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Starting about twenty years ago I began serving as a Christian minister when there was a death among my extended family or the families of my friends. My role has been to officiate memorial as well as funeral services. I have never turned anyone down. It’s a privilege and an honor that I take very seriously. I have conducted services for ages of death as young as an infant and up to a 90+ year old great-aunt, for a cousin who was not yet thirty years old, for two uncles and an aunt, for close work associates and mentors, and for relatives of my friends who are in the ministry. When there has been another minister officiating the service, I have been called upon to bring a prayer or share something from the scriptures. Over the years I have learned about the burial process, and I’ve also learned that many persons to whom I minister are unaware of the biblical record regarding death and the hereafter; also, many are unaware of the modern burial process. This short paper is intended to be informative regarding the areas of death, modern Christian burial, and what happens after death.
Death: Different states in the United States have differing statutes on the definition of death. This paper is limited to the biblical definition, which is the person’s spirit leaving the body. The King James Version of the Bible uses the term “giving up the ghost” to mean that the person’s spirit leaves the body. Regretfully, modern versions are unclear on this doctrine, preferring to say something akin to “they died” sometimes (not every time) without any reference to the spirit of the person leaving their body. I’ll demonstrate this by comparing the King James text to other popular modern versions.

From the first book of the Old Testament we read in Genesis 25:8 
· Then Abraham gave up the ghost, and died in a good old age, an old man, and full of years; and was gathered to his people. (KJV)

· Then Abraham breathed his last and died at a good old age, an old man and full of years; and he was gathered to his people. (NIV – New International Version)

· Abraham breathed his last and died in a ripe old age, an old man and satisfied with life; and he was gathered to his people. (NASB – New American Standard Bible)

In this verse, Genesis 25:8, only the King James Version supports the doctrine of the person’s spirit leaving the body as defining death.

The first book of the New Testament says in Matthew 27:50 

· Jesus, when he had cried again with a loud voice, yielded up the ghost.  (KJV)
· Jesus shouted again with a loud voice and gave up His spirit. (HCSB – Holman Christian Standard Bible)
· And Jesus cried again with a loud voice and gave up His spirit. (Amplified Bible)

In the above versions, the verses all support death being the spirit leaving the body.

· But Jesus, again crying out loudly, breathed his last. (The Message)

· But Jesus cried out again in a loud voice and died. (New Century Version)

However, in the two above verses for Matthew 27:50, there is no mention of the spirit leaving the body at death. This leads to a misunderstanding of what death is, biblically speaking.
There are actually a total of eighteen references to “giving up the ghost” in the Old and New Testaments in the King James Version of the Bible. We will use this definition of death – the person’s spirit leaving the body. Now since this is the definition of death, it can give rise to another question – what is the person’s spirit? This is a legitimate question. Orthodox Christian doctrine teaches that man is a three-part being: body, soul, and spirit; supporting scriptures being 1 Thessalonians 5:23 And the very God of peace sanctify you wholly; and I pray God your whole spirit and soul and body be preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. And, Hebrews 4:12 For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow [body], and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.
Here is a brief but majority opinion on the body-soul-spirit teaching:

· Body – the organic, physical house of the soul and spirit. The body has five senses – hearing, seeing, smelling, feeling, tasting. The body is temporal and subject to corruption. Acts 13:35-37 Wherefore he saith also in another psalm, Thou shalt not suffer thine Holy One to see corruption. 36 For David, after he had served his own generation by the will of God, fell on sleep, and was laid unto his fathers, and saw corruption: 37 But he, whom God raised again, saw no corruption. This brief passage references the body of Kind David decaying in the grave; whereas the body of Jesus, having been buried, was raised from the grave and saw no decay.
· Soul – the intellect, affection, consciousness, reason, imagination, choice, attitude, memory, personality. Often interchangeable with “heart” and “mind.”  Matthew 22:37 Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. We can train our soul to behave and act according to the will of God, or we can let our soul rule us. 1 Peter 2:11 Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against the soul.
· Spirit – That which receives impressions of outward and material things through the soul, or intellect. The known spiritual faculties of the spirit are faith, hope, reverence, prayer, and worship. The spirit is dead toward God in the sinner, but is made alive by the Holy Spirit when the person exercises faith in Christ by the Holy Spirit; their spirit is made alive toward God, it is this God-consciousness that comes from the born again experience. 1 Corinthians 2:14 But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned. Romans 8:16 The Spirit [the Holy Spirit, 3rd person of the Holy Trinity; God] itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children of God.
The majority Christian teaching is that man is a three-part being, created in God’s image. God is a Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Genesis 1:27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them. It is orthodox Christian doctrine that God is a Trinity, and man, being created in God’s image, is also “three in one,” that is, body-soul-spirit. Thus, when the person dies, the spirit of the person leaves the body. James 2:26 For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also. 
Modern Christian Burial: There are two major aspects to a modern Christian burial, the cemetery component and the funeral home component. It is not uncommon for both components to be provided by the same business, such that the two components are blurred into one. This is not a deception, but, rather, that which is largely natural when the same organization is handling both matters, compounded by the lack of understanding of such matters by a grieving family, often in an emergency situation where death comes suddenly and no advance preparations have been made, or even considered.

The Cemetery Component: A cemetery is a place where the deceased are buried, mainly in the earth but also in Mausoleums (above-ground in the wall of a building). Christian tradition shows respect for the dead and is a part of American culture. In Arlington, Virginia is America’s most famous National Cemetery. Our military has an honor guard that shows respect to our nation’s war dead, lost on foreign battlefields, lost to their families, but remembered by a nation grateful for their service. Their memory and sacrifice is honored every minute of every day of ever year, year after year, with military precision and military honor. This is how America respects the dead, a cultural value based on biblical teaching.

 Modern cemeteries allow for persons to purchase in advance cemetery property and services, including the gravesite, headstone (marker), liners (acceptable) or vaults (very costly) into which a casket is contained, and the service of opening and closing of the grave. These prices can vary greatly depending on the cemetery, the city the cemetery is in, the view of the cemetery, how well the cemetery is maintained, and a host of other factors. 

Prices for cemetery plots for a couple can vary from $4,000 to three or four times that. Whereas cemetery professionals are honorable, and laws are in place for the protection of the public, just as in any other business, there still can be those persons who, without conscience, can take advantage of the grief and emotions of a family in a time of vulnerability. My counsel would be for any family to take the time to investigate the cost of burial, consider places wherein they or their loved ones could be laid to rest, and have some foreknowledge of this component of burial so as to not add financial hardship to the emotional hardship of losing a dear loved one. 
The Funeral Home Component: Today 70% of the deceased are cremated; 30% are buried in traditional caskets. Costs of cremations and cremated interments are increasing to accommodate the lost revenue found in former days when traditional burials were the norm. Unlike cemetery arrangements where prepayment is possible, the law is that any monies set aside at a business (e.g. funeral home) for the funeral component is placed into a 100% transferable trust.
A funeral home provides for the following: accommodations for a chapel service if desired, a minister if desired (funeral homes have ministers they can call upon if the family has none), embalming/ dressing/makeup or cremation, casket or urn, and transport of the body from the place of death to the necessary care/storage facility, and in the case of burial transport of the casket to the gravesite.

Expenses for the funeral home portion can vary greatly. Modest but appropriate funeral services for a casket burial can cost between $4000 and $5000 or as much as three to five times that much. Additional costs can include motorcycle escort, hearse, audio and/or video recording of the service, and increasing the quality of the casket. Metal caskets are often 20-gage steel and gasket sealed. Wooden caskets are not sealed and though attractive will decay. Casket quality can be an area of vulnerability to the grieving. Making decisions on casket types before the need arises results in a more informed decision that can be economical and thus less of a burden later to a family that is in grief.
Christian burial is a part of American culture. Christian cremation has now become the majority choice in America. This has the advantage of conserving space and is also presently the most cost-effective method of disposition of the remains of the dead, though such costs are closing consistently on traditional burial. The Chapel of the Resurrection in Bothell, Washington, is a non-profit funeral home and mausoleum fully equipped to handle all aspects of Christian burial and funeral home arrangements and is far less expensive than commercial cemetery and funeral home services. For the Chapel of the Resurrection the first objective is ministry and the second is running a business. As a non-profit their business goal is to simply meet costs so as to remain viable and available to the public. Their ministry goal is to provide Christian care and compassion to those who have experienced loss in our community. The Chapel of the Resurrection has working relationships with local and distant cemeteries and can provide for the funeral home service component even when other cemeteries provide the final burial place, even if that final burial place is Arlington National Cemetery.

Another word on caskets – caskets can be purchased on-line and through national chains like Costco. Choosing such a casket has its greatest application when a family choses to do its own burial, perhaps in its own family plot. Funeral homes would be less inclined to use a casket from such a source as their package prices include their own caskets, and their prices (be they non-profit or for-profit establishments) are based on the economics of their own source of caskets. This is something to be aware of.

The Hereafter: Many of us have looked into the casket of a dear friend or dear family member. What we see is the body. The spirit of that person has returned unto God who created it. The soul, which is distinguishable from the spirit and that which identifies the individual, is in my understanding likewise joined with the spirit in heaven. 

My view on this is based in part on these scriptures: Ezekiel 18:4 Behold, all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is mine... And, 2 Corinthians 5:6-8 Therefore we are always confident, knowing that, whilst we are at home in the body, we are absent from the Lord: 7 (For we walk by faith, not by sight:) 8 We are confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord. It seems proper to me that to be present with the Lord means that we have our faculties of consciousness, affection, and love toward God. There may well be theologians and doctors of the law who can show error in my reasoning and application of scripture, but this is, I believe, consistent with the loving heart of God toward His children.

There will be a time when there will be a resurrection of the dead. This will come at a time in the future according to the scripture. We will inhabit a new heaven and a new earth. We read of this in Revelation 21:1-5 And I saw a new heaven and a new earth: for the first heaven and the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea. 2 And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God. 4 And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away. 5And he that sat upon the throne said, Behold, I make all things new…

There is a judgment coming. We will have glorified bodies but bodies nonetheless. The righteous will hear the words of Jesus in Matthew 25:23 … Well done, good and faithful servant; thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord. The fate of the wicked will be according to Revelation 20:15 And whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire. There will be a union of the soul and spirit with the resurrected body. Then we stand before God—the wicked at the Great White Throne Judgment, and the Righteous at the Judgment Seat of Christ. The wicked will have their evil works revealed and will be separated from God for eternity, and they will suffer for their own sins, having rejected the sacrifice and mercy of Christ the Lord, and that will last for eternity. The righteous will have their works judged. They will not be punished and separated from God for they will live with God in Heaven, having accepted the sacrifice and mercy of Christ the Lord, where they will receive their rewards. 
Heaven will be a wonderful place. No tears, no crying, no death, no pain. Paul the apostle wrote in 1 Corinthians 2:8 But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him. Jesus said in John 14:1-3 Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me. 2 In my Father's house are many mansions: if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also. The Hereafter is a real experience. For those who died in the faith, they are immediately in the presence of the Lord, to be with Him. There will be a time when our works are judged, but we live with God forever.
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