Of Ministry and Ministers #10

“The Promise and the Present”

2 Corinthians 5:1-10

Much like a love/hate relationship, death has a fear/fascination relationship with many people. Folks fear death because it is “the great unknown,” yet they are fascinated by the subject for precisely the same reason. Once a taboo topic in polite conversation, now death and the afterlife are the subjects of books, movies, television shows, and more. Increasing numbers of people are even dabbling in the occult in order to solve the mystery of what happens after a person dies.

For the Christian none of this is necessary, for God’s Word is very clear—though not always as precise as we would like—about what happens when a person dies. The world usually refers to physical death merely as an ending, the closing of a door on one’s earthly life; but the New Testament sees it also as a beginning—the opening of a door into our destiny, the new life in which we start to reap what we have sown.
 My favorite quotes that I use at nearly every Christian funeral says, “When the Christian dies we do not write the words, ‘the end’; we write, ‘to be continued,’ and turn over the page.”

No, according to the Bible, death is not the end of existence. It is separation, a dissolving of the union between spirit and body. Ecclesiastes 12:7 reveals, “The dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it.” In creation God made man by breathing life into a frame of dust; death severs the two realities God originally joined together. This separation is unnatural to the nth degree.

But what happens after death? What happens when we “turn over the page”? That is a question believers as well as unbelievers raise. And that is the focus of our text this evening, 2 Corinthians 5:1–10. This is one of the most researched and written-about passages in Paul’s writings—and for a good reason. Paul is tackling the topic of the Christian hope beyond the grave, and more specifically, what happens to the believer at the point of death.

Sadly this passage is often studied virtually in isolation from the rest of 2 Corinthians because of its obvious importance for understanding Paul’s views about life after death. However, in seeking a proper understanding of the first ten verses in chapter five, it is essential to see it in its context, especially in relation to what immediately precedes it, for in fact 2 Corinthians 4:16–5:10 constitutes one integrated section. It is in the light of the “wasting away” of the “outer nature” (4:16) and the fact that “this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory” (4:17) that Paul proceeds to explain what he looks forward to when “the earthly tent we live in is destroyed” (5:1).
 Let’s take a look at the promise and the present.

The Promised Realm

First Paul addresses the promised realm in verse one, “Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands.”
The niv “now” obscures the connection with the preceding section. The opening Greek term gar points back to the end of chapter four and answers why Paul focuses on what is unseen rather than on what is seen.
 In many ways this verse is the crux of the whole passage. How one interprets this verse determines to a large extent how one understands those that follow.

Paul begins with an assertion that instantly snares our attention: “We know.” When it comes to the vital questions of existence, we aren’t left guessing, wondering, pondering, interpreting, or theorizing. The important things are clear in Scripture, for those who have the eyes of faith to see and believe them: “For we know…” Isn’t that comforting? When we face our own inevitable mortality or the loss of our loved ones, we can know with certainty what the future holds. Isn’t that amazing?

How do we know with such certainty? We trust the Word of God. No Christian has to consult a fortune-teller, a Ouija board, a spiritist, or a deck of cards to find out what the future holds or what lies on the other side of death. God has told us all that we need to know in the pages of His Word.
 Throughout this passage Paul repeatedly speaks of what we know and the certainty of what he is writing. To many this present existence is solid and real, whereas our coming existence seems shadowy and insubstantial. Paul teaches us that the reverse is true. The life to come is strong, permanent and real; the present life is lived among the shadows.

There is, however, for Paul one note of uncertainty, introduced by the conditional clause: “if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed.” This is in no sense an uncertainty about whether physical death will happen—the Bible clearly states, “man is destined to die once” in Hebrews 9:27—or of the blessed state of the believer after death. No, the only uncertainty Paul has is whether or not he would experience death before Christ returned.
 Later in this passage he implies that he would prefer not to and tells us why.
Paul uses the imagery of “tent” when referring to our physical body. Interestingly he does not use the usual Greek word for tent (skēnē) found extensively in the lxx and several times in the New Testament, but rather, he uses the word skēnos which is found only twice in the New Testament and only once in the lxx (Wisdom of Solomon 9:15), where it is used figuratively to refer to the human body. This strongly suggests that skēnos should be understood in the same way here.
 

Paul compares our present earthly, mortal bodies (the current “tents”) with our future heavenly, immortal bodies (the future permanent building from God).
 This “building of God” is not the believer’s heavenly home, promised in John 14:1–6. It is his glorified body.
 “Not built by human hands” refers to things not of this material world. There is a close word correspondence between this verse and Mark 14:58, where Jesus referred to His earthly and resurrection bodies: “I will destroy this temple made with hands, and in three days I will build another made without hands.” John clarifies this in John 2:19–21.

When this life on earth is over, and our bodies return to dust, life has only just begun. Eternity awaits! And for those who trust in Christ, God has an eternal dwelling prepared for our incorruptible resurrection bodies—something Paul had previously explained to the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 15.
 This explains why death holds no terrors for the Christian. Paul called his death a “departure” in 2 Timothy 4:6. One meaning of this Greek word is “to take down one’s tent and move on.”

At the end of verse one, Paul says, “We have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands.” This leads some to believe that Christians receive their resurrection body (or something like it) immediately upon death. Yet this passage (and others in the New Testament) seem to indicate that believers who die will not receive their glorified bodies until Christ returns. Which is it? I believe it seems best to interpret this present tense as indicating the certainty with which Paul holds the truth of the bodily resurrection,
 not the immediacy of our receiving our glorified bodies.

Before we move on, I want to jump down to verse 8, which is still part of the promised realm for the believer: “We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.” Some Christians take 1 Thessalonians 4:13-14 to mean that when a Christian dies, he sleeps in the grave until the Lord returns. Yet the Bible never uses the word “sleep” with regard to the spirit; only the body. Daniel 12:2 refers to those “who sleep in the dust of the earth,” referring to physical bodies. The very word “cemetery” literally means, “sleeping place.”
 There is no hint of “soul sleep,” an unconscious hiatus before resurrection in which we rest until Christ returns. To depart this earthly life through physical death—to be absent from the body—means to be present with the Lord. Paul is not suggesting, however, that this is the final experience of our resurrection. Those who die before Christ returns, then, are with Him, awaiting the time of His return to resurrect their bodies and gathering the believers still alive.

In Philippians 1:23, Paul says that to depart and be with Christ is “far better.” But how could this be “far better” if this means to lapse into unconsciousness, and to become oblivious of one’s surroundings? That would mean we could not enjoy Christ like we did while alive.
 Scripture teaches that we are immediately in God’s presence upon death.
The Present Reality 

In verses 2-5 Paul moves on to the present reality,

Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. For while we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. 

Here Paul expresses his longing for the transformation from his mortal, earthly body to his immortal, heavenly body. Similarly, in Romans 8:23 he writes, “We groan inwardly, as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.” In both passages, Paul says believers groan within themselves as they wait for the resurrection of the body.
 It is important to note that he was not groaning because he was in a human body, but because he longed to see Jesus Christ and receive a glorified body. He was groaning for glory!
 Here his attention is focused upon the intermediate period between the sowing of the earthly and the reaping of the heavenly body.

The keys to understanding this passage are the words “clothed” and “naked.” We know that death is not the end of existence. Death is, in Paul’s words, an “unclothing” of a person by dismantling his earthly “tent,” but it is not the end of his personal life.

As previously mentioned, in biblical thought death consists of the separation of the soul from the body. At death the body ceases to be the home of the human spirit, and so begins to decay or “return to the dust.” But the soul or spirit survives this crisis and lives on in a disembodied condition until the day of resurrection when Christ returns. Paul speaks of being “clothed with our heavenly dwelling,” meaning our glorified body. This leads us to believe, then, that to be “naked” means the soul having no body at all—not the physical one in the grave or the glorified one that will come at the resurrection. These spirits are conscious and joyful in the presence of Christ. Nevertheless, they are temporarily disembodied. They are waiting to be “clothed upon” with a new body.

The nakedness Paul expects to avoid when he puts on the heavenly dwelling is the nakedness of a disembodied soul. As a Jew he would regard existence as a disembodied soul as something undesirable.
 He clearly does not regard the soul which has no body as being, for that reason, in an enviable state, for the body, so far from being a dungeon of the soul, is essential, in accordance with the scheme of creation, for the full expression of the personal and potential faculties of humanity. The soul of man is able to express itself adequately only in conjunction with the specially prepared instrument of the body. Without a body, man ceases to be truly and properly man.

I believe one clue as to the condition of the Christian soul between physical death and Christ’s return is seen in Revelation 6:9, where John sees the souls “under the altar” in the throne room of God. That phrase signifies their complete security, but suspended perfection.
 There is still a sense of “How long?” before their glorification is complete.

Many Christians get this wrong. They believe the Christian hope is simply dying so their souls may be free from their bodily existence. It is true that the Bible teaches the soul is separated from the body for a stage in the process of our ultimate redemption, during which we are absent from our bodies but present with the Lord. But the full realization of salvation is not to be naked but to be clothed in new, immortal bodies at the time of the Resurrection.

Paul seems to recognize that although he does not wish to experience such a disembodied state, he will have to do so if he dies before Christ returns. But this verse expresses his conviction that even if this should be his lot for a time, it would be more preferable than remaining “in the body” and “away from the Lord.” Paul says elsewhere in Philippians 1:23, “I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far.” 

Though we may not know all the details, we await the fulfillment of the promise because we know with certainty that it will one day come to pass. How? Because God gave us His Holy Spirit as a “deposit” that guarantees what has been promised will come to pass. Though our present, earthly body is wasting away and will ultimately die, we can count on a new, glorious body to replace it one day.
 According to Ecclesiastes 3:11, God has “put eternity in [our] hearts.” Though we operate in time, we ache for what is everlasting because God created us to last forever. He made us for this very purpose!

The Holy Spirit dwelling in the believer’s body is the “down payment” that guarantees the future inheritance, including a glorified body. In modern Greek, the word translated “earnest” means “engagement ring.” The Church is engaged to Jesus Christ and is waiting for the Bridegroom to come to take her to the wedding.
 That is the present reality for the believer.

The Practical Ramifications

This leads to the practical ramifications in verses 6-10,

Therefore we are always confident and know that as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord. 7 We live by faith, not by sight. 8 We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. 9 So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. 10 For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.
What Paul dwells on in these verses is how what we believe about the future should affect our lives today. It certainly affected Paul. The knowledge he possessed an eternal house in heaven allowed him to have a positive attitude toward life’s adversities. “Therefore,” he says, “we are always confident.” The Greek verb tharreō means “to be of good courage or cheerful.” Paul maintains a cheery attitude toward his present circumstances. This is the opposite of losing heart or growing weary (4:16)—a temptation that all of us in full-time ministry face from time to time.

This confidence, moreover, is constant (“always”); it is not dependent on moods or circumstances, nor on whether the Lord comes before or after death; certainly not on a resigned stoic acceptance of whatever the future may bring. The confidence Paul has is as permanent and peaceful as the Spirit dwelling within. And it is enhanced by the knowing (another term of confidence Paul uses more than once in these verses) that to be “at home in the body”—alive on earth—is to be away from our real home which is with the Lord, whereas to depart from the bodily tent in death is to go home to be with the Lord.

So while we dwell on earth, we “walk by faith, not by sight,” living in light of our future reward. In other words, we make the most of the time left to us here on earth, knowing that whatever we invest in the current ministry of reconciliation will reap eternal benefits when Christ returns. Therefore, our ambition in this life is “to be pleasing to Him” in all we do.
 This was Paul’s consuming ambition, the motive force behind all that he does.
 The verb philotimoumetha means “to strive eagerly to do something,” or “to aspire earnestly.”

Truth is, Paul does not know how long he will continue to live “at home in the body” or whether he will soon die and be “at home with the Lord.” Nor was this matter in his control. But what is within his realm of control is how he will live. Paul determines that it will be his aim in life to please the Lord.
 Whether in time or eternity Paul wants to please God.
 You see, Heaven was not simply a destination for Paul: it was a motivation.
 The eternal promise prompted his earthly practice.
One final truth that induced Christian behavior is seen in verse 10, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.” Knowing that we will give account for what we do as followers of Christ inspires us to live for Him. But we have run out of time this evening; we will focus our next study on the judgment seat of Christ.
The truth of this passage not only provides motivation for present practice, but is absolutely critical to communicate to those grieving the death of a Christian loved one, facing a terminal illness or struggling with the concept of personal mortality. We do not float somewhere in limbo at death or sleep the sleep of the unaware—even though our language at times wrongly communicates this. For the believer, death initiates face-to-face fellowship and communion with Christ—a “going home,” as it were.

A little girl whose father had just died asked her mother where he had gone. “To be with Jesus,” replied her mother.

A few days later, talking to a friend, the mother said, “I am so grieved to have lost my husband.”

The little girl heard her and, remembering the earlier conversation, asked, “Mother, is a thing lost when you know where it is?”

“No, of course not,” said her mother.

“Well then, how can Daddy be lost when he has gone to be with Jesus?”

The little girl had hit the nail on the head. To say that at death a Christian “goes to be with Jesus” is not a euphemism but a reality.

If I may borrow Paul’s words from 1 Thessalonians 4:18 for my conclusion, “Therefore encourage one another with these words.”
�J. I. Packer, “Death: Life’s One and Only Certainty,” in Miriam G. Moran ed., Death: Jesus Made It All Different (New Canaan, CT: Keats Publishing, Inc., ©1977).


�Gordon Chilvers, “Death: Jesus Made It All Different,” in Moran, op. cit.


�Packer, op. cit.


�Linda L. Belleville, 2 Corinthians, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Westmont, IL: IVP Academic, ©1996).


�Colin G. Kruse, 2 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1987).


�Belleville, op. cit.


�Kruse, op. cit.


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians, Swindoll’s New Testament Insights (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Encouraged (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1982).


�Paul Barnett, The Message of 2 Corinthians: Power in Weakness (Leicester, UK; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1988).


�Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the Old and New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1962).


�Kruse, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Robert B. Hughes, Second Corinthians, Everyman’s Bible Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, ©1983).


�Tony Evans, The Tony Evans Study Bible (Nashville: Holman Bible, ©2019).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Gerald Thompson, Heaven: It’s Out of This World (Decatur, IL: His Glory Press, ©2000).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Thompson, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Packer, op. cit.


�John R. W. Stott, “Beyond the Divide,” in Miriam G. Moran ed., Death: Jesus Made It All Different (New Canaan, CT: Keats Publishing, Inc., ©1977).


�Kruse, op. cit.


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Herbert Lockyer, Death and the Life Hereafter (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, ©1967, 1975).


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Kruse, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�Tony Evans, The Tony Evans Study Bible (Nashville: Holman Bible, ©2019).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Belleville, op. cit.


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Swindoll, op. cit.


�P. E. Hughes, op. cit.


�Belleville, op. cit.


�Kruse, op. cit.


�R. B. Hughes, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Belleville, op. cit.





PAGE  
7

