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BURN OR BURY? - part 2
Three ancient death rituals are still practiced today in some form. Exposure leaves a body for animals
and elements. Cremation burns and crushes remains into an ash, and is becoming more popular. But
burial is the traditional practice and teaching of Jews and Christians. In Genesis 2-3, man goes from
dust to dust, but scholars note it doesn't follow logically or theologically to hasten decomposition.
#3 - Why does the Bible emphasize burial? John 19:38-42, Nicodemus and Joseph took the body of
Jesus from the cross, bound it with linen cloths and spices according to the burial custom of the Jews,
and placed it in a new tomb in a garden near where Jesus was crucified. This was not embalming or
mummification, but a Biblical expression of care, and expectation of a future. Our Creator cares about
our bodies, and has plans for them. God promised Abraham, "you shall go to your fathers in peace, you
shall be buried in a good old age" (Genesis 15:15). The Lord Himself buried Moses (Deuteronomy
34:6). Joseph instructed that his bones be taken from Egypt to the promised land (Hebrews 11:22).
It is often said that a person is a soul with a body, but theologians note it is more complicated than that.
God regards our bodies with dignity. L. Boettner says "the body is as really and eternally part of man as
is his spirit." And J. Stott explains, "this is the form in which God became flesh" (John 1:14), to redeem
human beings created to bear the image of God. In 1Corinthians 6:19, believers are told your body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit; you are not your own, you were bought with a price, so glorify God in your
body. In life and in death. Baptism of the believer pictures union with Christ in His death, burial, and
resurrection (Romans 6:1-14). It's the Biblical pattern of new life in Christ, beyond womb to tomb.
#4 - What will God do with your body? Back to John 11 for the rest of the story. "Jesus said to her,
your brother will rise again. Martha said to Him, I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the
last day. Jesus said to her, I am the resurrection and the life, whoever believes in Me though he die yet
shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in Me shall never die. Do you believe this? She said
to Him, yes Lord, I believe that You are the Christ, the Son of God who is coming into the world." Do
YOU believe this? It's what Christians believe, the promise of God in the Lord Jesus Christ. He goes on
to demonstrate His power and authority: "Jesus cried out with a loud voice, Lazarus, come out, and the
man who had died came out." It portends the miracle of resurrection, which awaits all believers.
The most common term in the New Testament for death is "sleep" and in the gospels dead bodies are
referred to as persons, not corpses. To rise from the dead to new life is God's hope throughout the
Bible. Job19:25-27 "I know my Redeemer lives, and at the last He will stand upon the earth. And after
my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God." This culminates in Revelation 1 with
Jesus Christ, the firstborn of the dead, like a son of man, the living one, who declares, I died and behold
I am alive forevermore." In Revelation 21-22 believers will forever behold Jesus Christ in His glorified
body in the new heavens and earth. In accordance with Scripture, the Word was made flesh, died for
our sins, was buried, and rose from the dead, as the firstfruits of resurrection (1Corinthians 15). The
apostle likens this to a natural seed transformed from earthly form to heavenly form, and says, "just as
we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall bear the image of the man of heaven."
#5- What's a Christian to do? In John 12 Jesus affirmed Mary anointing Him with expensive ointment
"for the day of My burial." Dignity comes at a cost. Some Christian advisers say go for whatever is
cheapest. Others are more careful about Biblical patterns. Save money with funeral packages, grave
liner instead vault, buy your own casket, or build it from plans or kit. There's a cloth shroud embedded
with mushroom sprouts. Research "direct burial." Embalming is not required unless the death is from a
communicable disease. But within 72 hours of death, Iowa law requires embalming or interment.
Memorials are for the living, so don't spend money out of guilt. Research life insurance. If you choose
cremation, inter the remains. Those who don't, often regret not having a "place" for the deceased. Urns
are lost. Contents are forgotten. An angry man flushed the ashes of his mother's treasured relative.
Theologian and ethicist DW Jones reached three conclusions after a deep review of key historical,
Biblical, and theological considerations: "1, church history witnesses considerable opposition toward
cremation, with burial as the normative practice of the church. 2, no specific instructions are given in
Scripture for treatment of the deceased, but the example of Biblical characters and the trajectory of
Scripture is pro-burial. 3, the body is theologically significant, thus both the act of and the imagery
conveyed by the treatment of the deceased ought to be weighed carefully. Because in the Christian
tradition, funerals are not simply ways of disposing dead bodies nor are they solely about remembering
the departed or expressing grief; rather for believers, funerals are Christ-centered events, testifying to
the hope and message of the Gospel." Believers are destined for eternal life in a glorified body.
1Corinthians 15 says: the earthly body is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. What is sown
is perishable, what is raised is imperishable. When the mortal puts on immortality, death is swallowed
up in victory! Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ! 

