Seeing Dead People

November 6, 2016

Campfire Sunday by Dr. Scott F. Heine

Something Spooky…
When I was growing up, spending an evening by the
campfire was always fun. While most people were making
smores, our family was big on “shaggy dogs” (which is a
toasted marshmallow, dipped in a can of Hershey’s syrup,
then rolled in coconut.. yum!).
And most nights when our family went camping, my dad
would tell us a spooky story before my brother and I fell
asleep. There’s just something about camping — in the dark,
in the woods, isolated from the rest of the world, with
strange shadows and unknown noises in the dark — that
makes a campfire the perfect setting for something spooky.
So, since we’re family, and since we’re here by the
campfire, indulge me a bit this morning. (By the way, Dads &
Moms, I am keenly aware that we have all ages gathered
‘round the campfire today, so I promise to be sensitive…)
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Cole Sees Dead People
Eight-year old Cole Sear had a serious problem. It was a
problem that created a cultural meme around the world that
still holds strong after nearly 2 decades.
You see, the young Cole Sear is the leading character in
a very scary story that was originally purchased by an
executive at Disney… before they thought it would be a dud
and sold the script to Spyglass Entertainment. It then went
on to become a wildly successful movie, earning 6 Academy
Award nominations and turning author & director M. Night
Shyamalan into an international sensation.
The film, of course, is The Sixth Sense. And because
Cole’s problem in the story is such a cultural phenomenon,
I’m betting many of you can already summarize his struggle
in 4 familiar words.
But, instead of shouting them out, I’ll let Cole tell you
about his problem himself in a clip from the film.
VIDEO CLIP: The Sixth Sense
It’s a terrifying problem for Cole, and it quickly becomes
a problem for Dr. Malcom Crowe (played by Bruce Willis).
(Well, actually, it was Dr. Crowe’s problem before he ever
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met the boy, but that’s part of the mystery of the story and
the clever twist at the end of the movie became Shyamalan’s
claim to fame.)

I See Dead People, Too
But here’s the thing. I’ve got the same problem as Cole.
Some of you do, too.
We see dead people.
Not in our dreams; while we’re awake.
They’re walking around like regular people.
They don’t see each other.
They only see what they want to see.
They don’t know they’re dead.
And we see them all the time.
They’re everywhere.
I drove past cars being driven by dead people on my
way here this morning.
I had lunch with one of them this past week.
I see them in my neighborhood, in the grocery store,
or grabbing a cup of coffee at Starbucks before heading to
the office.

Page 3 of 16

They don’t know they’re dead.
They don’t see their problem.
They only see what they want to see.
No, we haven’t fallen prey to the Zombie Apocalypse.
(Though, I admit, I sometimes wonder if our culture’s
increasing fascination with death, “undeath,” and the
macabre may be related to the fact that our world is full of
the “walking dead.” Maybe there’s something instinctive
about being part of the “unliving” that is drawn to themes of
horror as a form of entertainment. Hmmmm…)
No, I’m talking about something totally different when I
see dead people. But it’s just as scary as what young Cole
Sear went through in The Sixth Sense. Maybe even more so,
because the stakes are a whole lot higher than what he faced
in that story.

I Was One of ‘Em
You see, I remember what it was like to be part of the
walking dead. And, yeah, I didn’t even know I was dead at
the time.
As Paul explains in his New Testament letter to the
Christians living in the Greek city of Ephesus 2000 years ago,
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Once you were dead because of your disobedience
and your many sins. (Ephesians 2:1 NLT)
This idea of people having physical life in this world —
bodies with flesh and bones, yet being spiritually dead apart
from Christ — is all over the Bible.
Jesus once told the Jews that if we don’t embrace his
death and resurrection and take his life as our own…
“…You have no life in you.” (John 6:53 ESV)
And in Matthew 8:22, Jesus talked about a world full of
people who are walking around, watching generation after
generation pass.
“Leave the dead to bury their own dead.” (Matthew
8:22 ESV)

The letter to the Colossians explains…
You were dead because of your sins… (Colossians 2:13 NLT)
And Paul wrote to his apprentice Timothy about people
who live only for themselves and not in surrender and faith
to God. They walk through life doing things that living people
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do — eating, working, playing, sleeping — and yet they’re
not alive.
But the [person] who lives only for pleasure is
spiritually dead even while she lives. (1 Timothy 5:6 NLT)
I see dead people.
They don’t know they’re dead.
I see them all the time.
They’re everywhere.
And, as the Bible says, I once was one of ‘em.
Once you were dead because of your disobedience
and your many sins. (Ephesians 2:1 NLT)
By the way, the word there is…
νεκρός • nekrós
Like where we get the word necrotic as in “necrotic
tissue,” flesh that is dead and rotting. It’s the Greek word for
“corpse.”
So the Bible isn’t saying that the world is full of people
who are “dead,” as in “this party is dead” (meaning merely
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dull and uninteresting), or “dead” as in “absolute” (i.e.,
“you’re dead right” or “it’s dead silent”).
No, the Bible says that the world is full of dead people.
Corpses just going through the motions. Biologically, their
hearts are pumping blood and their brains are firing
electricity. But their spirits are cadaverous. “The walking
dead.”

Servants of Satan
Paul goes on to explain more about this “world full of
dead people” all around us.

You used to live in sin, just like the rest of
the world, obeying the devil—the
commander of the powers in the unseen
world. (Ephesians 2:2 NLT)
This story just gets scarier and scarier. Not only is the
world full of “the living dead,” but those walking corpses are
servants of Satan himself... and they don’t even realize it.
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You see, that’s the way the devil — the “father of lies” as
John 8:44 describes him — that’s the way the devil works.
He makes us think that we’re independent, that we’re in
control of our own lives, that we’re in charge. He makes us
think that we’re alive and free, when we’re actually
spiritually dead and enslaved to his agenda of distraction
and destruction.
Because he is…

…the devil—the commander of the
powers in the unseen world. He is the
spirit at work in the hearts of those who
refuse to obey God. (Ephesians 2:2 NLT)
Just like Cole Sear’s problem…
The walking dead only see what they want to see.
They don’t know they’re dead.
In the same way, they don’t see the malevolent, ancient,
hateful, deceitful spirit that is keeping them blind and
ignorant of their plight. As C.S. Lewis described the devil’s
motivation in his novella, The Screwtape Letters,
Our policy, for the moment, is to conceal ourselves… The
fact that “devils” are predominantly comic figures in the
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modern imagination will help you. If any faint suspicion
of [demonic] existence begins to arise in [a person’s]
mind, suggest to him a picture of something in red tights,
and persuade him that since he cannot believe in that…
he therefore cannot believe in [the devil].
So people walk through life totally unaware that they
are deceived, that they are doomed, that they are dead… just
waiting for biology to take over and make their flesh as dead
as their spirits.

But We’re Alive
But here’s the good news:

All of us used to live that way, following
the passionate desires and inclinations of
our sinful nature. By our very nature we
were subject to God’s anger, just like
everyone else. (Ephesians 2:3 NLT)
But God is so rich in mercy, and he loved
us so much, that even though we were
dead because of our sins, he gave us life
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when he raised Christ from the dead.
(Ephesians 2:4–5 NLT)

As John wrote about it…

We have passed from death to life. (1 John
3:14 NLT)

Which is a totally, radically different way to think about
our experience in this world.






We’re taught that we enter this world alive. We grow
up, we grow old, and we eventually die.
But the Bible says we enter this world spiritually dead.
We grow up, we grow old, and eventually our bodies
catch up with our spirits, and we end up totally dead,
dwelling in death forever.
Yet because Christ died, rose again, and conquered
death, everyone who places their faith in him may enter
this world spiritually dead, but our faith unites us with
him in his resurrection. Just as Jesus rose to new life, we
rise to new life as well.

When Adam sinned, sin entered the
world. Adam’s sin brought death, so death
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spread to everyone, for everyone sinned.
But there is a great difference between
Adam’s sin and God’s gracious gift. (Romans
5:15 NLT)

For the sin of this one man, Adam,
brought death to many. But even greater
is God’s wonderful grace and his gift of
forgiveness to many through this other
man, Jesus Christ. (Romans 5:15 NLT)
For the sin of this one man, Adam, caused
death to rule over many. But even greater
is God’s wonderful grace and his gift of
righteousness, for all who receive it will
live in triumph over sin and death through
this one man, Jesus Christ. (Romans 5:17 NLT)
This is the very heart of our faith as followers of Christ.
This is what the Bible refers to as “the gospel” — the “good
news.” It’s good news that we move from death into life. Real
life. Abundant, overflowing, “too much” life… all because we
Page 11 of 16

enter into a relationship with the very source of life itself,
Jesus the Christ.

It is only by God’s grace that you have
been saved! For he raised us from the
dead along with Christ and seated us with
him in the heavenly realms because we
are united with Christ Jesus. (Ephesians 2:5–6 NLT)

Making the Choice
At some point in our journey through this world, we
reach an important decision:
What will we trust?
Or, more accurately,
Who will we trust?
The walking dead trust themselves. They trust what
they see and what they think. The problem is that they don’t
see the truth. They don’t see their predicament. And they
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don’t think clearly. Without knowing it, they’re in bondage to
the great Deceiver, the devil.
But what if we stop trusting in ourselves and start
trusting in God? What if we step out in faith and believe what
he says is true of us?










We don’t rely on our own perceptions, our own sense of
control, our own agenda and destiny. Instead, we rely
on God.
We agree with God that we’ve sinned, and we accept by
faith that our sin has made us part of “the walking
dead.”
We ask forgiveness for our sins and trust what God says
about himself being limitless in mercy and grace.
We realize that our sins brought us death, but that
Christ has overcome death through is resurrection.
We simply ask God to bind us to Christ, to unite us in his
resurrection and new life, to make us entirely new, to
deliver us from the fate of the “unliving” and into life
everlasting.

Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the
life. Anyone who believes in me will live,
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even after dying. Everyone who lives in me
and believes in me will never ever die. Do
you believe this?” (John 11:25–26 NLT)

I See Possibilities
And if the answer to Jesus’ question is “Yes!” then we
move from death into life.
And if we’re alive in Christ, then when we look around
this world we don’t merely see dead people; we see
possibilities! We see opportunities! We see walking corpses
needing resurrection!


We drive past cars being driven by dead people.



We have lunch with them.



We see them in our neighborhood, in the grocery store,
or grabbing a cup of coffee at Starbucks before heading
to the office.
They don’t know they’re dead.
They don’t see their problem.
They only see what they want to see.

But we see. We must see. We must care. And we must
introduce them to the One who can put an end to their death,
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who can set them free from their bondage and deception,
who can make them truly alive now and forevermore.
This is why we live, now that we’re alive. This is what
“Hope” is all about. This is why we gather as family to
worship. It’s why we learn and grow. It’s why we give of
ourselves — our time, our treasures, our very hearts — for
the sake of bringing healing and hope, and for building God’s
kingdom here.
May God unveil this purpose and passion for each of us
— a purpose and passion to build his “Kingdom of Life” here
amidst the “World of the Dead.”
May he set our hearts ablaze with hope… like a warm
fire burning in a dark forest… and may that light draw our
families, our friends, our neighbors, our community to the
very Source of all light and love and life.
May they see our compassion and our joy and our
genuine affection for each other and for them, and may our
life in Christ be the spark that catches fire in their own souls
as well.
May the darkness tremble and fear, because no force of
hell can stop the beauty of God’s grace and life from
changing hearts.
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And may our new lives bring God immeasurable glory
now and forever. Let’s pray!

PRAYER • SONG: Build Your Kingdom Here
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