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Sermon Title: Preparing for a good funeral
Bible Reference: Genesis 23
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Family Matters #1

'Preparing for a good funeral’ Genesis 23
Review of Genesis 1-22 

Genesis means ‘beginning’ and over 8 months last year we worked our way through the first 18 chapters. As we did we looked in detail at the beginning of everything – creation of matter and nature. We did a little on young earth, old earth (download it if you want to know I said!), we looked at the very special creation of mankind, realising that we are the pinnacle of God creation with a very special role. Not like animals, we have a ruling role under God. We are made to work, but also made to rest, so we looked at the beginning of the Sabbath. We looked at the beginning of marriage. All good so far. 

But as we move into Ch 3 we come to the beginning of temptation and suffering and find the reason why there is so much bad in the world. 

But even in the midst of that, and amidst God's judgement on Adam and Eve we saw the first shoots of Grace – God wasn’t leaving the scene, but would be working to reverse the wrong and he gave a promise that one day things would be put back to right, with the promise of a ‘Saviour’ – to Satan he said - ‘You will bruise his heal, but he will crush your head!’ I love that!

As the Book continues we saw how from that time things went from bad to worse – the first murder, the descent into anarchy on earth, until God says ‘enough is enough’ and he steps in at the time of Noah to make a fresh start. That was really the end of the beginning. 

But it was the start of something new. In Noah we saw how God takes care and protects those who trust in him; through Noah he restarted history.

With Noah God introduces the idea of covenant – a unilateral promise he makes with people. This idea of promise or covenant takes centre stage from this point on. 

In Ch 10 we saw the beginnings of nations as Noah’s family grew and spread, became proud which ended up with God confusing them after they united to try to build a great tower to reach heaven. He confused their language and very soon they scattered in to their own language groups.

From one of these groups, the descendents of Shem, God eventually called one man, Abram and promised him that through his family he would work out his purposes on earth. He promised him untold blessings and privileges if he would but obey. The only question was whether he would. He did! 

Trusting the God to keep his promise Abraham upped his wife and family and embarked on the adventure of faith with God. Not always easy, not without mistakes and faltering, but followed. The focus of the rest of the Genesis is on the adventures of Ab’s family. Indeed it could well be said that the rest of the OT is about his extended family line.

As we start this section of Genesis, which we’re calling ‘Family Matters’ we actually start nearer the end of his life than the beginning as we pick up the story at the point of his wife’s death! We start with a funeral. It might seem a strange place to begin, and to be honest it’s not a theme/subject that I’ve ever spoken on before, nor have I ever heard a sermon on it. But it is something that every family, without exception has to face and deal with. There will be other topics that won’t necessarily affect us all personally, but this one certainly will. 

Let’s read the passage:  Genesis 23 (Sarah Cracknell)
This I can’t say it will be easy for all of us but that fact should not deter us. I’ll try to be as sensitive as I can and perhaps more than usual I’d value feedback and comments afterwards. How does this passage help in preparing us or our family & friends for our funeral? Not going to spend long in this morning, don’t want it to be more painful than necessary, but there are some things here that should speak to us and which we should not just overlook because they are uncomfortable.

I want to highlight three areas where I think this passage has something to say to us.

1. Emotional preparation v2 – ‘Abraham went to mourn for Sarah and to grieve over her’. 
It could well be that Abram wasn’t at home when Sarah died, and when he heard he dropped everything to go to mourn and grieve for her. Quite right too we naturally say! But the way it’s written in the Hebrew makes it clear that this became THE thing for him at that time – everything else stopped, all other responsibilities were laid aside while he mourned and wept. It wasn’t something he did alongside other things, it was what his total occupation. What did he do?  

We’re told he went to ‘Mourn’ and ‘grieve’ for Sarah. Mourn = lament, and grieve means ‘to cry’. He became sombre, he probably covered himself with dust and rough clothing and he cried. It’s the only time we read of Abraham crying. He’d had plenty of other trauma’s and troubles in his life but this is the only time we read that he cried. 

Now I highlight this because it’s important that we understand that it’s alright to mourn, it’s alright right to cry. People often apologise to me for crying in grief – please don’t. It’s not an act, it’s not a sign of weakness, it’s normal, right and necessary. 
Tears can flow for many reasons. 

· First I reckon they were tears of sadness, that his best friend, confidant and lover had been taken from him. I imagine that he looked back over his life and their marriage and mused on what a wonderful wife she had been. He’d married her back in Ur when he was a sun worshipper, but then God spoke and he’d obeyed; Left the family and upped sticks for goodness knows where. He’d moved from pillar to post, with no settled home, nowhere to really call home. From country to country – all on the promise of God. There had been famine and there had been times of plenty, times of joy and times of great danger. Through it all Sarah had been there with him, by his side, loyal, faithful, trustworthy, his best friend and confidant. No wonder he cried.

· He may also, as he reflected back on his remarkable wife, have been shedding tears of regret. Theirs had not always been an easy marriage, though it seems the latter years were probably their happiest. There had been times when he passed her off as his sister to save his own skin; there had been arguments and many cross words as for many years she blames him for not being able to conceive. I reckon he looked back with regret at words he’d said, rows they’d had – because he knew that he loved her and she loved him. 

So how can we make sure we have a good funeral? Make sure the tears that flow are tears of sadness and not regret. Be as sure as you can that there are no regrets for those you leave behind, keep short accounts and when cross words flow, make up! Don’t live & die with regrets; deal with problems so you don’t die unresolved. Live as a good husband; make sure the tears are of sadness and happy memories, not regret at what might have been.

Then Abraham got up from beside his wife – this phrase designates a decisive action. As if ‘Right, there are things to be done, I can’t sit here all day!’ There is nothing disrespectful in getting on with the needful things of life. So a few words about the practicalities of funerals!

2. Practical Preparation – v3f 

He made arrangements for her burial - Abraham bought the cave and the field.

Explain the haggling and that it is likely that Ephron was ripping him off! Field plus the requested cave, and an extortionate price. But note - nothing was too much for Abraham. He would give her the best in her death, whatever the price, as I’m sure we all would too!

One of the things most people don’t think about in life is the practical arrangements for their funeral and relatives are left to decide what the loved one would most have wanted. I’m going to be very practical here and suggest that for the sake of your families you discuss your wishes and write them down! It’s not morbid, and you will be glad you did when the sad day comes. Pat Gray did just this.

Talk in your family what you want; don’t leave it till it becomes critical, it will be too painful then. Songs, people involved, flowers? Coffin; Music in/out?; style of service; Burial/cremation (I’d point out that burial has long been the preferred Christian option – it follows the eg of Jesus, and way back in Ab’s time it was in contrast to many of the cultures around whose practice was cremation. It speaks of respect and readiness for the resurrection.)

To make it even easier we’ve drafted a simple form for you to fill in. 

And don’t forget your will! 
The third aspect is the most important
3. Spiritual Preparation v4f
Abraham’s purchase of the cave was hugely significant for it was more than simply giving Sarah the best – it was a statement of intent and faith. 

Explain promises of land, as yet not realised – but just as he and Sarah had lived in faith of the promised son and saw it come to pass so they also lived in faith that one day the land they lived in would one day belong to them and their family. They never got to see that – but their family did. Ab bought the field because he believed the promises of God; he knew his family would get possession so this was like the first stake in the ground, it symbolised his and Sarah’s faith in God for better things and fulfilled promises in the future.

His grief then was not as one with no hope.

And this is the greatest way we can prepare for our funeral – by having faith in Abraham and Sarah’s God. Not for a piece of real estate, but through their greater son Jesus a confident hope and assurance that the death of the body is not the end of the person. It’s confident hope in the resurrection to eternal life with Jesus. 

And that has to start now with personal belief, repentance and trust in Jesus to forgive your sins. This will give you hope in death and your family relief at your funeral. Only Jesus can give hope in a funeral, only he gives assurance of resurrection to new life without tears and suffering and sorrow and death. This is our Christian hope, based on the promises of God, just as Abrahams was. 

So, do you have that? Do your family know that? have you told them? Let them know that you’re not afraid, and encourage them to believe also so that when you pass through the valley of the shadow, as we all will unless Jesus comes soon, you leave knowing you’ll have a reunion, with Jesus in heaven forever. 

So best prep for funeral is faith in Jesus and his death – which moves us nicely to communion.
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