
Pastoral Thoughts on the Funeral 
and Cremation vs. Christian Burial 

2 Corinthians 5:1 – 4 

The Bible speaks to the so-called “end of life” issues, not only in respect to the prolonging of life or the 
ending of life by medical means, but it also speaks to how we are to treat the body after death. My concern 
here is with the much neglected latter question: how are we to treat the body after the soul is departed? 

The Dignity of the Body 

As Christians, we do not accept secular – or more accurately pagan ideas related to the human body. Ancient 
Greeks – and their philosophers – viewed the body as a “prison for the soul” from which death freed the soul. 
Gnostics viewed the body – as they did all material things – as inherently evil. 

The pagan view is entirely in opposition to the biblical view of the human body: 

1. The body is created in the image of God: Genesis 1:26 
2. The body is interictally and reverently knit together by God through the process of conception and 

gestation in the mother’s womb: Psalm 139:13-16 
3. The body has been purchased by God for God by the blood of Jesus Christ, His Son: 1 Corinthians 

6:19-20 
4. The body is the temple of the Holy Spirit: 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 
5. The body is for the glory of God: 1 Corinthians 6:19 
6. The eternal Son of God was incarnate in a human body and will have one forever: John 1:14; 

Hebrews 10:5, 10; Colossians 1:21-22; 1 Timothy 1:5; Hebrews 2:14 

Because the human body has intrinsic worth, it matters how we treat the body after death. In nearly 40-years 
of pastoral ministry, the question I am most asked – normally in the context of a family who is facing the 
immediate death of a loved one – is, “What does the Bible say about cremation?” 

John Piper rephrases the question using language which brings substance of the question to an immediate 
and uncomfortable head: What does the Bible say about burning versus burial? 

Let us be clear: there is no command in the Bible prohibiting the cremation of the body. That having been 
said, however, the testimony of Christian history and the language of the Bible uses when speaking of the 
dead points us to burial of the body as opposed to cremating (burning) the body. 

The Language of the Bible: Sowing and Sleeping 

1. The body is planted in the ground – like a seed – awaiting resurrection: 1 Corinthians 15:37, 42 – 44  
2. The body is “laid to rest” in a grave in a posture of sleep, in keeping with the biblical descriptions of 

the body after death: 1 Thessalonians 4:15; 1 Corinthians 15:51 

Timothy George: “As the catacombs in Rome attest, the early Christians insisted on burying their dead. 
Christian gravesites were called coemeteria (cemeteries), which literally means "sleeping places," reflecting 
belief in a future resurrection.” 

John Piper: “The double symbolism of sowing seed, as though ready to sprout, and laying to rest, as though 
ready to waken, was the main reason Christians have buried their dead…” 

 



The Case Against Cremation 

The Pagan Practice 

Timothy George: “Cremation was the normal practice of Greeks and Romans. Many of them believed in 
the immortality of the soul and saw no reason to give special attention to the body. Hindus, with their 
doctrine of reincarnation, still practice cremation. The first cremation in America took place in 1876, 
accompanied by readings from Charles Darwin and the Hindu scriptures. For many years, relatively few 
persons (mostly liberals and freethinkers) chose cremation. But that has changed dramatically. Only 5 
percent of Americans were cremated in 1962; by 2000 it was 25.5 percent. In Japan, where burial is 
sometimes illegal, the cremation rate is 98 percent. “ 

“There are several examples of cremation in the Old Testament (Achan, Josh. 7:25; Saul, 1 Sam. 31:12; the 
King of Edom, Amos 2:1), but they involved God's judgment and curse.” 

Eternal Judgment 

John Piper: “The use of fire to consume the human body on earth was seen as a sign of contempt. It was 
not a glorious treatment of the body but a contemptuous one. This is the meaning of Achan’s cremation 
(Joshua 7:25). He had betrayed Israel and so was not only stoned with his family, but deprived of an 
ordinary burial by being burned.” 

“As a Christian who believes in the judgment of God after death (Hebrews 9:27), the last symbol we want 
to use, in connection with death, is fire! Hell (gehenna) is a place of fire (Matthew 5:22; James 3:6). This 
fire is meant to be felt by the body.” 

The Funeral Liturgy 

Timothy George: “Our modern funeral customs tend to anesthetize us from the ugly reality of death with 
soft music, plush carpets, and expensive caskets…the Christian church should offer a funeral liturgy in 
which the reality of death is not camouflaged, and the resurrection of the body is affirmed.” 

1. The funeral service is meant to bring us face to face with our own mortality, confronting us with 
horrific nature of death as out of sync with God’s original creation purpose. 

a. The body of the deceased ought to be laid out in view of the congregation (unless 
circumstances prohibit), not only so that respects might be paid, but that the reality of death 
might not be ignored. 

2. The funeral service is about God, not the deceased, and as such: 
a. Should be conducted in a church building as a worship service in the context of God’s people 

gathered; 
b. Should BE a worship service complete with hymns, prayers, scripture readings, and a message 

from the Bible centered on what God says about sin and its consequences together with 
God’s mercy in providing a rescue plan through Jesus which ultimately delivers the believer 
from the grave in the resurrection of the body. 

c. Very little – if anything beyond the obituary – should be said about the deceased. 
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