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Josh: Feel free to ask questions. You can raise your hand if you want, but you can just 

speak out. We’re not afraid at all. In fact, you might have to do that to get our attention. If 

you’re online, you can text in at the number. You’re welcome to put it right on the chat, 

but you can also text in. Tyler is here and he will forward it over to us. You can text in 

here too, if you want to stay covert about your question. I would say tonight’s topic, 

we’re talking about tough times and this issue of loss. Please don’t hesitate to share even 

if you want to text, because we do want to be very helpful, practical and encouraging. 

This is actually a topic that many people obviously around the world, but people in our 

church family are wrestling through right now. It’s not a new topic, but it is one that is 

being experienced I think in an uncommon frequency. I don’t know if you’ve seen that at 

other seasons of life, but it feels like we’ve had a number of deaths and loss of close 

family members or extended, some expected and some unexpected.  

 

Ritch: Yes. So as we think about loss, we are thinking quite a bit about the loss of people 

through physical death from our earthly life. There are other kinds of loss that we might 

get into as well. There is a loss of health. There are some who, my mom is one of them, 

used to be able to come to church and enjoy that. She might not do that again in this 

world until she is gathered up with the saints. So it’s possible that there has been a loss in 

her own health and physical abilities that way. But I know a number of folks have 

suffered those kinds of losses as well, that are still pretty impactful. You mourn them. 

You mourn a loss of everything. In some ways, it’s the most common of things from the 

beginning of time. In other ways, there seems to be a heightened sense of loss because of 

both reporting and maybe the frequency of experience. We know that the death rate in 

our country has certainly gone up and life expectancy has gone down over the last two 

years in fairly significant matters. Even among young people who aren’t necessarily 

being lost to this disease, covid, there has been a spike in suicides, for instance, that has 

caused the death rate to go quite a bit higher among 18-24, something like that, as well. 

So there is a lot of loss.  

 

Yet, there hasn’t been a time in my life where I have not been conscious of loss. I think 

of when I was five years old. The first loss I experienced was my four year old cousin, 

who was my best buddy, passed away from hepatitis rather suddenly. He got a disease 

and within two weeks, he went from we had a birthday party to I was going to his funeral. 

So as a five year old, I remember very clearly processing loss. It’s not as though a five 

year old doesn’t think about things like that. They think about loss and try to understand 

its depth and its meaning. I’m sure I’m thinking about it now as a 58 year old person 

thinking about my 5 year old self, but I do remember many of those thoughts rolling 

through my heart.  

 



When I came to Bethany, I came from a church that was sort of a fairly new church. The 

six years I was there, I think we had two funerals in six years. So I came to Bethany, and 

in I think the first four months, I had six funerals. So the church was experiencing great 

loss. There was a senior population at the church and still is. So that kind of thing of 

funerals has continued to be my experience for 28 years. We’re thankful in one sense that 

we have seniors in our church, but we’re also recognizing that over time, there is a 

graduation into heaven. You have to have a time of celebrating their life and thinking 

about heaven and missing them. I don’t know if at Bethany we’ve experienced more loss 

in terms of having more funerals here in the last two years, though. I wouldn’t say that’s 

been true. But I know even as I know folks here, I know we have people who have lost 

their parents in the last year and others that are very close to them.  

 

Josh: Right! So it’s been not so much directly, but maybe one or two steps away. But 

there is definitely an increase of that topic being at least on our minds and hearts. 

Opportunities for conversations surrounding that are a lot more prevalent. 

 

Ritch: Yes. Absolutely! 

 

Josh: So again, feel free to ask questions. We just keep going, so just interject. I guess 

I’m curious as a pastor, what are some of the different responses you’ve seen? You’ve 

officiated I don’t know how many funerals over the course of your ministry here. Do you 

have a guess? Is it maybe 100 or 200? 

 

Ritch: It’s been at least probably 150.That’s what I would guess. 

 

Josh: So what are some of the different ways that you’ve seen people respond to loss? I 

think maybe we have a picture in our minds sometimes, but sometimes we forget sort of 

the breadth of responses that are out there. 

 

Ritch: No, and I’ll park in we’ll say, the Gospel responses, first. Death is an enemy. I 

think we talked about this at an earlier session. It wasn’t part of God’s creation when He 

said, “Let there be…” He never said, “Let there be death.” Death came as a result of sin 

entering the world. So it was our decision that we could do life better without God than 

with Him and we would be better following our own design rather than God’s design for 

us. Death entered the world and everything bad that came with it. Yet, we know the 

Gospel is such that God offers to free us from the power of death and from the fear of 

death. He frees us from both of those things so that death actually loses its sting. That 

doesn’t mean it loses its pain, but it loses its permanent sting. Death where is your 

victory? O death, where is your sting? It’s gone at some point. It doesn’t mean it doesn’t 

hurt. It just means we don’t have to fear of suffering this kind of pain forever and ever 

without end. So for the Christian, there is a remarkable difference. Paul talks about that in 

1 Thessalonians when he says while we sorrow, we don’t sorrow as those who have no 

hope. He goes on to talk about the resurrection of Christ bodily and then the future 

resurrection of the body for believers. He says to comfort one another with these words.  

 



So with all that said, I have been humbled by the response of gospel-centered believing 

saints in the face of death; both their own death as they talk to me about their imminent 

death, and those who grieve, those who mourn. There are just so many stories running 

through my head of actually really crystal clear images of people who are, like the doctor 

says, “I have a week to live.” They’re talking to me about their hope. I’m kind of afraid 

and have kind of like some timidity in my own soul as I’m thinking about this, and they 

just have a great confidence that God has placed in them. A couple of them that stand out 

to my mind right now, one was a dear woman. Her name was Christine Barrett. All of her 

life, she gave herself to serving the Gospel with children. I went to see Christine at the 

hospital and the doctors told her she didn’t have very long to live. In the best of ways, she 

said, “Pastor, I don’t know if I believe that, because I believe I have so much more that 

the Lord would have me to do.” She wasn’t denying death, but she was just saying, “I am 

so excited about the work of the Gospel yet here.” Yet at the same time, she was not 

afraid of being translated. I thought, I want to die that way. She was in her 80’s. In her 

80’s, she was as excited bout doing the work of the Lord here as ever and feeling like 

there is so much more to do. “I want to get out there and share the Gospel.” Yet, she 

understood also in our conversations, God’s timing for her, that now, that’s going to be 

left to someone else.  

 

Then I remember dear Mary Carlson, another woman in her 80’s who lived all of her life 

for the glory of Christ. We were gathered together on a Sunday evening for a worship 

service and I got a call. I went back to my office and it was a relative of Mary’s. She said, 

“Would you tell Mary that her son suddenly has just passed away?” This was totally 

unexpected. He was a healthy, a little bit older than what I am now. So I said Mary, I 

need to talk to you. I got into the office and I said, Mary, I have to tell you that Norman is 

in heaven. She just looked at me and she said, “I know that God has him.” It was just sort 

of like this peace. There was sorrow, but there was an immediate peace. It wasn’t 

shallow. It wasn’t like a superficial type of thing. There was depth. She had tears in her 

eyes, but she also had hope shining through her and great loss, the closest of losses. I 

could go on and on with stories like that, that have taught me much both from the 

Scriptures, we read Scripture together, but also taught me how they applied Scripture and 

seeing it in real time. 

 

Josh: So, Gospel responses. We’ve had members of our own congregation who have lost 

family members even this week. Even today I was talking and I heard Gospel responses. 

These are people who aren’t superficial. They’re grieving, but grieving with hope. There 

is a lot of hope and there is a lot of Scripture that they are actively applying. There are 

promises that they’re actively holding onto and expressing faith in and praying together. 

Just even an hour ago, I was talking to people who have lost someone and yet 

acknowledging the great hope that they have. So there are Gospel responses. Yet, I’m 

confident that after 150 funerals, you’ve seen people respond in ways that are not what 

Scripture would call us to as Christians. Yes, maybe the world, people that don’t have 

Jesus, but are there ways that you’ve seen Christians struggle to respond well to loss? 

 

Ritch: Sure. You know, we’re weak people. So as we would think of folks who struggle, 

I’ve never sensed that those people should do better than this. My heart just moves 



toward them to say how can I help them be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus? 

That’s where our strength is. It is in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. I know in my life, 

there have been times when I have been weak in the grace. I’m thankful there are people 

around me who come alongside and strengthen me in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. 

They don’t condemn me for being that, even though I don’t need to be in that. I need to 

have change because it’s not good to be weak in the grace. But it’s not in a condemning, 

“we’re so much better than you,” kind of an attitude. We’re fellow laborers and disciples 

of Christ. When one gets weak, we come alongside and pick them up. So that’s the heart, 

that’s why we need the community of the body of Christ. It’s because there will be times 

that we experience weakness. There will be times when we need people around us to lift 

us up in prayer, even to exhort us, to bring biblical correction and instruction and 

encouragement. I think in the loss, it’s mostly like encouragement. Let me just set before 

you promises that we can hold onto and the prayerfulness that the person will grab onto 

those promises. That’s where the hope is. It’s in those promises. The kind of grief of loss 

that leads us to despair is never of the Lord and it’s never necessary for the Christian. 

Yet, it’s possible for the Christian to experience that. 

 

Josh: There’s a question here. How can we help an unbeliever navigate how to deal with 

the loss of health, relationships, job, or death of loved ones? How do we help an 

unbeliever navigate that? 

 

Ritch: The great thing about the Gospel is that it enables everyone to have hope. So 

we’re looking for ways to bring the Gospel of Christ to the person. If they were to have 

Christ, they would have everything. We’re not actually able to help anyone in ourselves. 

Our Shepherd is able to help them. We have a connection to our Shepherd. So what we’re 

trying to do is to help this person get connected to the Shepherd who can help them. He’s 

the ultimate helper. So we’re not helping in any way in ourselves except let’s connect to 

the Shepherd; the Shepherd’s promises, the Shepherd’s person. Such a person often feels 

the need of a Savior, a Shepherd, a Helper, a God who can strengthen them. So talk about 

that there is such a one. Let’s talk about Him together.  

 

Josh: I think sometimes we do miss the opportunity that opens up that exposes a need for 

Jesus. Hope doesn’t mean that there is no grief. It doesn’t mean that there is no pain. 

Sometimes, in our American culture especially, we can be pretty quick to try to erase 

grief or pain or remove it from our lives and push it away, and erase any need for a 

Savior. What we realize is that the desperate need of both sinners and sufferers in this 

world is for a Savior. The suffering that this world involves is a great opportunity to point 

people towards their need for a Savior. The roads to take on that are plentiful 

 

They were talking about loss of health, relationship, death, and job, even. There is both a 

spiritual and a physical component to love. There are a couple passages in Scripture that 

talk about compassion happening first to the household of God. So you care well for 

those in the church family, but there is opportunity to care for those in need. The point is 

the lasting hope that is in Christ, the person of Christ, the spiritual. But that there are also 

opportunities in these kinds of contexts to use physical expressions of compassion and 

love, to extend and to show what hope and community and kindness and the grace of God 



looks like. You model that. So they go hand in hand. They’re not separate from each 

other.  

 

Ritch: We’re body and soul and we’re to minister body and soul to people. For sure, we 

would not say that the pain of the loss of a loved one is less for the Christian than it is for 

unbelievers. We would be wrong to say the pain is less. We think of Paul, and I think we 

referenced this the other week. In Philippians, when he talks about his friend 

Epaphroditus, he said that the Lord spared Epaphroditus and spared him from death 

through this sickness. He spared Paul sorrow upon sorrow. This is kind of an interesting 

way for Paul to say it. He didn’t just say, “God spared me sorrow by healing 

Epaphroditus.” That would have been significant enough. He would have been really, 

really sad. But he said it would be sorrow upon sorrow. It’s the kind of sorrow that you 

just go to sleep with at night and then you wake up in the morning.  

 

If I put my thumb here and you took a hammer and smashed my thumb, the Christian 

whose thumb is smashed and the unbeliever whose thumb is smashed, they experience 

the same thing in terms of the kind of intensity of pain. Yet, they experience something 

different. If you did that purposely to both of us, the Christian has a different response to 

an enemy that does something hostile, that is very different than the unbeliever has to an 

enemy that is hostile. A Christian who is gospel-centered is able to have peace in their 

heart, and not be overrun by “I’m going to overcome evil with evil. You came at me. I’m 

coming back at you.” The Christian is able to endure suffering in a way that glorifies God 

and it changes their experience. But what doesn’t change is both our thumbs are really, 

really hurting. But everything else is different.  

 

Josh: I guess what you’re describing is unique because even the complexity of emotion 

and of heartbreak and there is actually an inner pain of loss. Yet, you’re also describing 

peace. So there is maybe almost this distinction between distress and pain. Like maybe 

you experience pain, but you can be at peace and that there is a distress or an unrest and 

there is a sense of anguish and then despair. The Christian has the Holy Spirit that 

produces the fruit of God that is love and joy and peace, that even in the midst of that 

trial, that maybe it can exist at the same time that there can be deep grief and pain.  

 

Ritch: Yes. Absolutely! It is the Christian life that is spirit-filled, spirit-directed or led, 

spirit-empowered. 2 Timothy 2 says therefore be strong in the grace that is in Christ 

Jesus. So he’s talking to Christians and it’s possible for believers not to be strong in the 

grace. He’s urging us to be strong. In this way, a believer’s life can be strong at one point 

and very weak in the grace of the Lord Jesus in another. It’s not necessarily even a long 

amount of time that the change could happen.  

 

It reveals again, sort of that John 15. Jesus is the vine and we’re the branches. If we abide 

in Him, we bear much fruit. It doesn’t take very long for a branch to begin to wilt. It loses 

its life immediately. The evidence of that loss of life doesn’t show up until a little bit 

later, but it’s fairly quickly that even the evidence of that changes. It’s possible if you 

take a hammer and I’m not connected to the vine, I’m not strong in the grace that is in 

Christ Jesus, I’m going to look very similar to and react very similar to that unbeliever. 



But if I’m in Christ and I’m abiding in the vine, if I’m walking by the Spirit, being filled 

by the Spirit, there will be a very great difference in that experience. That’s true with 

loss. 

 

I think it really comes to the call of Christ for us when He says every day, take up your 

cross and follow me. Really, what Jesus is saying there is in your heart attitude about life, 

lose everything already before the day begins. If you’ve lost everything before the day 

begins, when you lose something, it doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt. It just means my 

attitude is Christ has already provided everything and I’ve already lost everything for His 

sake. I think Paul, in that passage in Philippians 3, he says 

 

Philippians 3:7-8 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 

Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 

Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as 

rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 

 

That’s why he is able to say “Even if I lose my life, it’s gain. All that means is I get to 

have more of Christ. For me to live is Christ and I’m going to continue to serve Him, 

here. But if I lose my life, I’m gaining something.” So it changes the attitude of our heart 

toward loss because we’re not holding onto things like this is life, that my physical body 

or this person is life. Christ is life and really, I’m a stranger here and I’m moving toward 

a place and a reality where I would never lose anything ever again. 

 

Josh: No, I mean, that’s a powerful picture of what sets Christianity apart from a lot of 

other versions of hope or religions. Yet, it also, you think about all the things and set 

aside, I consider the loss of all things, all these things that can be lost or taken. Then the 

promises of God remind us of the things that can’t be lost. Whether it’s John 10, we think 

of the act of God holding onto His own or we think of Romans 8 where there is nothing 

able to separate. Nothing, nor the things present, nor things to come. Not death, not life. 

These things can’t separate me from the love of God in Christ Jesus. So I cannot lose the 

love of God or be lost from the love of God in Christ. That security is a powerful and it’s 

a critical hope to have when you start to feel everything else shaking off, because it is the 

thing that is stable.  

 

Now, you take that in one hand and there are two questions that came in that are really 

good and heavy. So the first one is, you have this loss, but you read Scripture and there 

are a variety of ways that God is working through loss. We might draw on some 

examples, but God is accomplishing a lot of purposes in the life of people and in the 

death of people. So here is a question that says, how can you tell the difference in loss 

between chastening from God and other purposes? Chastening means discipline or you 

could even say a consequence or a punishment. An example, and there is complexity 

here, but you think about David’s life and you think about his sin with Bathsheba. There 

is a child that is to come and God says this boy now will die. There is a context of 

background of sin and the weight of consequence of sin.  

 



So you’re looking at your own life and you’re kind of face to face with your Creator and 

now you’re experiencing loss of someone that you love. How do you know or how do 

you tell the difference? How are you supposed to assess that? Do you just say I have no 

idea, and ignore it all? Or do you actually consider, am I actually being punished or is 

there a consequence here that I’m facing? Or is someone else being punished?  

 

Ritch: So that’s a great question! I don’t know if there is an absolute answer. I think there 

is some guidance to seek the discernment of that, that is important. First, you lay the 

foundation. Does the Lord discipline those whom He loves? Does He send some hard 

things? There are biblical examples as well as precepts written that yes, absolutely. But 

then, I think it’s really important to say, why would the Lord discipline me? That makes a 

big difference in how we think about even discerning what it is and then how we process 

it. The Lord doesn’t ever discipline a child to bring condemnation, to bring shame, guilt. 

“The reason why I’m doing this is so that you’ll feel really bad about what you’ve done.” 

There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. When we’re in Christ Jesus, 

the Father never looks at His children with a look of a stern judge ready to pronounce 

sentence. That never ever, ever happens for those who are in Christ Jesus.  

 

Josh: Hebrews chapter 12 talks about it. Here is a passage here that talks about just like 

fathers discipline their own children, they discipline those whom they love. That’s the 

way that he relates God’s discipline. He says those fathers, 

 

Hebrews 12:10-11 For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but 

he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. For the moment all 

discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of 

righteousness to those who have been trained by it.  

 

Ritch: Yes. So God has a good intention behind it. So we shouldn’t think, “Oh no. The 

Father is disciplining me. All is lost.” There is just this darkness if that’s the case. 

Instead, it’s right to say, is the Father loving me by calling me away from a sin that would 

ultimately destroy that which is most important to me in order to yield the peaceable fruit 

of righteousness? It’s painful, but does the Father have this really good purpose? Is there 

something impeding me from experiencing this peace of righteousness that the Father is 

awakening me to?  

 

Again, I think what’s right for the believer is to assume that this happens often. It’s not 

like very few believers ever have this. Maybe a couple times in a life, the Lord might 

discipline them. Think about if you’re a parent. How often have you disciplined your 

children? Would you say, “It’s a rare child that really needs discipline. It’s maybe once in 

a lifetime.” No, it’s sort of ongoing. I don’t want them to feel like they’re not children or 

that we as parents want ill for them and want them to just go around with their head 

hanging down all the time. The whole purpose of discipline is training and strengthening 

and producing a peaceable fruit. I think we should have much more of an assumption that 

the Father intends to discipline us in even some of the lighter things, to awaken us to 

things that will rob us and maybe are robbing us.  

 



But with that said, I would say just as a parent, do you ever discipline your child and the 

child says, “Well, what did I do?” You’ll just have to figure that out. Does a parent ever 

really do that? Well, maybe a really foolish parent would do that. I’m going to discipline 

you, but you need to figure out what you did wrong. No, a parent has a greater desire than 

the child to help the child figure out what was wrong so that they could correct it. 

 

Job is a quintessential example of a person who suffered deeply with no discipline in 

view. Job searched and asked, “What did I do?” It’s not wrong for him to ask that 

question. It’s right for him to ask the initial question. But then he discovered there is 

nothing that God is bringing to my mind that I’m doing wrong. In fact, God’s testimony 

about Job to Satan was that that is actually a true testimony. So in that case, the friends 

came down and said, “There has to be something and you’re not seeing it.” They were 

wrong for that. But I think that a sincere, humble heart that says, “Father, have I sinned?” 

The Holy Spirit is going to bring specific conviction about specific things. If that 

happens, that there is specific conviction about very specific things, it’s never general. 

The world is filled with this kind of condemnation and criticism that says, “I’m not going 

to tell you exactly. I just don’t like you. I just think you’re terrible.” You feel just crushed 

by this kind of condemnation, and that’s never of the Father. Not once in all of Scripture 

do we have an example of the Father bringing that kind of a spirit and that kind of a 

criticism that is so general. It’s always specific so that the sin can be removed and 

relationship restored.  

 

So I think it’s right for us to begin the process by saying, is this a disciplining act? Lord, 

are you wanting to awaken me to a sin that I have not considered and I need to consider 

more soberly and to turn from? If not, if there is not that awakening to that, then I think 

it’s right to say, this is something else. It’s more like a Job. God still has good purposes 

for it, but it’s not for the purpose of me turning from some specific sin. It’s not discipline. 

That’s my view. 

 

Josh: We talked last week about James 5 where James says 

 

James 5:13 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray.  

 

That is an appropriate response, to pray. Prayerfully invest yourself in God’s Word and 

pray, knowing you need God and He has a purpose in the suffering. Then even in the 

sickness, if it’s a suffering of your own, that prayer and then even confessing sins is an 

aspect of trying to make sure I am trying to allow this process of discipline and suffering 

to sanctify me and to try to set aside myself for God and put aside and repent of the sins 

that I can see. But there are contexts even in the New Testament. I think of Ananias and 

Sapphira. Then we think about in 1 Corinthians chapter 11 where there were some who 

weren’t judging themselves truly and he says that because of how they were engaging in 

the Lord’s Supper with such disregard for each other and for the Lord, ultimately, that he 

says that we’re judged by the Lord and we’re disciplined. He said  

 

1 Corinthians 11:30 That is why many of you are weak and ill, and some have died. 

 



So there is a discipline that happens within the church body context that is displayed 

there in the New Testament. There is a call to exercise that sort of self-evaluation of 

what’s going on in your practice and behavior together. 

 

Ritch: Yes. I think even there, even death is a means to bring blessing to the person who 

dies. In other words, it’s not a condemnation. This person, this believer is on a path where 

they are storing up loss of reward, I’ll say. They’re storing up an eternal kind of remorse 

that God says, “I’m going to cut you from that so that you’re still in the family and saved, 

but I’m going to cut you off before you continue to bring eternal damage upon your own 

soul.” Even a saved soul can have eternal damage by their sin. In reference to the 

judgment day of Christ, everyone still gives an account. Believers will still give an 

account of our lives to the Lord and we suffer loss on the basis of those sins. I think even 

like in those cases where God caused believers to die, it was again, a mercy. I think on 

the Day of Judgment, when eternity is in view, those folks will say, “Thank you God for 

taking me out of the world before I continued to sin against you.” I think that will be their 

eternal perspective.  

 

Josh: So, you just opened up a really interesting thought about loss that does happen for a 

believer on the other side of death. That’s something that I think it’s easy to overlook. 

Remind me, it’s in Corinthians, that passage that you’re talking about.  

 

Ritch: Let me look, here. I think it’s 3 or 5. It’s one of those two. 

 

Josh: I think it’s 3. I’m looking at it. Yes. He talks about this illustration where he says 

that Jesus Christ is the foundation. 

 

1 Corinthians 3:12-13 Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, 

precious stones, wood, hay, straw—each one’s work will become manifest for the Day 

will disclose it,  

 

This is that future day. 

 

1 Corinthians 3:13-15 …because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what 

sort of work each has done. If the work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, 

he will receive a reward. If anyone’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he 

himself will be saved, but only as through fire.   

 

That’s what you’re referring to there about that there is a kind of loss that can be incurred 

of what you’re investing in, in your life. There is a recognition of that. 

 

Ritch: Yes. It’s the loss of reward. Whatever that means, it means something significant. 

In other words, I don’t know exactly what form rewards will come to the believer. Here, 

the analogy is of building a building with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay and 

straw. There is fire. You built something and fire comes to test the quality. The wood, 

hay and stubble gets burned up as it passes through. The gold, silver and precious stones 

make it through. So what you’ve done in this life actually survives in some form to bring 



pleasure to your own soul, that there is something to offer to the Lord. That’s how I 

would interpret that. But whatever it means to suffer loss, those words are used by God to 

communicate that it is a suffering loss. There is some kind of remorse or some kind of 

sense that I’ve lost something forever that I could have had if I had endured, if I had 

persevered in the faith by simply obeying the Lord.  

 

Josh: Eternally, you’re investing in people. He says you are God’s temple and God’s 

spirit. As we’re a part of Christ building the church, we’re investing in people. Yes, there 

is damage that we’re doing sometimes to people. Serious damage! That’s where those 

heavy words of Jesus comes in too, like the Pharisees, who He talks about them hindering 

people to come, and then the damage that is done to little ones. He says it’s better for a 

millstone to be hung around your neck and you’re thrown into the sea. There is an impact 

especially that we’re having upon other people that I think would be related to some of 

the loss of opportunity and then what we’re incurring.  

 

But maybe to change angles, here. Someone shared that they recently lost a family 

member and they’re not sure of their relationship with Christ. So if we’re believers, we 

have hope in Christ. But now we’re talking about someone that we love in this life who 

doesn’t appear to have trusted in Christ and hope in the Lord. How does that relate to this 

topic of hope? What’s the right response as a Christian? It feels like hope maybe now is 

gone. I know that you’ve counseled people in that kind of a situation. 

 

Ritch: It’s very hard! Maybe first to just affirm the truth about the believer and maybe 

make an application or two with that. Christ makes all the difference in having hope for 

that person. So, what a good news. There was no news about sinners who are guilty of sin 

until God gave good news. He actually gave us a news to which we can attach our own 

lives and then rejoice in the salvation of others in our families. One application is, if you 

are a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, make sure you give a clear testimony to your 

family. Tell them your story. Tell them how you trusted Christ. Make it so clear that on 

the day of your death, your family won’t say, “Well, I think they believed. They went to 

church. I don’t know if I ever heard their testimony.” Make sure that doesn’t happen. The 

most loving thing a believer can do to family and friends to prepare others for our own 

death is to share our testimony. “This is who Jesus is and this is what He did for me.”   

 

But also, as we begin to think of the hopelessness of a person who dies without Christ, 

and that’s the sobering matter, let’s be bold in sharing the Gospel. The hardest pain too in 

that, I think, is my mom, dad, brother, sister died without Christ and I would reflect back 

on how often I had opportunities to tell them, and I didn’t tell them. That is a regret that 

we can’t undo. So let’s make sure now that we’re saying, “Lord, make me bold so that if 

they die and I don’t know their stance before you, I don’t have any regrets about not 

sharing the Gospel because I was afraid that they might not like me.” I would much 

rather risk a relative not liking me than risk that person not hearing enough to be able to 

respond to the truth. So that’s an application for us prior to that date. 

 

Now what happens if that date happens? One, it’s often that we don’t know for sure. So I 

think there is some validity to say I don’t know. I shouldn’t assign this person to hell, 



because I don’t know what they did with the Gospel. There are some times you’re pretty 

confident because they’re very defiant and all the way to their last breath, they deny 

Christ. Then you kind of know this person died without Jesus. So what do you do in that 

case? One thing I know is that in heaven, there is not eternal sadness. There is sadness 

now over separation of a person we cared about but then also contemplation on that 

person’s experience under God’s righteous wrath and judgment. So there is extreme pain 

for that. I think we today take that to the Lord and say, “Lord, grant me peace in knowing 

that you’re just and righteous and good.” So I’m going to direct my thoughts away from 

that person to God and His perfection.  

 

Also, I know that this kind of loss that I’m experiencing, whether it’s the emotion or just 

losing the person or whether it’s this real spiritual thing of knowing that they died 

without Christ, I know that’s not going to be eternal. I don’t know how that works out. I 

just know that’s the truth. There is not going to be eternal crying and mourning like I’m 

experiencing now. I’m going to turn that crying and mourning I experience now, upward 

to God, not downward in despair or even focused on that person. I’m not going to fix my 

thoughts there because there is no hope in thinking about that person. That doesn’t mean 

we always avoid at all costs the thought, it’s that I’m not going to let my mind dwell 

there. Whenever I think about that person and that person’s state, I’m just going to put it 

up to the goodness of the Lord and receive from Him, comfort. We can’t find comfort 

outside of the Lord. But I believe we always will find comfort in the presence of the 

Lord. So it, to me, is another reminder that I need to place myself in the care of my 

Shepherd and I need to trust Him. So, it’s a hard circumstance, but I know we have a 

sufficient Shepherd and Savior and Helper. 

 

Josh: There is a story in Scripture of King David. It actually contrasts with another story. 

But to focus on the second one that happens, which is the son that he has, Absalom, in 2 

Samuel chapter 18. So he has this son. He loves Absalom. Absalom is living a rebellious 

life. He rebels and actually has an insurrection and takes over the throne. There is family 

turmoil and David is in distress. His armies end up kind of coming against each other. 

David is desperate that Absalom wouldn’t die and he tries to set things up so that doesn’t 

happen. Through providence and through vengeance, particularly, I think it’s Joab, 

Absalom ends up dying. Absalom dies in a pretty defiant act against the king and against 

God’s anointed. David’s response is one of desperate, deep grief. So much so that their 

victory over Absalom, everyone gets embarrassed about. They kind of feel bad about it. 

David gets rebuked by the soldiers. This is a terrible thing. So someone asks the question, 

David’s response to the loss of his son, which you can read about it there in 2 Samuel 18 

and 19, but David was just utterly distraught. The question is, does he display the kind of 

hope that New Testament believers have? 

 

Ritch: For Absalom? 

 

Josh: Yes. Is that a wrong response that he has? As we think about losing someone that 

we think they’re outside of Christ, an unbeliever, someone that we love. So we look at 

that like that’s probably what a believer might do and that’s an appropriate response? Or 

is that a sinful response and is not really in alignment with grieving without hope? 



Ritch: That’s a great question! All these are great questions. What’s interesting about 

biblical narrative is you often want sort of the moral of the story at the end. You want an 

explanation. You have stories about people who married a number of different wives and 

then it turns badly, like the story filled with conflict because they’ve had these wives and 

concubines. Of course, Jacob is the quintessential example of that with two wives and 

two concubines having children by him, the kind of chaos that brought. You want at the 

end of that story, some commentary. You wish Moses would write, “Do you see how this 

badness is? Don’t ever marry two wives. Don’t take on any concubines because it turns 

out badly.” You want some commentary about that. It’s kind of the way we’re used to 

hearing lessons when they’re taught in church. If a pastor just told a story like that and 

just left it, you would say, “Wait a minute! Are you encouraging this? Are you 

discouraging this?” The Bible just kind of leaves it out there. I say that because it’s 

important as we read a story like his grieving over Absalom, we pay attention to the 

details and then we have our best thoughts based on the tenor of Scripture to interpret it, 

which I think is fair.  

 

So the things that lead me to say that David did not grieve well and he was too self-

centered and not caring for the things that God cared about is one, he was rebuked very 

clearly with a consequence that was a true consequence. You’re going to ruin this nation 

that God cares about. You’re the king. You have a responsibility more than just with your 

family. Secondly and perhaps more importantly, David actually received it and he 

changed his behavior. He didn’t kick against it and say, “I’m being righteous, here.” He 

recognized that the priorities of God are being lost by the way that I’m thinking about my 

son who is forever lost. So I think it was a poor example. It was an example set for us of 

how not to respond. There are too many things happening in this world that are important 

to God that will be destroyed if we grieve the way David grieved over Absalom. 

Thankfully, David left that kind of grief and began to redo the work that God had for him 

in the kingdom. He actually wrote a lot of psalms after that point. 

 

Josh: I think that’s helpful to consider God at the center of Scripture and of history and 

of our lives. When we let God be the center, it does shape the narrative of rather than 

only me and my loss and how this relates to me, recognizing God has something. 

Absalom’s treatment of God and what God is being affronted with and his response is 

different than just what David is suffering. There is a grieving and a wronging that is 

being done against God that is being righted by the death of Absalom, even though there 

is wrongdoing happening through how Joab is working. This is a whole mess. 

Transcending that human messiness and sin, God is accomplishing something good and 

right. If we’re not able to keep God center, then we do get lost in the emotion of how it 

relates to us specifically.  

 

But maybe just to transition before we come to the end, to one particular area of loss. 

David has another child that dies and dies as an infant. Maybe just kind of an area of 

silent loss that actually afflicts many, many people and many couples and families is the 

loss of either miscarriage or a stillborn. There are certain things that often people never 

know and we never see into that. But it’s still a deep grief and loss. It’s one that doesn’t 

necessarily come up in general conversation a lot, but this issue of David losing a young 



child does bring up that question about what kind of hope or comfort do we have as 

believers in that issue of the loss of an infant? 

 

Ritch: Yes. In that, I think David is a very good example of grief. His grief over his son 

Absalom is a negative example of what not to do. His grief over his son with Bathsheba 

in infancy, the death of an infant, I think is a good example. He mourned before the child 

died, in prayerfulness that the Lord would spare his son. Then once his son died, he 

cleaned himself up and stopped grieving. The people were asking, “What’s going on?” 

He said, “He can’t come to me, but I’ll go to him.” What could that mean, other than that 

he will one day see the infant son with God in heaven. David is the one who wrote, 

“Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life and I will dwell in the 

house of the Lord forever.” So David had a picture of heaven. I think he said, “Why do I 

fixate on this earthly loss? There is going to be a future day and I’m just going to put my 

heart and my mind out there on that future day when I will go to him.”  

 

This is a reminder for whether it’s an infant or whether it’s an aging parent that we care 

about and love. The hope of the resurrection is central. The hope of Jesus’ return, when 

He returns, there is a bodily resurrection. So all that tied together is huge in our thoughts 

and our minds. If those things occupy a much larger space, it pushes out the 

preoccupation with the earthly loss. I’m not in any way saying that we don’t deal with it 

in reality and pretend it doesn’t happen. I’m just saying it’s possible to be really 

preoccupied with our earthly loss to the point where we have pushed out the reality of 

this future hope that God says set your mind on things above, where Christ is seated. 

That’s where our life is. It’s hidden with Christ in God.  

 

If I repeat myself, because I know we did one on grief and I don’t know if I told this 

story. When my dad died, he died kind of suddenly. It was over the course of about three 

and a half weeks after he tripped. He was pretty healthy. It was kind of a shock to us. A 

friend of my dad’s who teaches Sunday School here and is a lifelong friend, Mark 

Schellenberg, called me up. He was just really sad. He had tears in his voice as he talked 

to me about my dad’s passing away from this world and not being able to connect with 

him in this world anymore. He said, “Well, Ritch, we’ve lost a really, really great friend, 

a great man, didn’t we?” I kind of paused at that point. Then he said, “Nope, that’s not 

right! We never lose something when we know where it is.” So we didn’t lose a great 

man because we never lose something when we know where it is. That was a great 

comfort.  

 

Whatever loss we’ve had, whether it’s an infant child or a believing friend, a believing 

relative, we know where that person is. We haven’t lost them. We’re separated for a time, 

but we know where they are and we know where we’re going. It’s the same place and it’s 

forever. Heaven doesn’t occupy as much time and space in our hearts and thoughts I 

think because we’ve pressed into a world that kind of gives us the impression that science 

has handled this problem with death for us. There is really not that much real threat. Then 

all of a sudden, death smacks them in the face and we’re reminded, no, science hasn’t 

solved that. But we kind of get in this realm of my safety net is science can always solve 

the problem in some way. Medicine will solve it. Really, that’s never a safety net. First of 



all, it’s a safety net full of holes and everybody is going to slip through a hole sometime. 

But also, it’s never the net. The net is Christ and our eternal future. We are citizens of 

heaven, Paul says. That’s our country. This is just a foreign country that we’re aliens and 

strangers in. I do believe that the more we as believers grab onto that, the more comfort 

and hope we’ll have and an easier way of encouraging each other in the time of death.  

 

Josh: There is a children’s book that I think a couple wrote who lost an infant to 

stillbirth. They wrote it to try to help their kids think about that idea of loss and explain it 

to their kids. It’s called The Moon is Always Round. It kind of walks through the journey 

of excitement of this little one that is going to come and the older brother who is 

expecting and waiting, and then the discovery of the death. The dad is always looking at 

the moon, like is it a half moon or is it a quarter? He says, no. The moon is always round. 

At the end, he is able to turn it and say the moon is always round. God is always good. 

There is a really powerful need to grab hold of every avenue that we have to remind 

ourselves in the valley of the shadow that that’s true in Christ and then offer that hope to 

others. Let me pray and close us. 

 

Father, thank you that you are always good. Thank you that in Christ, we can count all 

these other things as loss because of what we truly have gained. To die is ultimately, even 

in itself, a gain. There are some things in Christ that can never be lost. We are thankful 

that we’re held in a love that we can never be separated from and that all those in Christ 

are in that love as well. We have great hope of those who have gone before us and those 

even yet to pass on and those that as we go and leave behind, that there is a union that is a 

common bond in the Holy Spirit that is inseparable. We thank you that that is secure and 

ask that you would give us courage, boldness, readiness to redeem the time in this dark 

world of suffering and sin, to share that hope of Christ with everyone who would listen. 

In Jesus’ name we pray, amen.   

    

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

       

 

 

 

                       

 

 

 


