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1Corinthians 15:20-58

Let me summarize what we learned when we studied the first 19 verses of this amazing chapter:


1. This chapter was written to counter the false teaching spreading in the Corinthian church that Jesus didn’t physically, bodily, rise from the dead on Easter.


2.  Most Greeks, such as the Corinthian Christians, didn’t believe in the possibility of a physical resurrection of the dead, because they looked at the body as inherently bad and evil, something to be liberated from in the future.  “Heaven” to the Greek was a life as pure spirit.


3.  In contrast, Christianity taught the world that our bodies are good, because they are made by God, and that the future “resurrection of the dead” will be an eternal life inside of a body.  The phrase “resurrection of the dead” in the Greek literally means “the rising up, or standing up, of a corpse”.


If you take away belief in the physical resurrection of Jesus, and the future bodily resurrection of all believers, then the whole Christian faith crumbles, we are still in our sins, and we are the most pitiful people on earth.


Those are the major teaching of 1Corinthians 15:1-19.  Now, as we look at the rest of 1Corinthians 15 I need to lay out a warning.  This is tough sledding.  Think of difficult classes you had in high school or college.  This chapter is one of them.  It's chapters like this that make us call what we do here on Wednesday nights Bible study.

So, are you ready to study?  Okay.  Let’s begin at verse 12.


Read v. 12

Paul answers his own questions, or the questions of his critics, in verse 20.


Read vv. 20-28


Paul is writing about future events in these verses:  the second coming of Jesus, the destruction of the Anti-Christ and of the Devil, Jesus' reign of 1000 years, and God's ultimate reign in the new Jerusalem.  To learn the sequence of future events that Paul is referring to here you have to read and study Revelation 19-20.  And I want to summarize those chapters for you now.


However, as you know, Christians have disagreed over the interpretation of the events in Revelation 19-20 for 2000 years.  When, for instance, will the rapture of living Christians occur?  Will it happen at Jesus' Second Coming?  Before?  Well after?  Never?  I've studied these chapters for many years and what I'm about to give you is my opinion of those future events.  In Revelation 19-20, I believe that we’re taught the future events will happen in this order:


1.  Jesus will return to earth, at his Second Coming, and defeat the “beast” and his “false prophet” and “the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war” against him.  The beast and his false prophet will be thrown into “the fiery lake of burning sulfur”, also known as “Gehenna”. 


2.  An angel will imprison the Devil himself in a holding pen known as the “Abyss” for 1,000 years.


3.  Jesus will reign for 1000 years, over the Christians who are left on the earth, with the martyrs, the 12 apostles, and with all dead Christians who have been resurrected.  Revelation 20:5 calls this “the first resurrection”.  I believe it’s the process whereby the souls of Christians who have died are given their new spiritual bodies, in which they will spend eternity.  This is what Paul has in mind when he writes about the future “resurrection of the dead”.  All Christians who have died will be resurrected, and will reign with Christ during the 1000 years.  That includes us if the Second Coming doesn't happen in our lifetimes.  When that day does come, we will live on forever, in our new resurrected bodies.


4.  Satan will be released after the 1000 years are up and gather up people who have become unbelievers.  They will assemble for war against Christ.  But they be defeated once and forever.  The Devil will be thrown into the same “fiery lake of burning sulfur” that the beast and false prophet were thrown into.  And once you’re put there, you never escape.


5.  Then all of the dead non-believers in the history of the world will be raised to life, called the “second resurrection”, where they will be judged for their sins and also thrown into the “lake of fire”.  This is called the “second death”.


6.  Then death itself will be destroyed (1Cor. 15:26).  No one will ever die from this point on.

7.  Then the great transformation of the world will come.  This current earth will be destroyed, because it has become flawed by people’s sin.  But before that happens, the believers who have been faithful under the 1000 year reign of Christ on earth will have their bodies changed.  We call this the “rapture”.  They will meet the Lord in the air (1Thess. 4:17) and eventually live with him forever in the new Jerusalem.

Any questions?


Now, all of this falls apart if there isn't going to be a future resurrection of the dead, if we aren't going to be living in the future, after our bodies die.  So, Paul deals next with those who don’t believe in the resurrection, but who act like they do.  Verse 29.


Read v. 29


Scholars aren’t exactly sure what Paul meant by these words "baptized for the dead".  They're very bizarre and their meaning has been lost over the centuries.  But one thing we know for sure is this:  Paul is asking why people would bother to do these baptisms for the dead if there is no hope of living in the future, after our bodies die?


Then, Paul looks at his own life, and asks, “Why am I risking my own life if there’s no future resurrection?  What have I gained?  The rewards I’m getting here aren’t worth the suffering I’m going through.”  Verse 30.


Read vv. 30-32.


We see Paul’s point, don’t we?  And if there’s no resurrection of the dead, no future eternity, no heaven, then let’s just “eat, drink and be merry”!  Let’s party on, Garth - if there’s no reward for being good, and no punishment for living as selfish, partying, drunks.  Verse 33.


Read vv. 33-34


In the 1989 Brian DePalma film Casualties of War, Michael J. Fox looks at his friend in the Marines and tells him of the rape and murder of a Vietnamese civilian teenager that he witnessed and tried to stop. 
 
His friend tries to pass it off as human nature - that, in the harsh and horrifying circumstances of war, folks who could die at any second tend to do things they would never do in civilian life. Fox's response goes something like this: "Everybody's acting like we can do anything and it don't matter what we do. Maybe we gotta' be extra careful because maybe it matters more than we even know."

Paul is really reminding us in these verses that the sense of justice that God placed in our hearts dictates that there will be a future resurrection of the dead when good will be rewarded and bad will be punished.  This life can't be all there is.  There will be an eternal reward for living a good, moral, life.  And there will be an eternal punishment for living in sin.  So, let’s start living like how we live here on earth matters!


Next, Paul writes about what kind of “body” our resurrected body will be like.  Verse 35.


Read vv. 35-38


We can understand that.  We put a watermelon seed, for instance,

in the ground.  It gets all mushy and decomposes.  In a sense, it “dies”.  It’s dead.  It no longer looks like it looked when we planted it.  And then it comes to life!  But the thing that emerges from the ground doesn’t look at all like the thing we planted.  It’s been given a new “body”, hasn’t it?  It now has vines, and leaves, and this big green thing with tasty pink meat inside.  

Now, thinking about it philosophically, both the seed and the plant have the same “essence”, don’t they?  They’re connected to each other in essence, both the seed that died in the ground and the plant that grew above the ground.  But, though they have the same essence, they have two very different bodies.


Paul is saying, “That is exactly what will happen to us.  When our body dies and is buried in the ground, it’s like planting a seed in the ground.  And like the plant that eventually grows above the ground, so will we eventually “grow” into a new body, a resurrected body.  It won't look the same, any more than a seed looks like the plant.  But it will still be us.  We’ll have the same essence, the same being, as the person whose body is decomposing in the ground.  We will still be “us”, with all of our memories, all of our likes and dislikes.  But, as the dead seed produced a new body, so we too will have new bodies.


I think that explanation is so inspired.


Any questions?


This was hard for the Greeks of Paul’s day to accept.  Remember, they hated the physical world and they hated our physical bodies.  They would have preferred that “heaven” just be a bunch of spirits floating on clouds, with no physical attributes – invisible, untouchable, non-physical.  But that’s not what awaits us.  And we know that because of what Paul wrote in this chapter.


Any questions?


Next, Paul tries to explain what our new resurrected bodies will be like in another way.  Verse 39.


Read vv. 39-42a


Paul is saying that just as God made people to look one way, and animals to look another way, stars to look one way and mountains to look another way, so God will make resurrected beings look differently than they looked before their bodies died.  Verse 42.

Read vv. 42-44


Our resurrected bodies will be much improved over these models we now walk around in.  When our bodies are raised, after the Second Coming of Jesus, here’s how they will differ from the bodies we have now, taking each word that Paul uses in verses 42-43:


1.  Now our bodies are perishable.  They’re like “perishable” food items, like fresh vegetables.  Eventually they break down, they get mushy, they corrupt, and they decompose.  Not so when we’re resurrected after the Second Coming.  Those bodies will be imperishable.  You can find them in the "Non-Perishables" aisle.  They will never break down.  And, most importantly, they will never die again.  They will be immortal.  They will be the ultimate “upgrade”!


2.  Now our bodies are dishonorable.  Why?  Because we do dishonorable things with our bodies.  We give in to our sins, our passions, with our bodies, bringing them dishonor.  Not so with our new resurrected bodies.  They will be totally filled with “glory”, light, beauty and honor.  We will not be capable of sinning with them.


3.  Now our bodies are weak.  Even the strongest man in the world can’t lift a car over his head on his own.  We’re weak, and get weaker with time.  Not so when we’re given our resurrected bodies.  They will have the “power” (“energia” in the Greek) of God in them!  Imagine never getting tired and sleepy ever again!


4.  Now our bodies are natural.  They’re born of man and woman coming together in a physical way, sperm and egg coming together physically, creating a natural, physical, being.  Not so when God gives us our resurrected bodies.  They will not be the result of a physical coming together.  They will just appear!  Spiritually, God will “zap” them into place.  They won’t be physical and natural.  They will be spiritual.


Any questions?


“Spiritual?” Paul’s critics may have asked.  “Yes, spiritual,” Paul replied.  Verse 44b.


Read vv. 44b-45


Who is the “last Adam”?  It’s Jesus.  It's like Jesus will be starting the human race all over again, giving us new creations, new bodies.  


Read vv. 46-47


Again, that’s Jesus.


Read vv. 48-49


That’s a crucial verse for understanding what our future resurrected bodies will be like, the bodies in which we will spend eternity.  Paul says that just as our physical, natural, bodies bear the likeness of Adam (“the earthly man”), so our new resurrected bodies will “bear the likeness of the man from heaven”.  That's a description of Jesus when he comes back to earth from heaven.  I think Paul’s saying that our resurrected bodies will be like the resurrected body of Jesus.  And if that's true, then, (and only then), will Genesis 1:26 be fully realized:  “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness.”  (F.F. Bruce, The New Century Bible Commentary, p. 153.)


So, if you really want to know what kind of body you’ll be spending eternity in, look at what the resurrected body of Jesus was like.  What was it like?  What do we know about it?  We know a couple of things:


1.  It could fully experience this physical world.  (This is something that a pure spirit cannot do!)  The resurrected Jesus, for instance, walked on roads with the two men on the Emmaus road, and sat down at table with them.  He could talk and be heard.  He could be touched, as he was by the women in Matthew 28 (v. 9), and probably by doubting Thomas (John 20:27).  And, presumably, he could eat food, as he had a meal with the disciples on the shore of the Sea of Galilee in John 21.  (Indeed, Acts 1:4 says, “On one occasion, while he was eating with them . . .”)  And it kept the physical characteristics that it had before death.  People recognized him after he was raised from the dead.  And Jesus was able to show his disciples the nail holes in his hands and the spear hole in his side (John 20:20).


2.  But Jesus’ body differed from our physical bodies in some really important ways:


A.  It could pass through matter.  When did the resurrected Jesus do that?  When he passed through the stone door of the tomb, and the locked doors of the Upper Room (John 20:19).


B.  It could be made unrecognizable.  When did that happen?  When he first met the two men on the Emmaus road.  Luke tells us that they “were kept from recognizing” Jesus (Luke 24:16).  Or, when Mary first saw the resurrected Jesus and “did not realize that it was Jesus” (John 20:14).  Or, when his disciples first saw him when they were fishing on the Sea of Galilee and “did not realize that it was Jesus” standing on the shore, preparing a meal for them (John 21:4).  Nor did they recognize his voice when he called out to them (v. 5).  But, at will, Jesus could allow himself to be recognized, as he did with the two men from Emmaus, with Mary, and with the disciples on that shore who eventually “knew it was the Lord” (v. 12).


C.  It could instantly disappear from one place, and go to another.  When the two Emmaus men finally recognized Jesus we’re told that “he disappeared from their sight” (Luke 24:31).

D.  It could move between our physical world and the spiritual world of heaven.  This is how the resurrected Jesus was able to ascend to God the Father, in Acts 1:9 – “After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.”  Then two angels told the disciples that when Jesus returns (his Second Coming) he will return in the very “same way you have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11).  Apparently, Jesus can move between our physical world and the spirit world whenever he wants to.  Can you think of a time after his ascension when Jesus returned to earth again?  How about when he blinded Saul on the road to Damascus?  And I’ve known several people who swear they have seen Jesus appear to them.  And I've known others who have told me that they have also seen loved ones who have died - especially the days right after they have died.


Now, can we say for sure that our resurrected bodies will be like Jesus’ resurrected body?  I think we can, because of all of the scriptures that tell us this:


1.  The one we just read in 1Corinthians 15:49 – “We shall bear the likeness of the man from heaven”.

2.  One we'll read in just a few verses, in 1Corinthians 15:51 - “We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed."

3.  2Corinthians 3:18 – “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory . . .”

4.  Romans 8:29 – “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”

5.  1John 3:2 – “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known.  But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”  (Paul echoed this thought in 1Corinthians 13:12 – “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face.”)


6.  And what I think is the clearest verse of all, Philippians 3:21 – “(The Lord Jesus Christ,) who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body”.


Our resurrected bodies will be like Jesus’ resurrected body


Any questions?


Paul sums it all up in the remaining paragraph of chapter 15, making it clear that, though our resurrected body may be able to experience this physical world, it is not physical itself.  Verse 50.


Read v. 50


Let's be clear.  Our resurrected bodies are not flesh and blood.  Paul never wrote about the “resurrection of the flesh”, (sarx in the Greek).  Instead, Paul always wrote about the “resurrection of the body” (soma in the Greek).  This body has physical characteristics and can experience the physical world.  But it isn’t flesh and blood.  This is why Christians (except for some groups in Egypt) never mummified the bodies of their loved ones.  We do not believe that flesh and blood will inherit the kingdom of God, so why would we want to preserve our bodies?

Read vv. 50-51


Who is Paul talking about now?  He’s talking about Christians who are still alive when Jesus comes back to earth.  That’s who he means when he says, “We will not all sleep”, sleep being a metaphor for death.  He means, “We will not all be dead when Jesus comes back to earth.”  

So, naturally, the question comes up, “What will happen to Christians who are alive (still "flesh and blood") when heaven and earth are destroyed, if it’s true that ‘flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God’?”  Are they out of luck?  Answer.  The rapture.   God will change their bodies from physical to spiritual.  God will “clothe” them with “immortality”.  How will that happen?  Well, the truth is that no one understands how God will do this.  What does Paul call it in verse 51?  A “mystery”.


Read vv. 51-52


That agrees with the order in which I understand Revelation 20.  The dead Christians are raised first, to reign with Christ 1000 years, over Christians who are still alive on the earth.  Then, when God is ready to destroy the earth, to create the new heavens and the new earth, the new Jerusalem, right before that he will rapture those still living and change their bodies so that they too can experience the final, complete, perfect, eternal, kingdom of God.  He has to change them.  Because he's going to destroy the earth!  Their perishable, mortal bodies have to put on the imperishable, the immortal, so that they can live forever.  Verse 53.


Read vv. 53-58


I want you to see the comparison that Paul is giving us here, in verse 56.  What do you think Paul is trying to say?


I believe that his thinking goes like this:  Just as a stinger is what gives a bee its’ power to hurt us, so sin is what gives death its’ power to hurt us.  How?  If you take away sin and guilt, why would you have anything to fear about death?  Death without sin is like a bee without a stinger - because death without sin is either:


a.  Heaven for everyone, or,


b.  Nothingness.


Only those who are still in their sin and still in their guilt have anything to fear about death.  


Now, who took away sin for us?  Jesus did.  So, do Christians have anything to fear when it comes to dying?  No.  Without sin, death is something to look forward to, as it’s the door to heaven.


So, Christians, don’t fear dying!  The sting of death has been washed away.  Sin is no more.  Death is the way we go to meet the Lord.


Are you afraid to die?  Then that says something about your trust, or lack of trust, in Jesus to save you from your sins.  But that's something you can fix today . . .


Now, but exactly when will we meet the Lord?  Do we go to heaven the moment our physical body dies, or at the future “resurrection of the dead”? 

I want to give you homework to do this week, to find the answer to this question.  And I believe the answer can be found in the following verses:

Matthew 22: 31-32   (See also John 6:50)

Luke 16:19-31

Luke 23:43

John 11:17-26

2Corinthians 5:1-8

Philippians 1: 21-24

1Peter 3: 18-20a

1Peter 4:6

Revelation 7:9-17


As you read these verses ask yourself, "When do we meet the Lord - the moment our physical body dies, or at the future resurrection of the dead?"

Bonus Material:


Richard Hays is a New Testament professor where I went to seminary, at Duke Divinity School.  And in his book on 1Corinthians, he says we preachers need to wake people up to this “fact” – we do not go to heaven immediately when we die.  Listen to what he writes:


In the writings of Justin Martyr, the great second-century apologist [defender of the Christian faith] . . . Justin acknowledges that there are “some who are called Christians . . . who say that there is no resurrection of the dead, and that their souls, when they die, are taken to heaven.  Do not imagine that they are Christians.”


We must ponder the fact that the position rejected by Paul and Justin as heretical has now become the popular understanding of the Christian faith among most churchgoers.  (Hays, First Corinthians, John Knox Press, 1997, p. 259.)


If asked, “What do we hope for after death?” many devout Christians would answer with sentimental notions of their souls going to heaven and smiling back down on the earth.  Such ideas have virtually no basis in the Bible, and those who exercise the teaching office in the church should seek to impress upon their congregations that the predominant future hope of the New Testament writers is precisely the same as the hope presented here in 1Corinthians 15:  resurrection of the body at the time of Christ’s parousia [Second Coming] and final judgment.


Paul speaks of death as a destructive “enemy” that will be conquered only at the end of this age.  The resurrection of the dead is, after all, the classical teaching of the New Testament and the Christian tradition; we might find that such teaching would go a long way to promote healthier attitudes towards death and life in our congregations.  (Ibid., p. 279.)

What do you think?

Is Dr. Hays right?  Do we go to heaven only after the Second Coming of Jesus?  And if we’re only going to be resurrected at Jesus’ Second Coming, where do we go when we die now?  What happens to us until then?


Or, is Dr. Hays wrong?  Do we go to heaven immediately after we die?

