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1Corinthians 15 – conclusion


So, did you do your homework?  Let’s see.  Let’s see who can tell me which verses in the chapters I gave you address the question of when we go to heaven – either immediately after we die, or later, at the Second Coming of Jesus.


1.  Matthew 22?  Verses 31-32.  Jesus says that God is “not the God of the dead.”  That tells me that we will never be “dead”.  (As Jesus say in John 6:50 – “Here is the bread that comes down from heaven, which a man may eat and not die.”)  The essence of who we are will never die.  Our spirits will live on after our bodies have died.  But where will they live on?  
2.  Luke 16?  Verses 19-31 are the story of Lazarus and the rich man.


Read Luke 16:19-31


What do we see there:

1.  People going immediately to heaven or hell (“Hades” in the Greek), the instant their bodies die.

2.  This happens while there are still evil people living on the earth, so it’s before the Second Coming of Jesus.


3. Luke 23?  In verse 43 Jesus tells the penitent thief on the cross, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”  If, on the other hand, we only go to paradise at Jesus’ Second Coming this would have been the perfect time to tell this thief, “I will raise you up at the last day.” (I.e. John 6:54)  But he didn’t say that, showing us that we (like the thief) will go to heaven the instant we die.


4.  John 11?  In verse 23, Jesus tells Martha, who has lost her brother Lazarus, “Your brother will rise again.”  Martha responds, “I know he will rise again at the resurrection at the last day.”  Now, if that’s all that awaited Lazarus, and all of us, (that we are dead until Jesus’ Second Coming), then Jesus would have simply agreed with Martha:  “Yes, your brother will rise again at the last day.”  But in verse 26 Jesus clarifies when Lazarus will be alive again by saying, “Whoever lives and believes in me will never die.”  To me that says, yes, we will rise at the “last day”, at the Second Coming.  But we won’t be dead in the ground before that day comes.  Instead, once we are a living soul, we will never die.  The instant our bodies stop breathing, our souls will live on in heaven, or hell.


5.  2Corinthians 5?  In verses 1-8, Paul gives a great summary of what we’ve been talking about.


Read v. 1


Notice the tense in which Paul refers to this “eternal house in heaven”.  When do we get to live in it?  He doesn’t write, “We will have a building from God.”  He writes, “We have (present tense) a building from God, an eternal house in heaven.”  In other words, the house in heaven is there now, in the present, just waiting for us to live in it.


Read vv. 2-4


“Life” not death.  We “groan” because we know that our “heavenly dwelling” is awaiting us now!  That’s why Paul writes in verse 7 . . .


Read vv. 7-8


Paul saw that when he dies and is “away from the body” that he will instantly be “at home with the Lord”.  (By the way, this verse shows that Paul did not believe the future “resurrection of the dead” was a resurrection of the physical body, since he equated being out of his body as being “at home with the Lord”, and not vice versa.)


6.  Philippians 1?  In verses 21 and following Paul wrestles with whether he’d rather stay and work with the Philippians (presuming he gets out of the Roman jail cell from which he’s writing this letter), or whether he’d rather die and go to heaven.  


Read vv. 21-24


What did Paul see would happen the instant his body died?  He saw that he would “depart and be with Christ”.  That’s why dying had such an appeal to him.  He would instantly “be with Christ”.  (“As he had already explained to the Corinthians (2Cor. 5:8), absence from the body means for the believer immediate presence with the Lord.” [The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, on Philippians 1:23.)


7.  1Peter 3?  Beginning at verse 18 Peter begins his bizarre description of what happened when Jesus died, before he was raised from the dead on Easter.


Read vv. 18-20a


These verses show that our souls are not asleep somewhere when our bodies die.  They are alive and aware and even able to listen to preaching!


8.  1Peter 4?  Verse 6 finishes up this discussion about Jesus preaching to all those who have ever died and were living in Sheol.


Read v. 6


This is what the Apostles’ Creed is referring to when it says that Jesus “descended into Hell”.  The “Hell” is “sheol”, the place where everyone went before Jesus came, both good and bad alike.  He preached to all persons who had ever lived and died, offering them the way to heaven, that they might “live according to God in regard to the spirit”.  


We do not sleep when we die.  Our souls are alive and conscious even after our bodies give out.


9.  Revelation 7 describes the scene in heaven, with God on the throne and all of the elders and four living creatures are there, worshipping him with “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb.” (Rev. 7:9)  They are in heaven.  When did they get there?  After the Second Coming of Jesus?  No.  That doesn’t happen for another 13 chapters!  Their souls are in heaven before the Second Coming.


So, the picture I believe we get in the NT is that when our bodies die our souls continue to live on, either in heaven or in hell, as with the story of Lazarus and the rich man.  (Craig Blomberg states, “2Corinthians 5:8 and Philippians 1:23 are more naturally interpreted as referring to an intermediate state between [death and resurrection] that involves conscious, disembodied existence.”  [Craig Blomberg, The NIV Application Commentary, p. 304.]  But the NT makes it clear that this is only an “intermediate state”, temporary, until the Second Coming.  Christians do not believe in the immortality of the soul, living as a disembodied soul forever and ever.  Eventually, our souls will be given bodies.  See below.)


But, if it’s true that our souls continue to live on when our bodies die, what is the future “resurrection of the dead”?  I believe it’s when our souls (which have been in heaven) are given the new spiritual body which Paul writes about in 1Corinthians 15, at Jesus’ Second Coming.  Those who hated the body and taught that immortality only involves the spirit are wrong.  Immortality will, after Jesus’ Second Coming, involve our souls once again living in a body, though a seriously upgraded body from the one we have now.  (The Gnostics were wrong.  The soul does not need to be freed from the body in order to live eternally.  Instead, the soul will be re-joined to it’s body, only not the same physical body it had from birth.  Like a seed whose body dies in the ground in order to create a new body (plant) above ground, so our physical body will die in order to create a new spiritual body.  Likewise, Justin the Martyr was wrong.  Our souls are not by nature mortal, dying when our bodies die.  Our souls never die.  They live on in heaven/hell when our bodies die.  And they will be resurrected at Jesus’ Second Coming.  As J. Vernon McGee puts it, “Remember that the soul does not die.  The soul never dies; the soul goes to be with Christ.  It is the body that is put to sleep.  It is the body that must be changed.” [J. Vernon McGee, Through the Bible with J. Vernon McGee, on 2 Cor. 5:8])

What will this new spiritual body be like?  It will be like the body with which Jesus was raised on Easter:


1.  It could fully experience this physical world.


2.  It could pass through matter.


3.  It could be made unrecognizable to those with only physical eyes.


4.  It could instantly disappear from one place, and go to another, in this physical world.


5.  It could move between our physical world and the spiritual world of heaven.


Then, when we’re given these new spiritual bodies, which can fully experience this physical world, we will reign with Jesus for 1000 years on this earth, over those believers who are still alive, having miraculously survived the Tribulation period.  When the 1000 years are over, Satan will be defeated once and for all, dead non-believers will be resurrected, found guilty and cast into the lake of fire forever.  (See Rev. 20:11-15; Acts 24:15 and John 5:28-29.)  

Then, before God destroys this world and creates the “new Jerusalem”, before that all of the believers who are still alive on earth will be “raptured”.  That means their physical bodies will be changed instantly into the spiritual bodies that Paul describes in 1Corinthians 15, and they will be “clothed” with “immortality” (1Cor. 15:53).  At that point all Christians will be alike, living in new spiritual bodies from that point on to eternity.  (Note that the words “clothed” with “immortality” describe what will happen only to Christians who are still living [on earth] when the Second Coming occurs.  Those Christians who have already died have already been given immortality, as their souls are living now in either heaven or hell.)


Any questions?


This is described beautifully in 1Thessalonians 4:13ff.


Read 1Thess. 4:13-18


So, what have we learned in 1Corinthians 15?  We’ve learned that, eventually, “heaven” will mean being given a new spiritual body.  And from the rest of the NT we learn that all believers will be in fellowship together, in their spiritual bodies, in the new Jerusalem.


You may ask why that’s necessary?  Why isn’t it good enough that we live in heaven as pure souls, with no bodies, just worshipping God with the angels?  Why do we need to have our souls joined up with new bodies? 

What do you think?

Craig Blomberg offers an answer to that question that is satisfying to me.  Listen:


The Bible declares that God created the material world, including human bodies, as good (Gen. 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31).  Humans were intended to live in bodily form in a material world.  Revelation 21-22 describes God’s ultimate re-creation of new heavens and a new earth in equally material terms.  In other words, God intends to see that his original creative purposes are not thwarted.  Anything less than full bodily resurrection and full re-creation of the cosmos might still give believers an enjoyable experience but would not vindicate God against all his enemies or provide the absolute perfection that he intends for his people. [Craig Blomberg, The NIV Application Commentary, pp. 306-307.]


Even referring to the life to come simply as “heaven” points out a serious misconception.  The biblical hope is for believers to experience all of the wonders and glories of a fully re-created heavens and earth (Rev. 21-22).  We will enjoy one another’s fellowship as well as God’s presence in perfect happiness.  We will not sit on our private clouds with wings and harps periodically to dispel our eternal boredom.  The new earth is centered in the new Jerusalem, a city of bustling activity. [Craig Blomberg, The NIV Application Commentary, p. 311.]


We can finish this incredible chapter on the resurrection of the dead by reading from another place in the NT, Hebrews 11:16 -  “Instead, they were longing for a better country – a heavenly one.  Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.”

And for us all!


Amen.

