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“Eschatology 101”      Text – 1 Cor 15:51-53     HC LD 22         OT Reading – Isa 25:1-9


 Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
I expect that many of you will know that any word that ends with “ology” means the study of something.  Zoology is the study of animals, geology is the study of rocks, and biology is the study of living organisms.

Well, in terms of the teaching of the Bible, we generally classify its content into six distinct subjects which we describe in general terms as theology.  
They are theology proper - the study of God, anthropology – the study of man, christology – the study of Christ, soteriology – the study of salvation, ecclesiology – the study of the church, and eschatology – the study of the last things.   

Now, I want to point out that while they are useful classifications, we must always remember that what they speak of is of a completely different character and nature to the other scientific pursuits I mentioned before.  
Christology, for instance, ought not to be thought of as just another school class like biology.  
No, we are talking here about the teaching of the Word of God concerning Jesus Christ. 

And the reason this point is important is seen in the focus of what we look at today.  
On our journey through the Lord’s Days of the Heidelberg Catechism, we have reached the Lord’s Day that deals with the last articles of the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.”  
And each of the articles of the Apostles’ Creed speaks to one of the six different parts of theology.  Well, the Greek word for “last” is Eschatos.  And so, the study of the last things is Eschatology.  
A quick read of the content of Lord’s Day 22 reveals, however, that this subject has little to do with scientific classifications and experiments.  
Instead, it has everything to do with comfort for the dying and hope for the living.  
It knows that death looms large for all of us.  
It knows that the only thing that will prevent us dying is the return of the Lord Jesus Christ.
It speaks to those who grieve for lost loved ones.  
It holds the unimaginable joys of life in heaven before the believer.
And it reminds us that all of this is found only in Jesus Christ.

And this is so because eschatology is the study of what God’s Word says about the last things.  And the portion of God’s Word that lies before us today is 1 Corinthians 15:51-53.  And as we consider this portion of God’s Word, we find here that 
The Holy Spirit encourages believers with a description of the resurrection.

Those of you who have any experience with Christian funerals will know that, almost inevitably, 1 Corinthians 15 will figure in some part of the funeral proceedings.  
And the reason for this is not too difficult to see.  
It is a chapter that speaks of the believer’s resurrection hope.

In the Book of 1 Corinthians, the Apostle Paul interacts with the Christians of Corinth on a number of subjects.
And it appears that one of their questions concerned the resurrection.  
15:12 tells us that some in Corinth believed that there was no resurrection of the dead.  


And it is this idea that Paul argues against in chapter 15.  
He begins, in vv1-11 by asserting the facts of Christ’s resurrection.  
From vv12-34 he establishes the link between Christ’s resurrection and ours.  
And then from v35 onwards he goes on to speak of resurrection and the body.  

And there can be little doubt that he does this because of a prevailing view that existed at the time concerning the body.  
Many held that the soul was immortal but that the body was a dirty and temporary thing that existed only to carry the soul while on earth.  
To them, the idea that our dead, rotten, corpses would rise was just plain disgusting!  
And so, Paul responds to this with a few analogies that are intended to raise the appreciation for the body and to show that it too figures, very much, in the resurrection.  

However, what he tells us in v50 is that it is not this earthly body that will figure in the resurrection, but a changed body.  And it is this change that he explores in verses 51ff.

To begin with, he says, “Listen, I tell you a mystery.”  
And we must not fail to note these words.  
In the whole Bible, there are just a couple of stories about those who died and were brought back to life.  
We think of the widow of Zerapheth’s son, we think of the widow of Nain’s son, we think of Lazarus, and we think of Jairus’ daughter.  
But nowhere are we told what they experienced while dead.  
No one has been to heaven and is able to tell us what it is like there.  
No one that is except for the Apostle Paul.  
Yes, others may have been given visions of heaven, but in 2 Corinthians 12, Paul tells us that he was taken up into heaven itself.  
Well, how did he describe it then?  He didn’t!  
He said, “He heard inexpressible things, things that a man is not permitted to tell.”  
Brothers and Sisters, young people and boys and girls, what happens when we die and what heaven is like and what happens in heaven is very much a mystery.  
Because it is part of the infinite and eternal it is beyond our understanding.  
And yet, because of Jesus Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit, what was previously unknown completely, is now able to be known in part.

And what has now been revealed about this mystery is what Paul goes on to say in vv51ff.  
Firstly, “We will not all sleep.”  
Now, the word sleep is a euphemism.  
And boys and girls, a euphemism is a polite way of describing something that is a bit yucky.  
When you need an injection for instance, your parents will say you need a shot.  And they say this because if they said you need a great big needle injected into your arm, you probably would not go to the doctor.  
Well, the word “sleep” is a euphemism that means to die.  
In Matthew 27:52 it is used to describe the state of those who came out of their tombs following the death of Jesus.  They had been asleep.
The Bible often describes death as “falling asleep.”

Well there is a statistic that I myself have used a few times to make a point.  
And that statistic is that 10 out of every 10 people die.  
It is used to make the point that we better be prepared to face death for it comes to all of us.  
Well, the fact is that even that statistic will eventually go the way of all other statistics.  It will be proven wrong.  
For when Jesus comes again at the end of time, 1 Thess 4:17 tells us that, “We who are still alive … will be caught up … in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.”  
Brothers and Sisters, would you rather die or meet Jesus in the air?  I would prefer, if the Lord wills, to meet Jesus in the air.  Do you pray for that?  Do you pray for the Lord to return soon so that you can meet Him in the air?  You should!

Secondly though, while we will not all sleep, “we will all be changed.”  
And this is so because God cannot have sin in His presence.  
Our bodies are so infected and corrupted with sin, that unless they are changed into sinless bodies, they could not come into the presence of God.  
Well, Jesus is God.  
And so, when He comes again, for us to meet Him in the air, whether we are raised from the dead or still living, our bodies will have to change.  
Now, in terms of dead bodies that seems obvious.  
Those buried in the ground will have become like the dust of the earth.  
Other bodies will have been burnt or lost at sea.  
But the one who numbers the very hairs on our heads will gather every last speck of that body and change into a perfect and sinless body.  
But the same must also happen to those who are alive at Jesus’ coming.  Even though they will not have died, their bodies will be infected with sin.
And so, they too will need to have their bodies changed into a perfect and sinless body.

Well we will return to the nature of this change in a moment, but, thirdly, when this change occurs, it will happen “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.”  
The Greek word for “flash” is atom.  It refers to the tiniest quantity.  
And, of course, the twinkling of an eye is almost impossible to measure.  
And so, from these two together, we know that this change will occur in a moment!
And this ‘moment’ will be announced by the last trumpet.
And this reference to the last trumpet calls to mind Revelation 9-11.  
There, seven angels blow seven trumpets.  
And the blowing of the seventh trumpet signals the end of time.  
In 11:15, it says, “The seventh angel sounded his trumpet, and there were loud voices in heaven, which said, ‘The Kingdom of the Lord has become the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ, and He will reign for ever and ever.”  

And what Paul goes on to say is that at the sound of the trumpet, “the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.”
And here, it is necessary for us to consider how this impacts those who have died before the Lord returns.  
We know that some, like Adam and Abraham, have been dead for many thousands of years.  
Others, like our own loved ones, will have been dead for some time before Jesus comes again.
The question is where are their souls now?  
What may we know about the intermediate state that covers the time between death and the second coming of Christ?
Are they in purgatory as the Roman Catholic church suggests? 
Are they in some sort of soul-sleep as the word ‘sleep’ might suggest?
Well, to these questions we may reply with a definite No!  
To thief on the cross, Jesus said, “Today, you will be with Me in Paradise.”  
Brothers and Sisters, there is no purgatory; a place where you complete the required number of good works before entering heaven.  
There is no place of soul sleep where the souls of sinners go and hibernate through the Winter of time.
No, at death, the souls of believers go immediately to be with Jesus Christ.  
We may say, without doubt, that the souls of Adam and Abraham and our loved ones who have died in Christ are with Him in heaven.
There, they enjoy a continued and happy communion with their Lord awaiting the Day of resurrection.
Believer, when death is before you, know with certainty that you go from here to the arms of your Saviour, Jesus.

For all who have died in the Lord, and those who are yet living, the last trumpet will herald the glorious day of resurrection.
The last trumpet will announce the day when their souls will be reunited with their changed and glorified body.

I expect that many of you will be familiar with the Oratorio by George Fredric Handel called The Messiah.
Well, that oratorio takes a number of Scripture passages and sets them to music.  
And, in part, that is one of the reasons why it is such a dearly loved oratorio by Christians.  Through music, the teaching of Scripture is magnificently proclaimed.
Well, these words from 1 Cor 15 form part of one of the arias from that Oratorio.
After a bass voice sings the words of verse 51 and the first half of verse 52, a solo trumpet blasts out above the orchestra before the bass soloist continues with the words of v52. 
And as much as any earthly thing is able to do, the glorious scene of the resurrection is represented as the trumpet blasts forth to call the dead and the living to meet the Lord Jesus in the air!
And yet, make no mistake, for all the glory of Handel’s oratorio, it will be nothing in comparison to the event in describes.
O congregation, what a magnificent day that will be!

Well, in terms of the change that occurs to our bodies, the Apostle goes on to say, “For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.”
Boys and girls, the word perishable means able to die.  
And everything on earth, like animals and plants and humans is perishable; able to die.  
So, imperishable means unable to die.
And the key to being either perishable or imperishable, or mortal or immortal is sin.  
That’s what Paul makes clear in v56, “The sting of death is sin.”
It is sin that brings about disease and death.

Well, I mentioned before that God cannot have sin in His presence.
I said also that God will change our bodies into a perfect and sinless body.  
Now, before His death, despite being sinless, Jesus’ body was subject to tiredness, aging, and death, just as ours is.  That is an integral part of the humanity He shared with us.
And so, He could not take that body into heaven.
He too was given a changed and glorified body after His death.  
It was still recognizable as His body
The disciples, seeing His glorified body, still knew Him to be the Jesus they had walked and talked with before He died. 
But it was a changed and glorified body. 

Well, what v53 reveals is that we too will receive a recognizable yet glorified body.
And the nature of the glorified body is not only a sinless perfection, it is also immortality and a perfection of function.
What was Jesus busy doing while He was on earth the first time?  Healing.  
He healed the blind and the lame and the sick.  
Why?  
Because healing on earth points us to the perfection of changed and glorified bodies in heaven.  
Your changed and glorified body will be free of disease and death.
People of God, the patriarch, Jacob, will not limp anymore.  
His wife Leah will no longer have poor eyesight.  
Mephibosheth will no longer be lame.  
King David will no longer suffer from the cold.
There will be no more arthritis.  No more cancer.  No more brain disease or disability.  No more blood pressure issues or cholesterol problems.  No more infertility.  No more hearing aids or glasses.  No more sciatica or back ache.  No more Meniere’s disease.  No more tooth decay.  No more walking sticks.  No more asthma.
On the Day of resurrection, you will receive a changed and glorified body!









Congregation, the Psalmist said, “The length of our days is seventy years-- or eighty, if we have the strength; yet their span is but trouble and sorrow, for they quickly pass, and we fly away.”  
A day lived in the pain of illness or injury is a long day.  
A day spent looking at the pain of a loved one who suffers illness or injury is a long day.  
The day of our death and the day of our funerals are long days for those who remain behind.

But a day is soon coming that will begin the dawn of eternity.  
“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.”  
This day will announce the beginning of eternal joy; a blessedness in which to praise God eternally.  
And it will come soon for Jesus has promised that it will.
Amen.  Come quickly Lord Jesus.

