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 Have you ever asked the question, “Why are so few dead animals and birds found 

decaying and lying around?” 

 Assuming that you have asked this question of yourself or someone else, I will not have 

to remind you that the earth teems with animals, small and large, too many to enumerate. 

 We are also all familiar with the Scripturally Reformed axiom that all of these animals 

are subject to death because of the curse God pronounced upon the whole creation because of the 

sin of our first parents, Adam and Eve. Therefore, the question we have posited is a very natural 

one. 

 There are several possible answers to this question. One answer is that other animals 

devour these dead shortly after they die. Another very possible answer is that there are those 

individuals who very thoughtfully dispose of these bodies before we observe them. Yet another 

answer is very well possible. In fact, it is quite a major answer. The answer lies in the work of 

one of our more interesting animals. This animal is an insect whose activities are primarily 

nocturnal. This insect is a beetle called Necrophorus or is more generally known as the sexton 

beetle.  

 The duties of this beetle are evident enough. Necrophorus is a word taken from the 

Greek. Nekros is a combining form which means dead body and phoros means to bear. Its 

name, therefore, indicates that it is a Bearer of the Dead. 

 Necrophorus belongs to the order of insects popularly known as beetles or scientifically 

called Coleoptera. The beetles are the most numerous in species of all insects. There are an 

estimated 60-80 families. The beetle has an external skeleton which is usually horny and 

chitinous. It has four wings, the outer or front pair tough, opaque (non-transparent), meeting in a 

straight line on the middle of the back. The form and size of beetles is variable. 

 Necrophorus belongs to the family Silphidae. This is the family made up of Carrion 

beetles or Sexton beetles and are useful in the burying of decaying bodies. 

 Let us suppose that you observe a mole which has met with some mishap. You have good 

intentions of burying this animal but put it off until tomorrow. Tomorrow comes and you 

remember your resolution to bury the mole. You go, spade in hand, and there is no mole. What 

has happened? Some animal may have carried it away. Possible, but it is more likely that the 

sextons have been at work. 

 In the darkness this orange and black beetle has also discovered your dead animal. 

Somehow the odor of death was detected by this powerful little insect. (The sexton seems to 

possess an uncanny sense of smell. They fly swiftly and are constantly hunting with the aid of 

their acute sense of smelling for dead bodies of animals.) 

 The work habits of this little insect are most peculiar. After the sexton has found the 

corpse it begins its examinations. It examines the corpse by running its antennae over the body. 

We do not know what is being determined but it cannot be doubted that it is making observations 

of one kind of another. 

 When the sexton knows what it needs to know, it wedges its slightly-convex body under 

one side of the corpse, scrabbles away at the earth to roughen it and clear away a little. It then 

flips over on its back. 



 You know what tremendous weights can be supported by the legs of a man lying on his 

back. As the sexton lies on its back, pushing upward with six sturdy legs, it has almost 

unbelievable power. Yes, this little insect is engaged in moving an object, possibly 100 times 

larger than itself, slowly to be sure but steadily. You might be inclined to say impossible, and yet 

this activity goes on almost constantly before our “dull” eyes.  

 The body of the mole begins to jiggle and rock as the little beetle works its way farther 

under the corpse. Finally, in a tremendous pedaling motion, with all six feet in action, the sexton 

sends the mole’s body lurching perhaps half an inch. 

 You wonder, “Why move it?” 

 The sexton is moving the corpse toward a softer spot of sandy soil which has been 

previously selected as the spot of internment. The body may be moved a foot or ten feet. It is 

quite capable of doing both. Of course, it does not do this alone. It is quite certain to obtain help 

any minute now. Soon another whirry, noisy clatter of beetle wings will sound in the darkness. A 

female sexton will arrive. 

 There is no courtship between these insects, unless it is their joint effort in the work of 

internment. Instinctively and in perfect harmony they carry out their not yet accomplished 

mission. The male pushes and the female pulls. When the male supports the cadaverous body on 

his legs and pedals it forward, the female scrabbles away any impeding and detrimental twigs 

and pebbles. When a rootlet or stem gets in the way, one of the sextons runs and chews it 

through with its powerful, protruding mandibles. 

 Slowly the body is juggled forward. How long does it take? An hour, two hours, five 

hours, Necrophorus is seemingly tireless. He and she have one job and that is that the corpse 

must be moved to the selected burial site. 

 When the sextons attain the selected burial site, they crawl beneath the corpse and begin 

to dig. Slowly the mole makes its jiggly descent into its grave. Finally, there is no mole at all, but 

only a heaving and rippling of the earth to let the watcher know that the sextons are still at work 

down underneath the interred body. 

 Let’s go down and see what’s happening. When the corpse has been well-covered, the 

sextons pluck away some of its fur and work it into a ball. They dig a side tunnel from the burial 

chamber and there the female lays eggs. The fantastic preparations for the next generation are 

now completed.  

 Many insects do not tend their young at all, but sexton beetles do. While they wait for the 

hatching of the eggs, they feed on the mole’s body. When the yellow grubs hatch out, the parents 

provide them with mouthfuls of partly-digested flesh. They keep up this feeding, in most cases, 

until the grubs are ready for the third stage in the metamorphosis, which we spoke of in one of 

our earlier articles. These grubs then leave and busy themselves in the earth to the depth of 

several feet, remain there for three to four weeks and undergo their metamorphoses. The larvae 

make a cell, in which they undergo their transformations. 

 As soon as the young are in no further need of tending, the adults come tunneling up from 

their malodorous tomb, take to the air again, and go their ways. 

 Even though the whole order of nature was subverted by the sin of man, we see design 

and purpose in the creation of God and confess with the Psalmist in Psalm 119:90-91: “Thy 

faithfulness is unto all generations: thou hast established the earth, and it abideth. They continue 

this day according to thine ordinances; for all are thy servants.” 
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