Matters of Spirit and Body #6

“The Resurrection Body”

1 Corinthians 15:35-58

In our study of “Matters of Spirit and Body” we have considered the nature of God as spirit; the nature of angels as spirit beings; the nature of humans as body, soul, and spirit; the ramifications of God becoming human; and the work of the Holy Spirit in the body of the believer. Obviously some of these studies display an overlapping of the spiritual and physical realms. This evening I wan to examine the resurrection body, or the state in which we will exist after Christ returns and all Christians receive their eternal bodies.

For some things we have more questions than answers. And then even our answers can lead to new questions. The biblical teaching concerning the resurrection of our bodies is one of those issues with more question marks than periods. For example, what about infants? Will they be resurrected as babies or as adults? What happens to the bodies of those who have been cremated, dismembered by an explosion, or lost at sea? This can lead to possibilities even more outlandish. What about transplant recipients? What happens to their new organs at the resurrection? What about those who died millennia ago, for whom not even a trace of their physical bodies remains? This can lead to the ridiculous. What happens if I’m standing on somebody’s grave when the resurrection occurs? What if we are at an open-casket funeral? If we let it happen, the chain of questions can go on endlessly.

Scripture lays before the reader in simple yet profound ways answers to the most important questions concerning life, death, and resurrection. It doesn’t attempt to respond to all of our “yeah, buts,” our far-fetched hypotheticals, or the speculative conjuring of inquisitive minds. And Scripture certainly doesn’t go out of its way to satisfy the snide scoffing of a skeptical critic, whose goal is not understanding but ridicule.

Though Scripture provides no complete treatise on the resurrection, Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 15:35-49 does point us to a better understanding of the nature of the resurrection body. Although his replies don’t give us all the specifics, they do give us general principles about our future bodies and a deeper understanding of the value of our present ones.

William Barclay claims, “1 Corinthians 15 is both one of the greatest and one of the most difficult chapters in the New Testament.”
 This is because we have so little in human experience through which to understand this new state. I agree with one author who writes, “Resurrection is God’s answer to the problem of death.”
 But we still have questions. 

First, let me be clear that there is a difference. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:44, “If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body.” 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.
 We will have a body in eternity. But what kind?
The Prototype of our Resurrection Bodies

I begin with the prototype of our resurrection bodies. We will spend most of our time this evening in 1 Corinthians 15, but not in the order it appears in the letter. First turn to verses 45-49,

45 So it is written: “The first man Adam became a living being”; the last Adam, a life-giving spirit. 46 The spiritual did not come first, but the natural, and after that the spiritual. 47 The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. 48 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. 49 And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven.
In verses 45-47, Paul contrasts Adam, the first human begin, and Jesus, whom he calls “the last Adam,” described as “a life-giving spirit.” In verse 46 Paul insists on the right order of things. We enter natural life first; it is only after that that we may enter into the spiritual.
 I believe this is what Jesus meant when He said to Nicodemus in John 3:5-6, “I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit. Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.” Everyone is born physically first; those who are saved are subsequently born spiritually, or “born again.”
Adam, the first man, was made from the dust of the earth, according to Genesis 2:7. But Jesus is far more than a man made from the dust of the earth. He is the incarnation of God. Now, physically, we are one with Adam, sharing his sin, inheriting his death and having his mortal body; but spiritually, we are one with Christ and we will share His life and being. We have a physical body to begin with, but one day we will have a spiritual body like Christ’s.

The best example of a resurrected body is Jesus Christ Himself. Since no one besides Him has been raised from death, no one today can say from experience exactly what it will be like. But we can look to Christ. After His resurrection He had a new body, as seen in John 20:19-20. He could suddenly appear and disappear, according to Luke 24:31 and John 20:19. Yet He could be seen and touched and He could eat, as Luke 24:37-43 displays. Jesus wasn’t a ghost, but He didn’t have the same kind of body as other people had. He was a resurrected person who would never die. So as Christians we can expect similar bodies.

The Parallels of our Resurrection Bodies

In this fifteenth chapter, Paul uses comparison and contrast to explain (to the best of his ability) the kind of body we will have in eternity. Let’s begin with the comparison of the present state with the future state in the parallels of our resurrection bodies in verses 35-38, 

But someone may ask, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body will they come?” How foolish! 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. 

As Jesus did in His parables, Paul uses the familiar to explain the unfamiliar. In verses 35-38 he uses agricultural concepts to help us understand. When we plant, we do not plant a whole ear of corn or head of wheat, but just a seed. The seed itself dies in the dirt (a picture of burial?) and is then transformed into a living plant.
 Jesus similarly stated in John 12:24, “I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.” 

It is important that what dies is nothing like what appears. A dead-looking, bare, dry seed is put into the ground, but what comes up is a green plant, vigorous and beautiful. It is not “the body that will be” that is sown. There is a combination of similarity and difference. The difference between seed and plant is obvious. But there is similarity, too, for the seed produces that particular plant and no other.
 

Between the seed and the plant we observe a clear continuity of species. When you plant wheat, you get wheat, not watermelons. When you plant an orange tree, you get oranges, not mangoes. 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. Also, the diversity in which God delights will continue to mark even resurrected humanity. What a great thought! 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.
 It is important to note, however, 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).

In verses 39-40 Paul draws another parallel in the distinction between kinds of flesh:

All flesh is not the same: Men have one kind of flesh, animals have another, birds another and fish another. 40 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. 41 The sun has one kind of splendor, the moon another and the stars another; and star differs from star in splendor.
In creation, God has carefully marked each species of animal with distinctions all its own. We, too, will continue to bear the distinguishing features of our present bodies for the purpose of identity and diversity. Jesus’ disciples were able to recognize their resurrected Lord. That assures us that we will be recognizable to others and also be able to identify our loved ones.
 Somehow our resurrection body will be similar enough with our physical body that we are recognizable.

The Peculiarities of our Resurrection Bodies

Yet there are differences as well, as seen in the peculiarities of our resurrection bodies, spelled out in 1 Corinthians 15:42-44, “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.”

In verse 44 Paul distinguishes between a natural body and a spiritual body. This 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. The writer of the Apocalypse of Baruch asks whether there will be any change when men rise, and the answer is that ‘the earth shall then assuredly restore the dead … It shall make no change in their form, but as it has received, so shall it restore them’ (50:2). Paul will have nothing to do with this. While there will be similarity there will also be difference.

In verses 42-43 Paul gives us the nearest thing to a description of the resurrection body to be found in Scripture. The resurrection body will be imperishable, glorious, powerful, unlike the body known on earth is weak and perishable.

Let’s consider these contrasts individually: Perishable versus imperishable. 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 seen graphically portrayed in Ecclesiastes 12:1-7. Slowly but surely our bodies wear down, deteriorate, die. Yet when we are raised in our new bodies, we will be imperishable. 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.

Dishonorable versus glorious. Because of their mortal, perishable, and sinful condition, our present bodies can be deemed “dishonorable” compared to the glorious condition of our resurrection bodies. Paul may have in mind the shame of sin, or the condition of the body after its death, when it is buried in dishonor, hidden away under the earth or in a tomb because of the intolerable stench of death and the unbearable decay that ensues within days. Either way, neither moral nor physical dishonor will characterize the resurrection body, only glory and honor.

Weak versus powerful. Though in this life some of us are much stronger than others physically, mentally, or emotionally, all of us have weaknesses. We all are susceptible to sickness, to injury, to errors of reason, or to moral failures. Faulty, frail, and declining in strength—that’s the present human condition. Yet these weaknesses will be utterly vanquished by the powerful condition of our resurrection bodies.
 

Natural versus spiritual. This seems simple enough, yet the Greek words Paul uses make no sense in English: literally “it is sown a soulish body.” By this Paul means to say it is a body animated by and adapted only to the life of the human soul (psyche). It cannot be a body made of psyche. In the same way the resurrection body is a “spiritual” body––not a body made of spirit, but a body transformed by and adapted to the new world of God’s Spirit. In view of these facts, the best translation for the soulish body is “physical,” that is, a body like our present weak, decaying, doomed-to-death physical body. The real issue is: is the resurrection a resurrection of the body? And here Paul leaves us in no doubt.
 It is our body that will be resurrected, similar yet different from our earthly body.
The Presentation of our Resurrection Bodies

Finally, let’s consider the presentation of our resurrection bodies, outlined in 1 Corinthians 15:50-53,

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.
Paul begins with the statement, “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God.” These physical bodies of ours simply are incapable of coping with the glory of God. If we are going to be resurrected in Christ, we need also to be transformed into his likeness. Only Christ-like people will be suitable for such a quality of life.

Then Paul describes what will happen at the time of Christ’s return. I believe it is helpful to also consider 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 alongside this passage:

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. Therefore encourage each other with these words.

Both of these scriptures describe our destiny. The Corinthian passage emphasizes the changes that will come over us when Christ returns for His own. The Thessalonian passage emphasizes the order of events that will occur in the future.
 That the dead rise “first” is not said with reference to the rest of the dead. The fact is, Paul nowhere in his letters mentions the resurrection of non-saints. (John, however, does deal with the resurrection of unbelievers in Revelation 20, and reveals a thousand-year gap between the first and second resurrections.) “First” means that dead saints are raised before living saints are caught up to be with the Lord.

All believers in Christ will be changed and raptured —”caught up” in the sky to be with the Lord. Then Christ will fulfill His promise recorded in John 14:2-3: “In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also.”

The combination of flesh and blood and the perishable in 1 Corinthians 15 means that neither the living nor the dead at the coming of Christ will go into the kingdom as they are. Both must be changed.

This change will not be a long-drawn-out affair, but will take place with startling suddenness. Flash translates atomos, ‘that which cannot be divided’, i.e. the smallest possible (we get our word ‘atom’ from it). It signifies the shortest possible time.

“Clothe itself” is a metaphor pointing us to the truth that the body is not the real person; it is only its clothing. In the life to come the real person will put on another suit, so to speak.

So, what do we know about the resurrection body? It will be like Jesus’ glorified body after His resurrection—similar yet different. It will be a real body, not a ghost, but it will not have the same limitations as our corrupted, mortal body. We will recognize one another.

Paul concludes 1 Corinthians 15 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.
I love the classic poem by John Donne, “Death Be Not Proud”:

Death, be not proud, though some have called thee

mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so;

For those whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow

die not, poor Death; nor yet canst thou kill me.

From rest and sleep, which but thy picture be,

much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow;

and soonest our best men with thee do go—

rest of their bones and souls’ delivery!

Thou’rt slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men,

and dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell;

and poppy or charms can make us sleep as well

and better than thy stroke. Why swell’st thou then?

One short sleep past, we wake eternally,

and Death shall be no more: Death, thou shalt die!

That should encourage us regarding our future and motivate us to labor for the Lord in the present, knowing we have a glorious eternity awaiting us.

Are there any questions?
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