
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #33

“That Great-Gettin’ Up Mornin’”

1 Corinthians 15:35-58

This evening we continue in 1 Corinthians 15, which William Barclay calls “both one of the greatest and one of the most difficult chapters in the New Testament.”
 Paul began the chapter by demonstrating the reality of Christ’s resurrection, documented by a number of eyewitnesses, including himself. Then he displays the importance of a bodily resurrection, arguing how hopeless we would be if Christ had not been raised from the dead. Now in the last half of the chapter, Paul goes into detail about what the old spiritual refers to as “That Great Getting’-up Mornin’.” Though Scripture provides no complete treatment on the resurrection, these verses point us to a better understanding of the nature of the resurrection body.

The Character of the Resurrection Body

Paul first addresses the character of the resurrection. He asks two rhetorical question in verse 35, “But someone may ask, ‘How are the dead raised? With what kind of body will they come?’” These might seem to be honest, genuine questions, until we read Paul’s response in the beginning of verse 36: "How foolish!" It is actually stronger in the original language; he begins with, “Fool!”
 

Why such strong emotion? Paul recognizes that such questions are not genuine requests for information but as arguments against the doctrine of resurrection.
 His answer reveals a certain amount of irritation with those who would voice such queries from a perspective of basic unbelief.

This is the difference we see in the first chapter of Luke’s gospel between the response of Zechariah and Mary to the angel’s announcements. Zechariah asked the angel Gabriel in verse 18, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” Mary, in verse 34, replies, “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” The questions sound the same, yet Zechariah is rebuked while Mary is praised for her faith. Why? Zechariah’s query was asked in doubt, while Mary believed but was unsure of the logistics of what she was told. Apparently Paul saw his questioners in the first category.

Then, using analogies and contrasts, he invites his readers to look closely at their own resurrection bodies. This isn’t a comprehensive explanation of the resurrection, but he does provide sufficient detail to put the Corinthians’ questions to rest.

We read in verses 36-41,

What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. When you sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or of something else. But God gives it a body as he has determined, and to each kind of seed he gives its own body. All flesh is not the same: Men have one kind of flesh, animals have another, birds another and fish another. There are also heavenly bodies and there are earthly bodies; but the splendor of the heavenly bodies is one kind, and the splendor of the earthly bodies is another. The sun has one kind of splendor, the moon another and the stars another; and star differs from star in splendor.
Paul makes the important point that resurrection is not reconstruction. Nowhere does the Bible teach that, at the resurrection, God will “put together the pieces” and return to us our former bodies. There is continuity (it is our body), but there is not identity (it is not the same body).
 

The first analogy illustrates both the personal continuity as well as the qualitative discontinuity between the corpse that had been buried and the body that will be raised. The resurrection isn’t simply mortal life resuscitated, nor is it a weird scene from the latest zombie movie. God forbid! The continuity between the mortal body and the resurrection body, however, is real, just as the relationship between a seed and the plant that sprouts from the ground is real. Yet the seed itself vanishes, absorbed into the new reality of the plant that looks completely different from the seed.

Between the seed and the plant we observe a clear continuity of species. When you plant wheat, you get wheat, not watermelons. The specific identity of the seed determines the identity of the plant. Likewise, between our body that dies and is buried and the body that rises from the grave, we will see continuity of personhood. We will rise from the dead in a form that is distinctly and uniquely us. You will still be you, and I will still be me, but the resurrection will make you a better you and me a better me. To understand this continuity, we must look to Christ. Was Jesus’ resurrection body the same as the body that was buried? Yes and no. It was completely the same in personal identity, but completely different in physical quality. In other words, Jesus rose in His body, not in somebody else’s. The body that was buried was transformed into the body that was raised, not destroyed and replaced.
 Some use this verse to argue that burial is preferable to cremation,
 but I think this is reading too much into the illustration. If anything, the fact that God is not “putting the pieces together” argues against their point.

Paul also uses the examples of the various kinds of flesh among human and animal life and the variety of heavenly bodies—the sun, the moon, and the stars—to show that our resurrected bodies will be similar to but not identical with our present physical bodies.
 

These illustrations may not answer every question that we have about the resurrection body, but they do give us the assurances that we need.

Paul continues in verses 42-49,

So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; 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. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. So it is written: “The first man Adam became a living being”; the last Adam, a life-giving spirit. The spiritual did not come first, but the natural, and after that the spiritual. The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. As was the earthly man, so are those who are of the earth; and as is the man from heaven, so also are those who are of heaven. And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven.

It is fundamental to Paul’s thought that the afterlife will be infinitely more glorious than this one. This necessitates a suitable body with which the life is to be lived, for without a body of some kind there seems no way of allowing for individuality and self-expression. But Paul does not view this body crudely. He describes it as “spiritual,” and he later differentiates it from “flesh and blood” in verse 50. His thought is in marked contrast to that of Judaism. There we find that the body to be raised will be identical with the body that died. Paul will have nothing to do with this view. While there will be identity there will also be difference.

In this paragraph Paul first distinguishes the perishable from the imperishable. Slowly but surely our bodies wear down, deteriorate, die. Aging leaves its marks on all of us—dimming our eyes, shutting the doors of our hearing, causing our lips to tremble, turning our spirit of adventure into one of fear, as graphically described in Ecclesiastes 12. All humans have a “shelf life” that is less than what we wish we had. Yet when we are raised in our new bodies, that will all change. Instead of winding down, we will be revving up. Instead of deteriorating, we will be thriving. Instead of dying, we will be eternally growing in our ageless relationships with God and others.

Then he contrasts the natural to the spiritual. The word translated “natural” is the Greek word psychikos, meaning “pertaining to being material or physical.” It usually implies a person dominated by the desires of the self rather than the promptings of the Spirit. In this “natural” life, we must constantly restrain the desires of our sin nature. But in our future resurrected bodies, we will encounter no temptations and we will live in complete holiness and submission to the Father, as Jesus did.

In verse 45 Paul refers to Genesis 2:7, the creation of Adam, emphasizing the last line: “and man became a living being.” The word in Greek is psychē, or “soul.”
 This shares the same root as psychikos, “natural,” which Paul uses in verse 44 to describe our present earthly bodies.
 Jesus, however is “the life-giving spirit.” Adam became alive when God breathed into him the breath (or spirit) of life. In this Adam was passive. But Jesus actively gives life to those who put their trust in Him.
Paul concludes in verse 49, “And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven.” What happened to Jesus after his death and resurrection will happen also to all those in Jesus when they are all together raised on the last day.
 We will be just like Him!
The Chronology of the Resurrection Body

Paul then moves on to the chronology of the resurrection body in verses 50-53.

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. 

This passage should be read in conjunction with 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17,

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.

While these two texts describe the same event, there is a distinct emphasis in each one. In 1 Thessalonians Paul is writing about the “blessed hope” for those believers who die before Christ returns; In 1 Corinthians he addresses the destiny of those believers who are still living when Christ descends from heaven at His coming.

In verse 50, Paul writes, “I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” The combination of “flesh and blood” and “the perishable” means neither the living nor the dead at His coming will go into the kingdom as they are. Both must be changed.
 So Paul assures his readers that the kind of bodies we have on earth—perishable and susceptible to pain, suffering, and death—cannot inherit the kingdom of God.
 And so we see resurrection for the dead saints and rapture for the living saints. Thus shall all the saints of all ages enter the life of the age to come in their eternal, glorified bodies.

If any one asks how this can be, Paul says that he has received the answer in the form of a “mystery,” some aspect of the divine purpose thus far concealed but now communicated by special revelation.
 “Mystery” in the Scriptures does not refer to a mystery in the sense of unraveling a criminal plot but rather to an understanding which has been given by direct revelation of God. It refers to something that could not have been deduced by the combined powers of all human intellects.

Not all believers will enter this new condition through resurrection; those who are still alive on earth when Christ returns to raise the church from the dead will simply be transformed without ever having died. So quick will be this transformation from mortal to immortality for the living believers that it will be like the scarcely noticeable blink of an eye.
 The word “flash” translates atomos, “that which cannot be divided,” the smallest possible (we get our word “atom” from it). It signifies the shortest possible time.
 In the blink of an eye those believers who are alive when Christ returns will be transformed into a glorified, resurrection body.
When this happens, a trumpet will sound, according to both 1 Corinthians 15 and 1 Thessalonians 4 (as well as Matthew 24). In the Bible, trumpets are used for various purposes. The trumpet blast gathered the people of Israel to meet their God. It also was to herald the coming of the Day of the Lord—a time of wrath and judgment on the earth.
 

Yet notice that Paul specifically calls it “the last trump” here in verse 52. Why “last”? Some scholars believe that with the phrase “at the last trump” Paul is drawing on Old Testament imagery used to describe the last day.
 Another sees this as signaling celebration and triumph.
 But I think there is more to it than that.

Some (including me) equate the “last trumpet” in 1 Corinthians 15:52 and “the trumpet of God” in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 announcing the rapture of the church with the seventh trumpet of Revelation 11:15.
 This view is elaborated by Marvin Rosenthal in his book, The Pre-Wrath Rapture of the Church, in which he writes, “Those four words, ‘at the last trump,’ reveal in the clearest possible way the precise occasion when the Rapture of the church will occur.
 I believe that what Paul describes in both 1 Corinthians 15 and 1 Thessalonians 4 is fulfilled in Revelation 14:14-16, which occurs when the seventh (or last) trumpet sounds:

I looked, and there before me was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one “like a son of man” with a crown of gold on his head and a sharp sickle in his hand. Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud, “Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested.

The Promise of the Resurrection Body

Paul concludes with the promise of the resurrection body in verses 54-58,

When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.

It is characteristic of Paul to see in all this a fulfillment of Scripture, in this case Isaiah 25:8. What God has planned long before, and revealed to his servant the prophet, he will certainly fulfill.
 On that day, God will deal a fatal blow to sin and death when our perishable, mortal bodies are transformed into imperishable, immortal bodies incapable of sin, suffering, or corruption. After the resurrection and rapture of believers, never again will we grieve the loss of a loved one. Never again will we worry about terminal diseases. Never again will we cope with the frailties of old age. Never again will we plan funerals, execute wills, and worry about the loved ones we leave behind. Never again will we need to nurse the lingering emptiness and grief we feel when a spouse, a child, or a parent is taken from us by the enemy. On that day, death’s sting will be permanently gone. What a magnificent promise!

In verse 56 Paul says, “The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law.” It is not death in itself that is harmful; it is that death that is the wages of sin that matters. Death, considered simply as the passing out of this life into the immediate presence of the Lord, is a gain, not a loss. Where sin is pardoned, death has no sting. It is quite another matter where sin has not been dealt with. The sting is not in death; it is in sin.
 Death is, therefore, an evil which exists only because of man’s rebellion against God.
 The original word for “sting” (kentron) was often used to refer to the sting of a bee or a scorpion. Without sin, death has no means of stinging the human race. But everyone has been stung; everyone is a sinner. Sin is the instrument of death, and death is the needle with sin as its poison. The Law gave the environment in which the poison spread.
 Yet, as verse 57 exclaims, the Christian life is characteristically a life of victory. There is victory for the Christian, but only through what Christ has done for him.

First Corinthians 15:58 is Paul’s hymn of praise to the Lord as well as his closing admonition to the church. Because of the assurance of Christ’s victory over death, we know that nothing we do for Him will ever be wasted or lost. We can be steadfast in our service, unmovable in suffering, abounding in ministry to others, because we know our labor is not in vain.

The Corinthians were prone to fickleness, shifting without reason from one position to another. Let them get a firm grip on the truth of the resurrection, on God’s final plan for all people and all things, and they will not be so readily shaken.
 This victory has present-day implications. It is something that God gives to the believer—not simply something that He will give. The ultimate victory is already possessed by the believer, so he no longer needs to live an anxiety-ridden life in an attempt to win life—it has already been won. He can rest in the finished work of Jesus Christ.
 There can be little doubt that ‘the hope of glory’ is the strongest incentive for abounding in the work of the Lord, especially when the going is tough or simply unexciting.

These profound promises are already enough to fuel our hope for a lifetime. That abiding hunger for a world set right will one day be satisfied with the resurrection and the world to come. But Paul concludes this discussion on our future hope not with another look forward but with a hard look inward and outward. In light of the hope of our resurrection—made sure by Christ’s resurrection—we are to be “steadfast, immovable,” abounding in God’s work with full assurance that there will be a reward for our labors. Since all Scripture is given by God “so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:17), it should come as no surprise that these prophetic truths would lead to practical applications. God didn’t reveal details of the end times so we could get our prophecy charts right. He gave them so we could get our lives right.
 We must remember that this discussion was not written by Paul merely to satisfy the curiosity of believers. He had some practical points to get across. If we really believe in the resurrection of the body, then we will use our bodies today to the glory of God.

We look forward to “That Great Getting’-up Mornin’.” We do not know exactly when that will happen, so we must always be ready. Even if we interpret Scripture in such a way that the return of Christ for all the saints may not be imminent, none of us knows how much time on earth we are individually given. As one of my Bible college professors put it, “Jesus may not come for us all today, but He may come for you.” So we must live each day as though it could be our last. Let’s be ready whenever that day comes.
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