
The Body Returns to Dust
1960, Burial was 86.5 % and cremation was 3.5%

2024, increased to 61% 

projected to be > 80% of all funerals by 2045. 

2024,  Nevada, Oregon and Washington, already > 80% 

Reasons:   Lower cost.  Less impact on environment.

They also cite a movement away from Religion.

Third reason entirely as only being wishful thinking. 

There is no real opposition from any denomination.

Catholic church removed it’s prohibition in 1963

Mormon’s in the 1990’s



The Custom of Burial 
Down through the centuries Western Civilization has buried.

Why?

Was this a mandate from God that is now being forsaken?

Is it a “manner of life handed down from your fathers.” 

Should Jesus’s disciples oppose this change? 

Are our own feelings toward this practice based in Scripture 
or opinion? 

Is there a right or wrong way to respectfully return the body 
to dust?



Life and Death

And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became 
a living being. Gen 2:7

Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; 17 but of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for 
in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die." Gen 2:16

Life and death were revealed in their first day of creation. 



In Rebellion They Chose to Experience Death

In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread Till you return
to the ground, For out of it you were taken; For dust you
are, And to dust you shall return. Gen 3:19

All go to one place: all are from the dust, and all return to
dust. Ecc.l 3:20

Then the dust will return to the earth as it was, And the
spirit will return to God who gave it. Eccl. 12:7

Once the spirit returns to God and “the body without the 
spirit is dead,” all control over the body is relinquished. 

We are then left to return to the dust by the living. 



The Lifeless Body
Immediately begins the process of returning to “the 
dust,” “the ground,” and “to the earth as it was.”

What has God revealed about this moment. 

Has He revealed that there is a single honorable, 
respectful and pleasing method to leave the body to 
return to dust?

Is burial a more honorable way to allow this process?

Does cremation dishonor the body?

There are strong feelings about this answer.

But are those strong feelings from Scripture or custom?



God Revealed Nothing until the Days of Abraham

Now as for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you 
shall be buried at a good old age. Gen. 15:15

Then Abraham stood up from before his dead, and spoke to 
the sons of Heth, saying, 4 "I am a foreigner and a visitor 
among you. Give me property for a burial place among 
you, that I may bury my dead out of my sight." 5 And the 
sons of Heth answered Abraham, saying to him, 6 "Hear 
us, my lord: You are a mighty prince among us; bury your 
dead in the choicest of our burial places. None of us will 
withhold from you his burial place, that you may bury your 
dead." Gen 23:3-6



From that Time, it was Always a Burial

After purchasing the cave of Machpelah, Abraham buried 
Sarah there. Gen. 25:8-9

Later, Isaac and Ishmael buried Abraham; Gen 35:29 

Jacob and Esau buried Isaac and Rebekah; Gen. 49:30-31

Joseph and his brothers buried Jacob,  Gen. 50:24-26). 

In the Exodus and wilderness wandering, those who died in 
the plague, Miriam, Aaron and Moses were all buried. 
Num. 11:32; 20:1; Deut. 10:6 



At Moses Death

So Moses the servant of the Lord died there in the land of 
Moab, according to the word of the Lord. 6 And He buried 
him in a valley in the land of Moab, opposite Beth Peor; 
but no one knows his grave to this day. Deut. 34:5-7

God chose burial. 

That is an important consideration. 

It proves beyond any doubt that burial is a respectful and 
honorable way to bury our dead out of our sight. 



Burial was Israel’s Custom
Joseph’s bones were buried, as were Eleazar’s,  Joshua’s, 
and Samuel’s. (Josh. 20:20-33, Judg. 2:9 1Sam. 25:1). 

David, Solomon and most of the kings that followed were 
also buried. 

The phrase “rested with His fathers and was buried” is used 
over twenty times in 1st and 2nd Kings.  

John the Baptist, Lazarus, and Jesus were buried (Mt. 14:12; 
Jn. 11:17; Jn. 19:40-42), as were Ananias and Saphira and 
the rich man in Jesus’ parable. (Acts 5:1-11; Lk. 16:22). 



Jesus’ Words 

Do not marvel at this; for the hour is coming in which 
all who are in the graves will hear His voice  29 and 
come forth — those who have done good, to the 
resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to 
the resurrection of condemnation. John 5:28-29

For centuries, these truths strongly influenced Jesus’ 
disciples to bury their own dead out of their sight as 
Abraham did with Sarah. 

Many have chosen along with God with Moses, to 
place them in a grave. 



The Resurrection of the Body

The Holy Spirit spoke of the resurrection in the context of 
a burial.

But someone will say, "How are the dead raised up? And 
with what body do they come?" 36 Foolish one, what you 
sow is not made alive unless it dies. 37 And what you sow, 
you do not sow that body that shall be, but mere grain —
perhaps wheat or some other grain. 1 Cor 15:35-38



The Body is Sown

The resurrection is tied again and again to the fleshly body 
being sown (buried) and a spiritual body being raised. 

The body is sown in corruption, it is raised in 
incorruption. 

It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. 

It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power. 

It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.

There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual body. 
(1Cor. 15:35-44). 



Multitudes have Never been Buried 
Those who die at sea, those who die in war, in natural 
disasters like the flood or Sodom and Gomorrah. 
Shadrach Meschach and Abednego had no concerns about the 
fiery furnace
Paul had no concern about giving his body to be burned. 
This was a practice among persecutors in that day. 
And I saw the dead, small and great, standing before God, and 
books were opened. … And the dead were judged according to 
their works, by the things which were written in the books. 13 
The sea gave up the dead who were in it, and Death and Hades 
delivered up the dead who were in them. And they were judged, 
each one according to his works. Rev. 20:12-13



Variations in Burial
Jacob was embalmed after the custom of the Egyptians 
(which was tied to their idolatry, and also slowed down 
the body’s return to dust). 

Yet, there was no word of condemnation. 

At Joseph’s death, “they embalmed him, and he was 
put in a coffin in Egypt.” 

His body was then left unburied for centuries until 
Israel returned to Canaan. 

Yet nothing is said about this practice being evil. It was 
simply accepted that as long as the body was buried, 
the preparations and time frame were unimportant. 



An Example of Cremation
When the Philistines killed King Saul and his sons, they left 
them unburied, hanging Saul’s body on the wall. 

Now when the inhabitants of Jabesh Gilead heard what the 
Philistines had done to Saul, all the valiant men arose and 
traveled all night, and took the body of Saul and the bodies 
of his sons from the wall of Beth Shan; and they came to 
Jabesh and burned them there. Then they took their bones 
and buried them under the tamarisk tree at Jabesh, and 
fasted seven days. (1Sam. 31:11-13)



The Bodies of Saul and his Sons
“They took the bodies to Jabesh...” “...and burned them 
there.” “They took their bones and buried them.” 

When David heard what they had done he said: 

“You are blessed of the Lord, for you have shown this kindness 
to your lord, to Saul, and have buried him.” 2Sam. 2:4 

David was no more shocked at this form of preparation, than 
Jacob or Joseph were with embalming. 

He did not see it as a heathen practice. 

If there were something evil about cremation, the Holy Spirit 
could have used this example to condemn it. 

David would have expressed dismay if it was a desecration.



The Dilemma

Israel generally buried their dead, but under certain 
circumstances saw nothing wrong with either embalming 
or cremating the body before the burial. 

Many Gentile nations practiced cremation in various 
forms, some in time of war and pestilence, others as a 
general practice. 

After a cremation, a burial occurred so nothing changed 
except the time it took to return to the dust. 

Greeks and Romans cremated soldiers in order to bring 
the body home. 



Concluisions

With so many Gentile nations practicing this, it is difficult 
to explain why there is no condemnation in the NT if it 
were evil or something God did not want done. 

Jesus knew the gospel would go into all the world. 

He knew of nations that practiced cremation. 

Yet there is not  a single word of condemnation.

Not in the OT and not in the NT. 



Conclusions

For those raised in the culture where 96.5% were buried 
(those born before 1970), there is still a strong sense of 
propriety for a burial to show respect to the dead. 

Yet, those raised in the changing culture of America 
where less than 50% are buried (those born after 1970), 
feel that cremation is also a fitting way to show respect, 
with the added benefit of not leaving a family with an 
added financial burden. 



If the body of the cremated person is buried, the 
cremation can be understood as a simple preparation 
for burial.

Scattering the ashes is a little more problematic. 

But many have even accepted this practice. 

In the end, the best conclusion appears to be that cremation 
would fit into the same context as those things listed in 
Romans 14. Although speaking of food, the principle is the 
same for all doubtful things.  



For one believes he may eat all things, but he who is weak 
eats only vegetables. 3 Let not him who eats despise him who 
does not eat, and let not him who does not eat judge him who 
eats; for God has received him. 4 Who are you to judge 
another's servant? To his own master he stands or falls.  
(Rom. 14:2-4)
There is no way to prove absolutely or conclusively that 
cremation is wrong. 
Some will still strongly oppose it. 
Others will see it as something God doesn’t care about. 
How can we work together? 
Those who practice it must not despise those who refuse it.
Those who refuse to cremate must not those who do. 
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