrows  

are more felt than up in heaven;  

there is no place where earth’s failings 

have such kindly judgment given. 
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We know that is true of the Lord himself, such love, care, sympathy, and concern as he has for 

his children on earth, his constant intercession for them. But will it not be so for the saints as 

well. Whether or not they know the circumstances of our lives, the Bible tells us they remember 

well enough their life on earth; they remember us in other words, as we remember them! 

 

This is death for the Christian, the death that awaits us all, at least all of us who are alive in Jesus 

Christ. Think of finally seeing someone you love deeply after a long separation. He or she 

doesn’t look quite the same, to be sure. But he looks better than ever he did before. And so 

happy to see you, beyond happy. See the smile from ear to ear; the tears of joy; the welcoming 

embrace, as he stands there at the gate of the Eternal City, brilliant, beautiful, shimmering with 

the glory of God. Truer words were never spoken than those of Samuel Rutherford: when you 

are finally there you too will say “it were a well-spent journey though seven deaths lay 

between.” 

 

Such was our Savior’s death. “Today,” he told the believing thief, “Today, this very day, you 

will be with me in Paradise!” 

 

“With Thee, My Lord, with Thee I do not fear 

To cross the threshold of the mystic door; 

I shall not falter if I find Thee near, 

For thou hast paced the portico before. 

Let me but feel Thy hand, Thy features see, 

And I shall emerge in happiness with Thee.” 

 

 

 


