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As much as I love this season of the year, particularly what we mark in the life of the church, I long for the spring. I don’t 
like that the grass is brown, the trees are bare, and that the cold keeps us indoors. Even the warmth of the fireplace comes 
at the expense of burning logs. This is a season filled with death. So too are the hymns of Advent, particularly those that 
are among the oldest: Thou, grieving that the ancient curse Should doom to death a universe we sang. And especially in the most 
beloved of all Advent hymns we cry out to the Messiah by His Old Testament titles because we have a problem with 
death: 
 

O come, Thou Branch of Jesse’s tree,  
Free them from Satan’s tyranny 
That trust Thy mighty pow’r to save,  
And give them vict’ry o’er the grave. 

 

O come, Thou Dayspring from on high, 
And cheer us by Thy drawing nigh; 
Disperse the gloomy clouds of night, 
And death’s dark shadows put to flight. 

We are, if we have the eyes to see it, beset not simply by celestial darkness, but by the darkness of death. Not just at this 
time of year, but in every season. Not only in creation, not only in our hymnody, but we ourselves stand under its shadow. 
Who here will not think at this Christmas of those no longer with us, who now slumber under the earth? Who here has 
not shaken in fear at the thought of his own death? If the string of recent sermons focusing on the last things, begun on 
All Saints’ Sunday and now drawing to its close in two weeks, if it has convinced you of nothing else, let it first be of the 
reality, the pain, and the unnaturalness of death. 
 
And so also, be convinced of the reality, the need for, and the joy of the coming resurrection. As much as we must talk 
about death, we must talk all the more about the resurrection, the once-for-all undoing of “the last enemy” (1 Cor 
15:26).  
 
We hear a lot of talk at funerals about heaven, where the faithful departed rest in peace and bliss. This is true and it is a 
comforting promise given us in Scripture. But what we say in our creeds, the final thrust of the earliest and most 
important public confessions of the Christian faith, our highest and ultimate hope, what we long for, is not what we call 
the intermediate state, but the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting; the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come, , 
as the Athanasian Creed states so clearly and explicitly: at [Christ’s] coming all people will rise again with their bodies. 
 
It is so basic and essential to the Christian faith. Death, the very thing which so plagues and troubles us cries out to be 
undone. And yet so many today give it either no thought at all, or, with the ancient pagans of old, they reject it outright. 
They say with the Roman poet Catullus: “Suns can set and rise again, but once our brief light fails, there is one eternal 
night to sleep.” And so the body is just a shell, buried, burned, disposed of because it is not needed anymore and doesn’t 
matter. 
 
Such a view is common, no doubt held by many well-meaning Christians who have simply not been taught the truth 
clearly. Let St. Paul today dispel any ignorance: “we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about those who 
are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. For since we believe that Jesus died and rose 
again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep. For this we declare to 
you by a word from the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will not precede 
those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the 
voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first.” 
 
We are not to mourn “as others do who have no hope.” Our mourning might indeed look similar to that of others, with 
weeping and lamentation. Tragic deaths strike Christians too, and our faith nowhere compels stoic apathy at the loss of 
those whom we love. The difference is that we lay our blessed dead to sleep in the earth in Christian hope, that is, in the 
confidence that when our Lord comes again in glory, He will give that great cry of command: “Ye dead, come forth!”  
 
And they whose bodies sleep, from the person just laid to rest in the sure and certain hope of the resurrection, down to 
father Adam and mother Eve, who have long since returned to the dust from whence they came, they all will rise. That is 
what Jesus says: “all who are in the tombs will hear His voice.” He will restore to life those who “sleep in the dust of 
the ground” (Dan 12:2), even the sea shall give up her dead (Rev 20:13). For He is almighty God and Lord. Even as He 



bade unseeing eyes to open, diseased flesh to be cleansed, and cantankerous weather to be still, so too He has already 
shown that He commands the dead to arise, and they do.  
 
If He can create all things out of nothing at a mere word, He is able to fashion those long dead back together. Not 
partially, not resuscitate them as they are – it will not be a zombie apocalypse of the living dead. As St. Paul writes to the 
Philippians, “the Lord Jesus Christ…will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that 
enables him even to subject all things to himself” (3:20–21).  
 
Like the body of the risen Lord, glorified, no longer subject to corruption, injury, or decay. And yet a body, that can be 
touched, that can eat. Not just any body, some new what is sometimes called a “resurrection body,” that is different in 
substance from the body that lived on this earth. It will be a resurrected body. What lay in the dust of death is what will 
live, standing up once again. Even in resurrection glory, Jesus’ body still bears those glorious scars in His hands, feet, and 
side. Do not doubt but believe, that just as Jesus’ torn and scorned body that was laid in the tomb is the very body that 
came to life again, so it will be for those whom you love who have died in the faith.  
 
Even your own flesh, as Luther loved to call it, the stinking maggot sack of weakness and sin, that too will be raised to 
incorruption, transformed into a spiritual body. We hear that word “spiritual” and we often think of it as meaning the 
opposite of physical. That is not the case. Christianity teaches that the spiritual is not opposed to the physical. A spiritual 
body is a body that is completely capable of spiritual things, able to fully see, manifest, and participate in the things of 
God, able to stand in His very glory and presence without fear or destruction.  
 
It will be this body. For it was this very flesh that was created in the beginning, intended to live forever in communion 
with God. It is this very flesh that the Son of God has taken up as His very own. It is this very flesh that has been glorified 
in Christ’s resurrection, ascension, and sitting at the right hand of God. It is this very flesh that has received the washing 
of rebirth and renewal, has been cleansed from all sins and claimed with God’s own name as His own possession. It is this 
very flesh that has been made a member of Christ in His mystical Body, and the temple and dwelling place of the Holy 
Spirit. It is this very flesh that has been nourished and sanctified unto eternal life with Christ’s body and blood. 
 
As little as the farmer casts seed into the earth to be done with and forgotten, as little as he destroys it, but rather plants it 
in the eager expectation of it sprouting and growing up into a bountiful and glorious harvest, so we plant our blessed 
dead, we make plans for ourselves, to be laid to rest in the eager expectation of the rising of the Sun of Righteousness, 
who will bring the victory of Christ over sin and death in us to full and perfect sight and enjoyment. 
 
Come, Lord Jesus, come quickly! 
 
 


