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1 Corinthians 15:50-58 The Christian view of death and life

Today we come to the end of First Corinthians 15, and it really wraps up the big issues
he is dealing with in this messy Corinthian church. The whole of chapter 15 is concerned
with resurrection, as he has moved from Christ’s resurrection now guaranteeing our
future resurrection. It is that hope of a future resurrection that now provides the basis
for his final joy filled conclusion of this topic. In these final words, | want us to see how
Paul’s view as written under the inspiration of God the Holy Spirit himself should
form our view of human death as Christians. Let me begin with some quotes from
some historical figures that reflect how humans have at their best viewed death. Charles
de Gaulle said, “One must wait until the evening to see how splendid the day was; one
cannot judge life until death.” Henry David Thoreau said, “When it’s time to die, let us
not discover that we have never lived.” Mark Twain said, “Let us endeavor so to live that
when we come to die even the undertaker will be sorry.”

| have a couple of Japanese proverbs on death as well. JEA TIEEHN KL HDH (LA T,
(F7IRANE < HDAH. Shin de hanami ga saku monoka) meaning that good things only
come while you are alive, because death is the end of everything. And a second one @p
HoTOYE (LWDEH>TD, HD7EH. Inochi atteno monodane) meaning everything
can be done because of being alive, so we should avoid things dangerous to our lives.

The focus of the world is on the truth in their eyes that you only have this one life on
earth that matters. In a way that could be interpreted as a Christian message. After all,
God does tell us that what we do on earth matters for eternity. Matthew 6:19-21 says
19 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and
where thieves break in and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven,
where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21
For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. Our time here on earth should
be spent for eternal purposes, so it does matter. But that is very different than the idea
that it is all that matters. In fact what Paul is telling us as this chapter of 1Corinthians
15 concludes is that we only really begin living as God intends us to live after this life is
over. That’s a hard message to accept for most of us. We like our lives here on earth.
We love our relationships...our marriages...our children...our friends...our family. We like
our things, our cars, our homes, our jobs, our toys. And all of those things keep us
comfortable with our life on earth, and if we are honest, we are not really thinking fondly
many times of life after this life on earth. Can we really say with Paul in the book of Titus
2:13 that we are ...waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great
God and Savior Jesus Christ...? Are we truly waiting expectantly to see Christ return or
if we are honest, is there a bit of fear and not being ready, not really wanting, to begin
eternity yet?

Our passage today points us to the incredible joy that awaits us whether we are alive
when Christ returns or we meet our inevitable end in death. He ties these both together
because it is at Christ’s return that we gain the full expression of perfect humanity as
we get our resurrection body. Let’s read from verse 50-57. 50 | tell you this,

brothers: flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable
inherit the imperishable. 51 Behold! | tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we
shall all be changed, 52 in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.

For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be
changed. 53 For this perishable body must put on the imperishable, and this mortal body
must put on immortality. 54 When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the
mortal puts on immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written:



“Death is swallowed up in victory.”55 “O death, where is your victory? O death, where is
your sting?” 56 The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. 57 But thanks
be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Why is the next life
so much sweeter than this life that for most of us contains a lot of joy right now?
Before we can answer that question, we should back up a bit and see in verse 50 that
he is indeed talking about our future life in eternity and not that which we experience
now. Notice that he says “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God.” Flesh and
blood describes our current life. Human flesh and blood are probably the most
descriptive terms to describe our humanity. It is what makes us most vulnerable. If
someone loses enough blood, they will die. If enough parts of our human flesh are
removed, we die. So, over centuries of warfare, armies have developed better and more
advanced vehicles and body armor to protect the very vulnerable bodies of those who
fight these wars. Air bags were developed to provide even more protection to vulnerable
humans in car crashes. But our future human existence will look very different and very
good!

This brings us back to our question, why is the next life more to be desired than the
life we currently live? Instead of this weak flesh and blood based body that Paul
describes as perishable, he now says it will be imperishable. This body that has an
expiration date will have no end date on it, and will never decay and never know
weakness! And whether we are alive when Christ returns or have already died and are
enjoying a spiritual existence with our Savior at that point, we will be changed! It is
immediate, to not have a body of flesh and blood is to immediately know what it is to be
imperishable, indestructible. He says the mortal will become immortal. And this isn’t the
kind of immortality we see in comic books or manga figures. This is true immortality, with
a peaceful perfect existence in perfect unity with our Creator like what Adam and Eve
had. And if we are in Heaven already at that point, although we are already experiencing
that perfect existence, it seems that at Christ’s return that incredible existence will be
enhanced by our experience of a new body as well. Notice he says, the dead will be
raised imperishable. From the time he was in his 20’s my dad suffered from severe
rheumatoid arthritis. It progressed to the point by the time | was 7 that he was
considered permanently disabled. He eventually had both hips, both knees and all his
knuckles on one hand replaced with artificial joints as an attempt to relieve his suffering.
Ultimately, he contracted cancer, possibly from experimental medication for treating the
arthritis and died at age 40 when | was in 7" grade. Literally, my entire childhood spent
with my dad, | never knew him with a really healthy body. But one day, | know that | will
see my father in perfect eternal health, with a body that is not suffering from arthritis,
that is not infected with cancer and that doesn’t need artificial joints to work! His body
will be raised imperishable and restored to him, just as will the bodies of all of us who
know Christ.

That glorious truth of our future resurrection and eternal existence means that any
power of fear over us that death can hold is destroyed. Instead of death being the sign
of defeat and of loss, death becomes the source of ultimate victory. So, Paul quotes two
Old Testament passages with a powerful statement basically taunting death in verses 54
and 55. 54 When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on
immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written: “Death is swallowed up in
victory.”55 “O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” This is a
taunt or a mocking sarcastic declaration of victory over an opponent. Death that has



been the defining characteristic for every single human who has ever lived since Adam
has been defeated once and for all! In verse 54, he quotes from Isaiah 25:8 which says,
He will swallow up death forever; and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces,
and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth, for the Lord has
spoken. And then in verse 55, he quotes from Hosea 13:14 | shall ransom them from the
power of Sheol; | shall redeem them from Death. O Death, where are your plagues? O
Sheol, where is your sting? Compassion is hidden from my eyes. And his whole point is
that because of the assurance we have of resurrection from the dead or transformation
at Christ’s return, death can never conquer us. The second we take our last breath on
this earth, our real life begins. Victory is ours! It’s why in 2Corinthians 5:8 Paul can say
with total confidence, 8 Yes, we are of good courage, and we would rather be away
from the body and at home with the Lord. When this body of flesh and blood is no
longer our home, we are immediately in our real home with our Lord Jesus Christ in
Heaven. This is life changing!

Because of this glorious truth, he can bring all the other admonitions and teachings in
this book to his strongest admonition and hope for this church and for all churches in
verse 58. 58 Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always
abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.
The fact that death is defeated and only brings us to a better eternal future with none
of the pain present in our current flesh and blood bodies, should empower us for our
work on earth. We of all people should have a courage that can only come from the
certainty of this future. Therefore... because of this truth, when you feel like quitting
because life is too hard, be steadfast...keep going! There will be an end to the suffering!
Don’t give in to the pressure of life...be immovable. Because as Psalm 18:2 says, The
Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom | take
refuge, my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold. Nothing that can come
against us, even something that could lead to our death, can move us if our faith is in
Christ Jesus and we are certain of the future he provides. Charles Spurgeon put it like
this, “You are immortal until your work is done...!I” And | would add to that, you are
immortal until your work is done, and then begins ultimate immortality, the rest of your
eternal life! So, whatever you do here on earth with that eternity in mind is not in vain.
That labor is not in vain if it is done for the Lord, in the Lord!

But notice that it is, “in the Lord” that the labor is not in vain. Also, notice verse 57
where he says we have victory..._through our Lord Jesus Christ. This future guarantee
of life...this hope-filled victory that comes with death is only coming to those who have
repented of their sin and accepted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. Verse 56 says
the sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. We were never created
originally to experience death, either physical or eternal. Adam and Eve, the first humans
were not created dying, but living forever. Only with sin did death come. Romans 5:12
says, 12 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through
sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned—. For those who are living apart
from Jesus Christ, you remain under that curse of death. Your physical death does not
open the door to eternal life, but to eternal death described throughout the Bible in
terms of eternal torment as payment for your sin. It is described in the Bible by different
terms, and came to be know generally in English as Hell. 2ZThessalonias 1:8-9 describes
this future for those who reject Christ in this life. 8 He [Jesus] will punish those who do
not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. 9 They will be punished



with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the
glory of his might. Our victory over death, our certainty of eternal life only comes
through knowing Jesus Christ. Is this life important? Yes, but how you live in this life, the
choices you make in this life affect your afterlife in a very real way. And if you reject
Jesus Christ, and submitting your life to him as your Lord and Savior, then that is a
choice that will have eternal consequences whether you acknowledge God or not.

And when we know Jesus Christ, when we have our sure and certain hope for the future
of our now eternal existence, then we should embrace each day of this life on earth as a
gift from God. Each day is another opportunity to glorify the one we will spend eternity
living with as his family. God has a place for you in his home, and that is your real home,
your ultimate destination. Jesus says in John 14:2 In my Father's house are many rooms.
If it were not so, would | have told you that | go to prepare a place for you? It is that
eternal future, that certain resurrection that allows us to fully embrace this life. Because
when the difficulties of this life make it hard to embrace our days and our nights with joy
and anticipation, we can embrace and take heart in the grace of God. We can look with
hope on a future that is beyond anything we can imagine, knowing that it is not sin and
the grave that define us, but the death and resurrection of our Savior, Jesus Christ. And
we can continue to be always abounding, that is increasing whether it feels like just a
little or a lot in the work that our Lord has called us to, knowing that in the Lord, your
labor is not in vain, because Christ rose and we will rise with him! Let’s pray.



