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“What comes next?” This question has followed around philosophers and theologians since the dawn of
time. Children often ask the question after their first experience with death. An innocent question:
“When will [their loved one] wake up again?” “Where are [they] if they are no longer here?” Questions
around death have persistently followed humans through the years of humanity like a needy dog
follows their human when they are lonely, bored, or hungry. In this case, the question has truly dogged
humans for as long as humanity has had the time to think about anything more pressing than where the
next meal or drink of water would come from.

Allow me to put your thoughts at ease at the beginning of this message. I will not be answering all
questions you may have on the subject. As a minister I freely and wholeheartedly admit that I do not
know everything and am happy to allow the Almighty to be the Almighty. God is the only One who truly
knows the answer to every question you might have, which you are free to ask God in prayer. I am also
not trying to sell you anything more than one person’s perspective.

I can only share what I have come to believe on the subject and I only raise the issue as I think it is
helpful for all of us to consider such questions from time to time.  The very first thing on this subject that
I have come to know is alluded to in both the title of this sermon and in the passage we read. The first
thing I have come to believe is that this whole affair is mysterious. The matter excedes human
understanding.

In our passage, Paul is writing to the church in Corinth. Over the past few weeks we have gone back
and forth with the book of Jeremiah and the book of First Corinthians, so by now the people who are
here week after week likely know that the Corinthian church was a church that was going through a
time of turmoil and difficulty. They struggled to love each other, to find space for each other, and to
honor each person in their church community, but that ongoing struggle is not at the heart of this portion
of the letter.

There was a form of writing that was really common in cultures connected with ancient Greece. By that
custom the letter would begin with words of thanksgiving, proceed to deal with the main reason the
person was writing, address other concerns, and then finally give thanks again while saying farewell
with words wishing good fortune or divine blessings on the recipient. Our passage falls into the space
where Paul was addressing other concerns after the majority of the letter considered the divisions in the
community. We can connect this passage to earlier ideas in the letter, but this passage is part of a
conversation that contains a different question than one of unity and love.

In our passage, Paul speaks of what comes next. Paul pleads with his audience to understand that it is
natural for this life to end before the next begins. Paul was writing to people for whom this idea was a
revelation. As people reading this passage nearly two thousand years into the history of Christianity, it
is important to note that our context is vastly different from the context of the first readers and hearers
of this message.



Many of the earliest Christians heard stories of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection that were only a few
years old.They could meet people who heard him teach, watched him heal, and experienced his
resurrection. When they heard teachings like those that taught that Christ had gone to heaven to
prepare a place for the believers, they believed that Christ was merely on a short trip. Jesus would
likely return at any moment. While we still hold such thoughts on Christ’s return, there’s something
different in their understanding. It is not unreasonable to believe that a 33 year old man ascending into
heaven would return soon. When they first heard the gospel story, Christ would have perhaps been 50
or 60 if he had remained on earth. Many of the earliest Christians thought that Christ’s return would
come at any moment, because most people who go on journeys return comparatively quickly. When
they heard promises of eternal life, it was with the hope that Christ would return shortly. Nobody they
knew had gone on a journey lasting thousands of years.

We have a different context than the context of those first believers. Is it clear to you that we might read
this passage differently after realizing that generation after generation of believers have lived and died?
To make a poor analogy, if I were to tell you that I had and was going to donate 200 pounds of gold bars
to the church, you would be excited! If I were to tell you that nearly 2,000 years ago someone had said
they were going to donate 200 pounds of gold bars to the church, you would have a vastly different
perspective, wouldn’t you? While many people fervently pray that Christ will return soon if not today,
many believers have come to grips with the fact that this wait has been more of a marathon than a
sprint.

In writing to the Corinthians, Paul is trying to get across a simple idea: death is happening and it is not a
reason to lose hope. The Corinthians, like other believers, likely had a strong belief upon coming to
believe that they might not have to die one day. When the people around began to die of persecution,
illness, and even old age, one imagines that it would have been difficult to keep hope. While modern
readers certainly need such encouragement, the earliest believers may have been particularly jarred by
the understanding that Christ may not return in their lifetime.

Paul lovingly tells them that this mortal body must put on immortality. These perishable bodies that we
all walk around in must put on imperishability. Paul invites people to think deeply about what it means
that death is not the end of a faithful life. Paul still clings to the belief that some may live until Christ
returns. In 1 Corinthians 15:51, Paul says “Listen, I will tell you a mystery! We will not all die, but we will
all be changed,” Paul still believes that people may live to see Christ return, but Paul also tells people
that everyone will need to change, whether they are alive or deceased on the day Christ returns.

There’s a mysteriousness in death. Paul states that there is mystery here. Despite knowing it may be
beyond our understanding,  people within the church have been arguing about what comes next for
centuries. Do we float in the heavens on a cloud with a harp or does the world go blank like the screen
at the end of a movie? Is there a tunnel with a great light or do we look down on ourselves as a
disembodied being?

The main reason that there is debate is that there is that element of mystery: we do not know. The
reason we have faith in an afterlife is that we do not have absolute knowledge of what it will be. People
who know things do not require faith for they know them to be true.

Getting back to the text, in verse 37 Paul preemptively responds to one of the first questions many
would have and do have about this idea of death and resurrection. Paul states that someone might



press the issue of what this actually looks like. If God does raise the dead, then what do they look like?
How does that work?

Philosophers and theologians love this passage despite the fact that in verse 38 Paul calls the question
and the people asking that question foolish. Many people have theorized about how God raises the
body and renews it from the grave. As a result, naysayers have asked about what happens when
people die at sea? What if they  end up resurrected at the bottom of the ocean or in the stomach of a
sea creature? Other naysayers have wondered what happens when the remains of people are
cremated or broken down in another way to the point that there is no physical body left for resurrection.
Since 1998, people have wondered about Astrologist Eugene Shoemaker whose remains were interred
on the moon by a lunar probe sent by NASA. What happens to Mr. Shoemaker if he is resurrected on
the moon? The questions seemingly never end and never seem to become less complicated.

Paul may not do the best job at answering such questions. What Paul does say is perhaps not helped
by Paul calling the people asking questions foolish. Insulting people rarely helps, especially when you
are trying to help someone. Still, Paul does write something that I believe gets at the heart of a good
response. I have even used the heart of the argument itself on occasion. Paul writes: (1 Corinthians
15:39-41, NRSV)

“Not all flesh is alike, but there is one flesh for human beings, another for animals, another for
birds, and another for fish. There are both heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, but the glory of
the heavenly is one thing, and that of the earthly is another. There is one glory of the sun, and
another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars; indeed, star differs from star in glory.”

A few years ago, I was performing a funeral on a warm day where the weather was neither nasty nor
uncomfortable. At the graveside, I alluded to what Paul wrote by telling a story to a bunch of the
children who were looking like typical children at their first funeral: they were excited, nervous,
confused, intrigued, and watching everything closely.

In my fancy robe, I got down on my knees in the grass to speak to the children (while fully
understanding that everyone was listening). I told them about the hymn in our hymnal that starts “In the
bulb there is a flower, in the seed an apple tree.” I told them that Christians believe many things about
death, but that many believe that death is a planting of something powerful, good, and holy. When we
entrust the life of someone we love to the earth, we don’t know what will happen next.

It is like we have a handful of random seeds: some tomato seeds, some flower seeds, some pepper
seeds, some fruit trees seeds, and some seeds for plants we have never seen. When we let our loved
ones go, we plant those seeds in the ground with the faith that what is good, true, and wonderful about
the person we have loved is never lost. Instead, that goodness will germinate, sprout, and grow again.
We call that process resurrection.

As we started this sermon off by saying people have been discussing this for generation after
generation, I will admit now that I am talking with a largely grown up audience that there are many
different ways things may end up. As I have tried to express multiple times during this sermon, death
and resurrection are mysterious, I am even open to admit that what I believe things may look like after
death may be completely wrong.



What I can say deeply and truly is that I believe God will bring something good out of each person that
is entrusted as a seed to eternity. I have faith in God’s good love to the depths of my heart and soul.

When Paul writes about every type of being having flesh, we realize now that Paul doesn’t quite get
everything right scientifically. We know that there are as many types of flesh as there are creatures.
While we may be closely related as humans, my lung is not your lung, my leg is not your leg, and my
heart is not your heart. While transplants are possible, they often require really advanced medicines
and techniques to help the transplant to thrive. There are all types of people and creatures in this world.
Almost all of them are distinct from all the rest.

When Paul says that the heavens are full of stars that each have their own glory, Paul is making a
beautiful point about the nature of life. Out there in the heavens are planets, moons, and stars. We
know there are asteroids and comets. Out there in the universe are galaxies full of more beauty and
wonder than we could see in a lifetime. There are vast plains on planets far from here and likely
crashing seas. There are canyons on moons and vast spaces where light itself dances from almost
every direction. There are glorious rings shining in the light of distant stars. The universe is full of
beauty.

We too are beautiful. The heavens are full of beauty and so are people. There are loving smiles that
express a beauty that cannot be captured. There are strong arms hugging in this world and there are
people who are absolutely and passionately in love. There is a glory and beauty in a teenager’s poetry
and in the creaking voice singing a sweet song through lips that have seen decades of life. There are
hands that cradle babies and songs played to a rhythm that brings life into the world. Do we really
believe that God would take such lives, such beauty, such goodness, and simply let it fade away?

I believe that God truly and deeply loves each of us. Strangely enough, one reason that I do not mind
performing funerals as a minister is that I have the privilege to tell people that the life they have loved is
in the hands of a God who works far beyond the ways that we understand. I do not know what life will
look like in the resurrection. I cannot tell you which idea is correct and which is wrong as I deeply and
truly believe that this is a mystery which is only known by God. I can tell you that I choose to believe
that God loves us so deeply that the life we trust into God’s hands could not be placed in any more
loving, caring, and kind hands.

The title of this sermon referenced the imperishability quandary, but I have to admit there are actually
two quandaries it references. The first quandary is what happens after we die: how does this mortal
body put on immortality? The second quandary is how we will choose to respond to God’s love. It is
true that you may never know in this life what comes next with 100% certainty. Even if you do not know,
will you choose to trust? Will you choose to believe that death comes and life irrepressibly continues
after those quote unquote “final moments?”

As we think and ponder, let us take a moment to pray as we transition…


