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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

I mentioned last week how 1 Corinthians 15 gives the Church’s 

first, and greatest, in-depth teaching on the resurrection of the 

dead. In earlier editions of the Book of Common Prayer 

significant chunks of it are read in place of a sermon in the burial 

service. And since I used one of those versions for sixteen years 

before coming here, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve read it, 

or heard it read, at funerals. It’s meant to comfort the mourners in 

that context. But since they’re usually so wrapped up in their 

grief, and the text is kind of complicated, I doubt whether 

anybody close to the departed is ever really able to take it all in. I 

doubt whether most people in the pews on a Sunday morning are 

really able to take it all in, even when we read it in smaller chunks, 

like over these last three Sundays. But it’s so worth the time and 

effort to study it and try to understand it all. I still learn amazing 

new things whenever I dig into it. 

In the bit of it that we read today Paul is laying out what we might 

call the mechanics of resurrection. “Someone will ask,” Paul says, 

“How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they 

come?” Mind you, when he calls the reader a fool, he’s not aiming 

at all readers everywhere, but just to those members of the 

Corinthian church, and elsewhere, who deny the resurrection of 

the dead. Then he goes agricultural on them: “What you sow does 

not come to life unless it dies. And as for what you sow, you don’t 

sow the body that is to be, but a bare seed, perhaps of wheat or of 

some other grain. But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and 

to each kind of seed its own body.” 

When I was a young man I got a job one spring planting seed 

potatoes, the ones the big farms use to plant their crops. Potatoes 



are the main cash crop in northern Maine and western New 

Brunswick, where they’re grown mainly for French fries and 

potato chips. So they’re quite a bit bigger than the ones you see in 

the produce aisle at Schnuck’s. On seed farms nearly everything 

is done by hand. Seed farmers keep a small amount of their 

harvest to plant the following spring. If you’ve ever found some 

old potatoes in the back of the veggie drawer in your fridge, you 

know what they look like as they’re dug out of storage in the 

springtime. They’re kind of shriveled, and look like they’re dying. 

In fact, they’ll rot if you don’t put them back in the ground. So 

the workers sling a big bag of them over their shoulder, and with 

knife in hand, walk along the rows cutting each potato into six or 

eight pieces, and dropping them into the furrows as they go. By 

August each of those little pieces has grown into a pretty big plant 

about three feet high. And then by harvest time there’s about six 

to twelve huge potatoes in the ground underneath, each one 

weighing up to a pound or more.  

“So it is with the resurrection of the dead,” Paul says, “What is 

sown is perishable…” But that’s where the seed analogy starts to 

break down, as all such analogies do. The principle is similar 

though. There’s continuity from year to year. Seeds are harvested 

from the fruit that produced them, and in their turn produce the 

same kind of fruit. It’s the same with animals as with plants. But 

Paul here is making the leap from the natural to the supernatural. 

In that case, “what is sown is perishable,” just like everything else 

in nature, it grows up and then it dies. But what is raised in the 

case of the faithful departed is imperishable, never to die again.  

The Sadducees, whom I mentioned last week, those Jewish 

teachers in Jesus’ day who didn’t believe in resurrection, mocked 

the idea, as did some in the early Church, which is what Paul is 

confronting in Corinth. They thought it ridiculous that God would 

put our old bodies back together, right down to the exact same 

atoms and molecules (Wright, Twelve Months of Sundays). And it really 

is! Yet that’s what some Christians think when they read this 

passage, even though Paul very clearly says that’s not the case. 

“As for what you sow,” he says, “you don’t sow the body that is 



to be,” i.e. what God is going to raise up is not the exact same 

thing as what’s been buried in the cemetery. What we bury is a 

natural body, Paul says. In our reading today it says physical 

body, but that translation doesn’t quite capture the full meaning 

from the Greek (σῶμα ψυχικόν). It doesn’t just mean a flesh-and-

blood body, but one animated by a soul—a natural body. And 

what God is going to raise up will be animated—brought to life—

by  the Holy Spirit. It will be every bit as physical as what was 

buried—not a disembodied spirit, but a spiritual body. When you 

hear somebody described as a very spiritual person, rest assured 

that you also are a very spiritual person, because the Spirit of God 

dwells in you. 

So the resurrection of the dead will be an act of new creation, 

taking up the old within it, much the way that a lot of churches 

have been rebuilt using the stones from the buildings they 

replaced, making something more beautiful and glorious than 

what went before. We are spiritual bodies now, because of the 

indwelling Holy Spirit, even though we are still perishable, 

mortal. But what we will be in the resurrection is something much 

greater, because we will be imperishable, immortal.  

Paul also talks about the moral condition of the old life, in contrast 

to what the new life will be like. The old life is sown in dishonor 

and weakness, i.e. conceived and born with the stain of sin that 

we’ve all inherited from our earliest ancestors. And even though 

that stain is washed away in baptism, we’re all dogged by sin 

throughout our mortal lives, which is precisely why our lives are 

mortal, destined for death. It is sown in dishonor and weakness, 

Paul says, but it’s raised in glory and power. Yet that new life 

doesn’t begin on the day of resurrection. It begins earlier than that, 

on the day of baptism, the day when we’re joined to Jesus in a 

death like his, and are raised to the new life in him. It’s the day 

when he sends his Holy Spirit to make his dwelling in us, to 

animate us, and to begin leading us into that new life in the here 

and now, “so that at the last,” as the Prayer Book says, “we may 

come to his eternal joy” (BCP 269).  



In today’s gospel Jesus describes what that baptized life, that 

spiritual life, looks like. We heard the first part of that description 

last week, the Beatitudes—blessed are the poor, the hungry, the 

weepers and the hated, all those whom God commends to his 

Church for special attention. It’s a spiritual exercise for us, to 

learn how to love absolutely everybody the way God loves them. 

So caring for those groups of people is as much for our own 

spiritual good as for theirs. 

Then in the part we read today, Jesus describes the pattern of life 

he expects of all who would be his disciples, who want to be part 

of his eternal kingdom: “Love your enemies; do good to those 

who hate you; pray for those who mistreat you; turn the other 

cheek; if anyone takes away your coat, offer that person your shirt 

as well. In other words, don’t answer evil with evil. You may be 

within your rights under the law of the land, but the law of God is 

greater than the laws of any worldly power. So retaliation is not 

an option for the follower of Jesus. He responded to hatred with 

love, and to cruelty with forgiveness, all the way to the cross, and 

he calls on his people to be of the same mind (cf Phil 2:5-11).  

The first man, Paul says, Adam, “was from the earth, a man of 

dust,” created from the dust of the earth, and the sin that he 

plunged himself and all his descendants into resulted in us 

mistreating one another in the ways Jesus describes here, and in 

the ways he suffered on Good Friday. That’s the “old self” that 

Paul says needs to be crucified with Jesus, “so that the body of sin 

might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin” 

(Rom 6:6). When we come again on Ash Wednesday to repent in 

dust and ashes, we’ll hear that familiar line again, “Remember, O 

man, that dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” “As was 

the man of dust,” says Paul, “so are those who are of the dust”—

such was our old life, our unconverted, unbaptized life, which has 

to be nailed to the cross, and ultimately buried in the ground, to 

make way for “the man of heaven.” “Just as we have borne the 

image of [Adam] the man of dust, we will also bear the image of 

the man of heaven,” the risen Christ. 



Joseph is presented in today’s first lesson as a great example of 

the kind of life that both Jesus and Paul describe. The background 

to this story is that Joseph was the second-youngest of the twelve 

sons of Jacob, and his father’s favorite. He was a spoiled brat who 

was annoyingly arrogant toward his brothers. Yet God had gifted 

him with the ability to interpret prophetic dreams, which goes to 

show that God doesn’t always use nice people to accomplish his 

purposes. So Joseph’s brothers threw him in a dry well until they 

could sell him to some passing slavers, mangled his famous coat 

of many colors and covered it with goat’s blood, and presented it 

to their father, who concluded that he must have been killed by a 

wild animal (Gen 37).  

The slavers carried him off to Egypt and sold him to Potiphar, 

captain of Pharaoh’s guard. Because God had great plans for 

Joseph, he caused Potiphar to take notice of his gifts and talents 

and to give him a nice job in his household. But Mrs Potiphar tried 

to seduce Joseph, and was rejected, so she accused him of putting 

the move on her, for which Potiphar had him thrown into prison. 

After several years, Joseph’s ability to interpret dreams was 

brought to Pharaoh’s attention. And when he interpreted 

Pharaoh’s dream of a coming famine, Pharaoh released him from 

prison and gave him a nice job in the palace. He was so good at 

whatever he did that Pharaoh eventually made him the number 

two man in Egypt, and put him in charge of preparing for the 

famine. Two years in, Joseph’s brothers came to by grain. He 

recognized them, but they didn’t recognize him. So he toyed with 

them for a few months, and let them think they were in deep 

trouble. And that’s where we began reading today. 

Joseph had come to understand that God used everything he had 

endured to make him a better man, and ultimately to make him a 

savior of God’s people. “You meant to do me evil,” he said to his 

brothers, “but God meant it for good. So it wasn’t really you who 

sent me here, but God.” Joseph’s story is an image of resurrection. 

Because of his bad behavior toward his brothers, they threw him 

in a hole in the ground, like a grave. His new life began when the 

slavers bought him, they redeemed him. And although it was 



rough for the first several years, he eventually came into his own. 

By the grace of God working steadily in his life, he grew into the 

sort of character that Jesus describes in today’s gospel. In Paul’s 

terms, God fashioned Joseph into a new man, incorporating all 

that was good in him already, and making him something greater. 

That’s the promise of the resurrection.  

So we apply that model to our own growth in Christ which, if we 

continue faithful, he will keep on perfecting as long as this life 

endures, until it finally becomes perfect, complete, in the 

resurrection. Jesus paints a picture of what our life in him is to be 

like in the here and now, based on what it will be like in eternity. 

It’s a life that’s filled to overflowing with the love of God that 

alone is able to transform lives, give comfort and hope to the 

suffering, and finally raise the dead. He’s basically describing the 

character of God and saying, “If you want to be with God, then 

you need to be like God—compassionate, forgiving, generous, 

merciful.” And he calls each of us to let that life and love of God 

flow through our lives by loving our enemies and being generous 

and merciful without limit, as the reflection of God in the world. 

In short, we are to be resurrection people—people who “look for 

the resurrection of the dead” (Nicene Creed), who live the resurrected 

life now, and through whom God’s eternity transforms the 

present. “Commit your way to the Lord and put your trust in him, 

and he will bring it to pass.”  In the Name of… 

a.m.d.g. 
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