
The resurrection of the dead

1 Corinthians 15:35-58

One of the greatest fears which we face as human beings is the fear of death. At this

Easter time we celebrate the death of Christ, who as our older brother has faced death

for us, and has removed its fear because in him death has been defeated. Christ died

and rose again, not just to deliver us from sin, but also to deliver us from the penalty

of sin: death itself. We die not because we are human, or because we have grown old,

but because we are sinners, rebelling against God and alienated from him. Since God

is the source of life for the creation, to be cut off from God is to be given over to

death. Turning away from the source of life leads only to death, for we do not exist in

and of ourselves, but we are always and in everything the creatures of God, dependent

on him for life and breath. 

Life is the gift of God, freely given to the creation, but never separate from God. Life

does not exist in itself - it is always God’s gift, and without God there could be no life.

The Scriptures teach us that even the life of plants and of animals, insects and birds, is

the gift of God. Without that gift they die. God is the source of life for the whole

creation; the only source of life. To turn away from God is to give yourself over to

death. For death has its power only because of sin. If there had been no sin, we would

not have to die! God gave us life, freely and willingly. He created us to live, to enjoy

life, to celebrate life as his gift to us, and to have fellowship with him through all

time. 

So why then do we die? Because the entire human race has turned away from the

source  of  life.  We have rejected  God,  and chosen to  live instead  out  of  our  own

resources. And when those feeble resources run out, life comes to an end. That is

because while  God does  give us  life,  even while  we are still  sinners,  even while

giving ourselves over to death, still that life is not sustained forever by God. We have

no power to keep ourselves alive. There is no “fountain of life” within the creation

which we can use to keep ourselves alive! The only way we can live is by depending

on God, the living God, the God of life.
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We who are believers still die even though we have turned in faith to God, because we

are still part of the human race, which has turned away from God. Christ came to

bring redemption for the whole creation, dying to save us, rising again to open the

door  to  new  life.  We  have  been  brought  back  to  the  Father  in  Christ,  but  our

redemption is not yet complete. We are not magically transformed when we believe;

but are being renewed day by day, made ready for the time when we will be given life

forever. Paul tells us in Romans 8 that we still await the redemption of our bodies; our

redemption  has  been  accomplished  but  not  yet  fully  applied  to  us.  God  has  a

programme which he is following, and in that programme we will not be released

from death until all God’s purposes for us in this age are complete.

So we still die, but yet as believers we do not die as unbelievers do. We do not die in

fear or despair, or in false hope of another life as spirits, as the New Age movement

would have us believe. We are not given over to the power of death as are those who

die in their sins, for we have been made new in Christ, given eternal life in him, so

that we can laugh in the face of death, because we know that death has been defeated.

It cannot hold us any more than it could hold Christ - the lord of life. The martyrs of

the early church amazed the pagan Romans because of their courage in the face of

death. Even young children had a courage which only mature men were expected to

have. Death did not frighten them because they trusted in Christ who had power over

death.

That is not to say that death is easy or that we can be casual about it. Death is an

enemy against which we struggle. We do not give ourselves over to death easily. We

do not invite martyrdom or seek it out; but we know that if necessary there are some

things more precious than life. Our confession of Christ is supreme over life, and if

the choice is forced upon us, Christ is of greater value than our life. 

Similarly, we do not invite death as a release from illness or deformity. Euthanasia is

not an option for Christians,  because life and death are in the hands of God. We

cannot choose to live, nor can we choose to die. No matter what comes our way, we

are to trust in God and choose life; for that is the command that God gave us. Christ

will stand with us no matter what our lot in life. Nor may we choose to end our own

lives, no matter what the pain or despair we may feel. God gave us life, and life is

always better than death, which always is and remains an enemy of God and of God’s
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people. While there are tragic circumstances in which people feel drawn to end it all,

this is not the solution. Only Christ can redeem us from whatever is troubling us,

death cannot set us free from our problems, it can only destroy us.

God gives us life, and in Christ we are promised new life. We die not in vain, not in

fear or despair, but in faith. We can have confidence when we face death, because we

know that God will be with us even in death, and will raise us again to new life, just

as he raised Christ from the dead. But what will that resurrection be like? This was the

question that Paul faced as he wrote the passage from 1 Corinthians. How are the dead

raised? With what kind of body do they come? The answer is that the resurrection

body will be like the plant that grows from a seed planted in the ground.

Just as we plant our crops, in the expectation that the seed will sprout and grow into

mature  plants,  so too the body that  is  buried  will  be  given new life  when God’s

springtime arrives and the angels are sent out to bring in the harvest. The body that is

buried is the body that is raised; not that it is the same as when it was buried, but

because it is the same body but transformed into a body of glory and immortality.

We are not expected to live forever with the frail and weak body which we now have,

but with a body which is transformed to be like the body of Christ. What was Christ

like when he was raised from the dead? He was still the same person, he still looked

the same and was recognisable to his disciples, but there was something radically

different about him. Thus it was that the disciples on the road to Emmaus walked and

talked with the risen Christ, but did not immediately recognise him. But it was the

same Christ they had always known, as was demonstrated by the scars on his hands

and side which he showed to Thomas. The body of Jesus will be the only blemished

body in the age to come, as his scars will remain with him forever as tokens of our

redemption. But we will be made new; made whole and perfect, the way we were

meant to be. The resurrection is not just an additional aspect of our redemption: it is

essential  for our redemption.  The early church understood this  in  its  fight  against

Gnosticism,  the  first  major  heresy  that  confronted  Christianity.  The  essence  of

Gnosticism was that redemption applied not to the whole person but only to the soul.

The  body  was  excluded  from  God’s  plan  of  redemption.  It  was  superfluous,

unnecessary, unwanted: redemption meant escaping from the body, not being eternally

bound to  it  through the  resurrection.  But  the  church  fought  back,   defending  the
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doctrine of the resurrection against the Gnostics and any others who denigrated it. For

the resurrection is not simply something which happens in the future that is not that

significant  for  us  here  and  now.  The  resurrection  is  God’s  affirmation  of  the

redemption of the whole creation: not only our bodies, but the world in which we

have our bodily existence will be redeemed. We will live forever with Christ in the

new earth, restored and cleansed from every taint of sin, but also demonstrating the

richness and diversity of the good gifts which God has given us, and by means of

which we are to explore, develop and care for the earth as God’s obedient stewards.

So the resurrection is a doctrine of hope not only for us but for the entire creation.

After all, if we are not to be raised to a new bodily existence, what possible purpose

could the earth serve after the return of Christ? 

The resurrection was also defended as the central and defining doctrine of Christianity

because it was rooted in God’s way of bringing redemption. He took on human nature

himself, real human nature, he was not pretending to be human, as the Gnostics said,

or actually something other than human, but he was incarnate just like us, and lived

on this earth subject to every experience which we have, except that he was without

sin. For sin is not part of what it is to be human; that is part of the dehumanising life

we lead, a life that is being redeemed to free us from sin. 

So if Christ was not raised bodily from the dead, that is because he was not originally

a real bodily human being but something else altogether.  And if he was not truly

human, how could he save us by dying in our place? We could not be saved by the

blood of  bulls  and sheep,  far  less  could  we be saved by someone who was only

pretending to be a human being. So if Christ really was incarnate as a human being,

then he really died a human death, and was raised bodily to human life once again.

True he was glorified in his human nature, made immortal, transformed and renewed

in every way, but he was and is really human in every way. So if Christ has been

raised, we too will be raised, for he is the first-fruits of our redemption. The harvest of

the angels has begun, and they testified to this fact to the disciples on the first Easter

day. That same harvest will continue when the full number of God’s people are ripe

for harvest. We will then be raised from the dead, made completely new and made

immortal to live forever.
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The earth will also be redeemed, and we will share the new earth forever with God,

who  will  come  down  from heaven  to  dwell  with  us  forever,  as  we  read  in  the

Revelation to John. Thus we will be bodily creatures forever. The resurrection of the

dead is not an optional, or unimportant doctrine. It is at the heart of our faith, for if

Christ has not been raised, it was because he could not save us, and we are still dead

in our sins. If Christ was not raised, neither will we be raised, and all we have to hope

for is the expectation of the unbelieving: that life will end for us at death, there is

nothing else, and all our fears will come true.

But  death  is  not  the  end,  for  Christ  has  conquered  death,  and  we  can  have  the

confidence  that  at  his  return  we  will  be  raised  from  the  dead,  made  immortal,

transformed in glory,  freed from every illness,  disease,  ailment,  disfigurement and

deformity. We will be fit for eternity with God, renewed in every way and able to

enjoy the delights of the new earth with all that it offers. The fear of death will be

removed, for then there will be no more death, no more sickness or sorrow, no more

heartache and distress. All things will be new, and ours to enjoy. To God be the glory.
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