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“What happens after death?” Perhaps no other question unites humanity more than this one. We don’t ask it just because 
we are curious about what awaits ourselves, but also out of love for those close to us who have died. Where are they? 
What is their existence like? The belief that there is some existence after death is widespread; not just today, but also 
among the most ancient civilizations. What we know of the burial practices of the Egyptians, Babylonians, Canaanites, 
Chinese, Celts, etc., testifies to a universal belief in life after death.  
 
Most importantly, Holy Scripture teaches it. Belief in life after death is not just an anthropological commonality, it is part 
of God’s revelation. We don’t believe in life after death because most other people do. We believe in life after death 
because God has revealed it. Apart from what God says, there can only be speculation. Even among the various accounts 
of people who have “died” and come back, and give an account of what they experienced, there is no unanimity. So which 
one is right? How can you be sure that that is what you will experience when you die? And still yet for other people, 
because nothing can be known or observed about any existence after bodily death, the whole topic suffers lack of any 
attention or consideration at all. 
 
On this holy day, we consider what the Book of Hebrews calls that “great…cloud of witnesses” with which “we are 
surrounded” (Heb 12:1). Immediately before that verse, the apostle speaks of Abel, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, 
Joseph, Moses, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, David, Samuel, the prophets, all those who “were tortured,” who 
“suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment,” who were stoned, sawn in two, killed with 
the sword, destitute, afflicted, mistreated, and wandered the earth (Heb 11). Those descriptions of what the righteous 
suffer apply not just to Bible times. Such things have continued on through the centuries; from the bloody sand of ancient 
Rome’s arenas where thousands of Christians were put to death, down to this very day as even more Christians are 
martyred in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, where Christians everywhere are reviled and have all kinds of evil uttered 
against them, as they labor under the toil of their sinful flesh in the dangers of a fallen world. 
 
Today we give thanks that they have been delivered from the great tribulation; from hunger and thirst, from the heat of 
the sun and sorrow, from the threatening perils of their sins and the hatred of the world. Death is not the end. We do not 
cease to exist. Though our eyes see the body lay cold in the ground where it sleeps in death to await the resurrection, the 
soul that has been washed in the blood of the Lamb ascends to heaven, is gathered with all the saints and angels with 
Christ. There they rest in comfort and peace. This is what awaits all those who live by faith, trusting in the mercies and 
promises of God even when they are not seen. 
 
This is the clear promise of Scripture. Our Lord speaks of those who can kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Those 
derided and killed in this life can only be injured in body. Scripture speaks in many places of how our existence goes on 
even when the body has been destroyed. Jesus Himself commended His own spirit to the Father before His death. He 
also speaks of when God revealed Himself to Moses as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Our Lord comments that 
His Father is the God not of the dead but of the living, of those who are alive. Even as the patriarchs have been dead and 
buried for centuries by Moses’ time, they remain alive and known to God.  
 
Upon His very cross, our Lord Jesus gives the beautiful promise made on the basis of His death for all our sins. He says 
to the repentant thief, who asked to be remembered: “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise” (Lk 
23:43). And so it is that even as the body of the thief was buried, his soul went to be with Jesus according to Jesus’ own 
word. So it is that when all others forget about them, when their descendants are no more and their names are lost to 
history, the faithful departed are known to and are with Christ. As the psalmist teaches proclaims: “The righteous shall 
be in everlasting remembrance” (112:6). 
 
Now it is true that Holy Scripture speaks far more of the Last Day than of the time and condition in which the souls of 
departed believers await the Last Day. We know for sure that they continue to exist in soul, but we do not have the sorts 
of details that are often presumed today, where it is assuredly stated that Grandma is quilting, Uncle Bill is golfing, Cousin 
Fred is fishing, and so on. Scripture gives us no basis to say such things. In heaven our joy will not be in the activities of 
this life, it will be in Christ.  
 



What we do know, what Scripture does tell us, is simple and yet tremendously comforting. The departed are with the 
Lord, the one who died for them. Jesus says of those who serve Him in this life: “where I am, there will My servant be 
also.” They now can never be separated from Him. That is always a danger that we face in this life; the threat of falling 
into impenitence and falling away into unbelief. The faithful departed are safe and secure from this. Their suffering is 
ended and they are comforted, like beggar Lazarus, who received such bad things in this life, and yet who put his trust in 
the Lord, and was finally received into heavenly consolation. The account of Lazarus also teaches us concerning those 
who die in unbelief. Instead of comfort and consolation, the souls of unbelievers are in anguish in the flames of torment.  
 
What of the spirits of the departed? Are they knowable? Do the departed recognize one another? Look to the Mount of 
Transfiguration, where Moses, who died and was buried, appears and is known to St. Peter. So also, in that first paradise 
immediately as Eve was brought to Adam, he knew her as bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh. She did not ask him 
who he was and where he came from, but clung to him, knowing him as her own flesh and blood. With sin not yet in the 
world there was perfect knowledge of one another, no shame or withholding from one another. We can conclude similarly 
about the heavenly paradise. And where in this life, even the closest bond of friends or spouses are always stained by the 
lingering shame and regret of past wrongs, in heaven these are gone; all sin is blotted out, all sorrow wiped away. 
 
And what of us? How do we relate to the faithful departed, whom we remember and give thanks for today? In contrast to 
what our Roman Catholic friends did this past Tuesday, we do not celebrate Masses, pray, or fast to shorten their time in 
Purgatory where they must suffer the penalties for sins they did not make satisfaction for in this life. Such a place does not 
exist. There is no need for such a place. All divine punishments and guilt for sin have been taken away by Christ’s sacrifice 
for us, and so, as Jesus Himself says, “whoever hears My word and believes in Him who sent Me has eternal life. 
He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (Jn 5:24). Jesus has made perfect atonement for 
our guilt, perfect satisfaction for what justice demanded. The putting off of all that still inclines toward sin in us happens 
not after death, but every day in our baptism, and is finally accomplished in our death.  
 
So if we need not pray for them to get out of a place of suffering into heaven, how do we relate to them? We dare not 
ignore them. It is unfortunate that our culture presses us to “move on” after a certain time of mourning, to practically 
forget the dead. It is unfortunate that we Lutherans, in an overreaction to the false teachings of Rome, get squeamish 
about any mention of the faithful departed or the saints. I am far more inclined to make my living family members an idol 
than I am the departed ones, and yet none would suggest that I ignore my family members who are alive!  
 
It is good, right, and proper for us to remember and imitate the faithful departed in their faith and godly living. Scripture 
commands us to honor our father and mother. The apostle bids us: “Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you 
the word of God. Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith” (Heb 13:7). They are models to 
us of faith and godly living. That is how Hebrews holds up the patriarchs and prophets in chapter 11. It is no less so with 
those who came later. They are our fathers and mothers not just in body but in the faith, having handed down the faith 
that was delivered to them (Jude 3). They have given us the precious heirlooms of their faithful confessions of the truth in 
word and song, in art, and in their lives. These are those who, as Scripture plainly says, surround us. We remain united in 
Christ, in the one, holy Church, comprised not just of those in this body and life, but also those in heaven. 
 
Today reminds us of those whom we gather together with. It is not just those here that we see with our eyes who stand 
around the Lamb, but all those for whom He was slain, all those who have been cleansed in His blood and are united with 
Him by baptism and faith and in the rest of their souls.  
 
And even as we give thanks to God for them, for that “great multitude which no one [can] number,” for those whom 
we remember with thanksgiving before the Lord in prayer today, for all those whom we love who have died in the faith, 
we also can take consolation from the fact that they have not forgotten us. There is, to be sure, no Scriptural promise that 
they are attuned to our daily lives, can read our thoughts, or can hear our prayers.  
 
But neither is there reason to think they have forgotten all about us, that they are drunk, as it were, with the glory of 
heaven, and do not at all think about the fact that our Lord is always gathering for Himself His Church on earth, that they 
do not know or care that their fellow Christians, with whom they are one, are fighting under the banner of the cross on 
earth, are exposed and subject to afflictions and persecutions, or that they do not desire to ask for us whom they know 
continue to labor on this earth, anything good from the very Lord in whose presence they rest. They have been made 
perfect in love, not just toward God, but also toward us. They care about the condition of their brethren on earth, which 



they well know continues to fight on under the cross, for they themselves have experienced and passed on from the many 
and great difficulties and miseries of this mortal life. They desire and wish all good things for us in Christ, above all that 
we be preserved in the faith, and join them in full sight even as we are joined unseen as we gather around our one Lord in 
whom we all are ever one. 
 
Today gives us comfort in the confidence of where those whom we love who have died in the faith are. They are with the 
Lord, resting from their labors, shining in glory and praying for us, the Church Militant, still feebly struggling on in this 
world. Though unseen, they are not removed from us. They are with the very one who comes to be with us in the 
Sacrament of the Altar, giving added consolation to our grief in the Holy Communion, for there we are yet again joined 
with them, gathered around the Lamb. 
 
Today shows us where we will be. What is and what will be true of us. It is a reminder and encouragement to remain 
faithful unto death and thereby receive the crown of glory that does not fade, and to look not only to the day of our relief 
from the strife and perils of this world, but also to the final and great day where all those at rest and all those who are alive 
will be raised to incorruption and changed to immorality.  


