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TEXT
1 Corinthians 15:1-22: “Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in which you stand,  2 and by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you--unless you believed in vain.  3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures,  4 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures,  5 and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.  6 Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.  7 Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.  8 Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.  9 For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.  10 But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.  11 Whether then it was I or they, so we preach and so you believed.  12 Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?  13 But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised.  14 And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain.  15 We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified about God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it is true that the dead are not raised.  16 For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has been raised.  17 And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.  18 Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.  19 If in this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.  20 But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.  21 For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead.  22 For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.”
32b: “…If the dead are not raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.’”
INTRODUCTION
The nature of celebrations

Every year we gather together on a Sunday morning and celebrate Easter.  This day has been set aside for hundreds of years as a day the church stops to consider the event of Jesus’ resurrection.  It is an incredibly significant celebration for followers of Jesus.  However, it can only be life changing and powerful to followers of Jesus if it’s more than just a celebration but is actually true.

You see, in our day celebrations for special events are common and to be expected.  We enjoy having days off to celebrate Memorial Day and Labor Day even if we don’t really think or care about the men and women who have died in military service or as we take a day of rest from our labors.  We simply see a day off on our calendar and make the most of a three day weekend.  

This is even true of days we consider more significant or holy.  We celebrate Christmas in our country and spend billions of dollars on things we don’t need because it is the nature of the holiday.  Most of us do so without much concern as to whether or not Santa Claus is a real person, let alone whether or not Jesus Christ was really born of a virgin.  It’s just a nice time to make hot cocoa and have a week off.  Whether the events of our celebrations are based on facts isn’t all that significant since it affords us an opportunity to rest.  

How many of us actually care about St. Patrick or know all about the historical person and his actions?  Not many, it doesn’t matter.  What matters is that I get to wear a green shirt, put on a fake Irish accent, and have an excuse to be drunk by non from drinking green beer.  How about Valentine’s Day?  Nope, don’t care.  It’s an excuse to eat loads of chocolate and spend more than usual on a nice dinner.  Independence Day?  Nope, don’t care.  It’s an excuse to grill lots of red meat and randomly light off fireworks in our driveway.  Thanksgiving?  Nope, don’t care.  It simply marks a month away from Christmas and a couple days off that allow me to go shopping.  

The point I’m making is this: whether or not we think these things are true and really happened isn’t all that important to us.  We simply like the results of setting aside the day and the idea of the celebration more than we do the content of the celebration.  

But if Easter didn’t happen, and if it’s not true, we are to be pitied, should abandon our faith, and give up any hope for the future.  At least that’s what the Apostle Paul says in the chapter we just read.  If it’s not true, we’re still in our sins and our faith is in vain and we’re found to be liars, with Jesus as the chief liar of them all.  

Jesus’ resurrection is the cornerstone of what we believe because it proves that Jesus’ sacrifice was acceptable to God, that He really is God’s Son, that we have been forgiven of all our sins, and that we have a future hope that is greater than anything we could have imagined.  The power of the resurrection can only become a reality in our lives if we believe it’s true.  It’s not just a good idea or a nice celebration, it is everything, but only if it’s true!  
There is no greater argument for who Jesus was and is than the stunning proof that God’s Son took human form and died for all our sins and guilt and then rose from the dead in bodily form.  If He only lived a good life, He’d only be one of many examples of a moral person for us to follow.  If He only died a courageous death, He would be considered a martyr and maybe a hero, but still is only an example.  But if He rose from the dead…that changes everything.  

Paul’s Conversion 

Why is Paul using so much logic in this passage?  Notice that he uses if/then language to prove that this is true to Scripture and to reality.  He is arguing with those who are reading his letter to convince them of the truth of the event.  

The Corinthian Christians were the audience of this letter and they were a very spiritual people.  They had mystical experiences and were outshining everyone with their spiritual encounters.  But they came to rely so heavily on the experiences that they had to have more and more to remind themselves and prove they were really followers of Jesus.  They had come to question the resurrection from the dead and were openly teaching that it probably didn’t happen and wasn’t important.  

Paul is writing to them to basically say to them, “Look, you can have all the spiritual power you can whip up, but if the resurrection didn’t happen, it’s all useless and your faith is just a nice exercise.”  

Paul is trying to reason with them and that’s why this passage is so important and so powerful.  Paul’s heart is breaking over their confusion and he is aggressively demonstrating the proof and truth of the resurrection. 
Think about why he’s so worked up.  Of all the people on the planet, Paul would have been the least likely to become a follower of Jesus and believe that He rose from the dead three days later.  Because of Paul’s worldview, he would have never chosen to believe that a human being could be God and deserved to be worshipped.  Yet he did.

What caused Paul to have his whole lifelong worldview changed in a moment of time and come to faith in the very one he hated?  What would cause him to want to associate with the people he despised and thought were blasphemers and would have hunted down and killed?  The resurrection is the only answer.  

The truth and proof of the resurrection was what caused Paul to give everything up and count it a waste and turn to Jesus in loving faith.  The resurrection isn’t merely important to us who believe in Jesus; without it, there would be no Christianity at all.  It is a doctrine that lifts Christianity above all other world religions.  Jesus doesn’t stand in a line of peers with Abraham, Buddha, and Confucius.  He is totally unique in every way.  He has the power to lay down his life and take it up again.  
The resurrection challenged Paul’s mind, his conscience, and his heart.  It wasn’t just an intellectual argument.  It wasn’t just an appeal to his conscience.  And it wasn’t just an emotional challenge of the heart.  The whole gospel came to a whole person.  It shook him at the core and converted Him.  The resurrection of Jesus argued Paul into a changed life and an immovable faith.
And if we want to same, we’ll have to let the resurrection challenge us in the same ways.  The resurrection has to first challenge us before it can change us.  
STUDY
I.  The resurrection is a challenge to our minds
Verse 14: “And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain.”  

Verses 3-9 are a challenge to the mind and show you Paul’s argument for the truth of Jesus’ resurrection.  They demonstrate four proofs of Jesus rising from the dead, without which we would be left speculating about what really happened.  All four are necessary, and all four together become incredibly important to chase away our own doubts and deal a blow to the doubts of those who deny it ever happened.

There are a few common objections to the resurrection that have been used through history and have even taken on modern forms today.  Let’s address them the way Paul does in this passage.

Jesus Died

Verse 3: “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures”
Objection #1:  “Jesus didn’t really die, he only appeared to die.”

Some call this The Swoon Theory and claim that He never really died on the cross and instead, He fainted and was later revived.  Some critics even go so far as to claim that the sponge given to Jesus on the cross was filled with a medicine mix that allowed Him to slip into a temporary coma and seem dead even by the expert executioners.  

This seems difficult to believe and is dismissed in academia today.  It is an old argument that every now and again resurfaces even though the experts have soundly refuted it.  Jesus’ fatal suffering and death is one of the most well established facts of ancient history.  Documents have been found from Roman officials and Jewish historians around the first and second century all discussing the death of Jesus upon a Roman cross.

I want you to think about what Jesus endured on the cross and tell me if anyone could have survived.

As we know from the Gospels, Jesus was betrayed by a follower named Judas for 30 pieces of silver.  His physical torment began in the Garden of Gethsemane as He began to experience a medical condition called hematidrosis.  Tiny capillaries in His sweat glands ruptured, mixing sweat with blood.  This happens when someone undergoes some great psychological or physical anguish.  His skin would have become extremely fragile.

Jesus was then stripped and subjected to a brutal Roman flogging.  A whip with sharp bones and lead chucks were tied to the end of the flog and reduced His body to a quivering and grotesque site.  The lashes of the flog would oftentimes kill its victim as it would open up the back all the way down to the spine and ribs.  After this, the Roman soldiers threw a scarlet robe on His shoulders, put a scepter into His hands, and pressed sharp thorns into His scalp.  
After they mocked Him they took the scepter out of His hands and repeatedly stuck Him on the head and face.  As Jesus would have been in a critical condition, they still placed a heavy wooden beam on His torn shoulders as He was lead away to a place called Golgotha.  

At the top of the hill, Jesus would have experienced the true horror of His execution, the cross.  The Roman system of crucifixion had been fine-tuned to produce maximum pain.  The word excruciating is a word that came from the torture of the cross and literally means “out of the cross.”  

The soldiers drove thick, seven inch iron spikes through Christ’s wrists and feet.  This would have crushed the nerves and rendered His hands and feet almost useless.  He was then hoisted up on the cross and lifted up for all to see.  He shoulders would quickly have dislocated and would have then been forced to lift up His body from pushing on the nails in His feet to grasp for air.  

In the following hours, Jesus would begin to experience moments of passing out due to asphyxiation as He was forced to slide up and down the rough cross along His back to grab another breath.  As death began to come upon Him, Jesus cried out, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachtani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  And on the cross He would have experienced the greatest torment of all, silence from His Father who for the first time would not answer His Son, but instead lay upon Him the sin and suffering, guilt and shame of humanity.  And with His suffering complete, Jesus gave up His spirit.  

Shortly after, a Roman solider drove his spear through Jesus’ ribs to pierce His heart.  From that wound flowed blood and water from the pericardium surrounding Jesus’ heart and proved He had died.

In the face of the expert executioners who performed thousands of crucifixions, and the medical experts today who agree that this would not yield a survivor, still some try to say He survived.  This means that Jesus survived a lack of sleep, the flogging, the beatings, being nailed to a cross, and a spear thrust into his side, to be laid in a tomb that was sealed, without medical attention for three days, and He would have single-handedly moved an enormous stone from the inside, without any corners, and beat and subdued an armed guard, and walked around on pierced feet as He pretended He was fine for the next 40 days.  

Instead, Paul says He died according to the Scriptures.  He never would have inspired His followers to go out and proclaim that He’s the Lord of life and had triumphed over the grave in His condition.  He would have looked so pitiful, no one would consider Him the conqueror of death and it’s almost ridiculous to think that without actually dying and rising He could have started a worldwide movement based upon the hope that someday we too would have a resurrection body like His!

Jesus Rose from the Dead
Verse 4: “that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures”  

Objection #2: “People back then were prone to believe such a thing.”  
In this objection is an assumption that everyone in the New Testament believed that people just popped up from the dead and were resurrected.  This couldn’t be further from the truth and from their worldview.  

We are cultural snobs in that we think we’re far more advanced in our worldview and philosophy in our day.  We assume that people in the time of Christ would have had an easier time than we do believing someone rose from the dead.  But this simply is mistaken.  The worldviews of the time would have not allowed for an individual, bodily resurrection.  

In a Greco-Roman thinking, the soul or spirit was good and the physical and material world was weak and defiling.  To them, the physical body was something to escape from.  It was perceived to be a prison that you wanted to be released from so you could be free.  It would have been totally undesirable for someone to have been liberated from their body only to come back into the same prison.  

For the Jews, the material and physical world was good.  Death wasn’t seen as liberation from the material world but a tragedy.  In Jesus’ day, many had come to hope in a future resurrection when God comes and removes all suffering, death and injustice.  But the resurrection was part of an entire renewal of the whole world.  The idea of one man being resurrected and thus proving He was the Messiah would have been crazy.  They would have said, “Has death and disease ended?  Have injustices ceased?  Has the wolf come to lay down with the lamb?”  It would have been impossible in their worldview to believe Jesus was the Messiah and to buy into His rising from the dead, unless it actually happened.

How could thousands from the two groups, Jews and Greco-Romans, have come to believe something which was not part of their expectations, worldview, or hopes?  It was against everything they wanted or thought would or should happen.  Yet they believed and within a few weeks over 10,000 people came to faith in Jesus and launched a worldwide movement to go and tell everyone what happened.  

Jesus’ Appearances
Verses 5-8: “and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.  6 Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.  7 Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.  8 Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.”
Objection #3: “There simply isn’t enough proof that Jesus rose.”  

Within three to eight years, the passage that we just read was considered by experts to have been an early Christian creed.  Paul isn’t making this up on the fly; he’s reciting what the church already believed by the time he wrote this about 15-18 years after the events.  This simply is not enough time for legend to creep in.  The biblical manuscripts are the most for any book of antiquity by thousands of copies.  This is the most well preserved work of ancient humanity with the most copies and fragments, some 25,000 found, which shows the accuracy of the writing.  

Most importantly were the appearances that Jesus made.  There were eyewitnesses of Jesus having been raised.  

When Paul says, “there were five hundred of the brothers who saw it who are still alive,” what he’s saying is, “go check it out yourself.  This wasn’t done in secret.”  It would have been disastrous for Paul to send a public document telling anyone who’s interested to go and speak to those who saw and interacted with Jesus.  Plus, Paul’s own testimony is one that should shock us.

Paul gave up his position as an esteemed Jewish leader, a rabbi, and a Pharisee who had studied under the famous teacher Gamaliel.  He gave up his mission to stamp out Christianity.  But after Jesus appeared to him, he became a worshipper and follower of Jesus and gave his life to tell others about him.

Jesus’ half-brother, James, didn’t believe in Jesus’ identity until after he saw the resurrected Jesus.  After this, James gave his life and died by being thrown from the top of the Temple because of his faith in Jesus.  

This was no mere hallucination because hallucinations don’t happen like this at various intervals, with various personality types, over multiple days.  The disciples were fearful, doubtful, and in despair.  They weren’t sitting around with fertile imaginations looking for it in anticipation.  Peter was hard-headed.  James was a skeptic.  Thomas doubted.  And Paul had to be knocked to the ground to believe it was Jesus.  
Transformed Lives
Verses 9-10: “For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.  10 But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.”  

Objection #4: “It doesn’t really make a difference whether or not it’s true.”

What happened as a result of the resurrection is completely unique and unprecedented.  In the span of only a few hundred years, a small band of insignificant believers succeeded in turning upside down the most powerful empire this world has ever known.  They faced execution, persecution, mocking, loss of job, loss of family; they were hunted down like animals and gathered into a Roman arena so they could be mauled to death by animals for sport and entertainment.

Why would they face torture and cruel deaths for a lie?  Eleven of the 12 Apostles were martyred for their faith.  They would have known it was a lie at the beginning, yet they and the followers with them gladly died for what they knew was true. 

This was more than just an experience; it was true!

Peter, who was once afraid of being identified with Jesus and denied Him, was transformed into a lion of the faith and suffered death by being crucified upside down.  

James, Jesus half-brother, who once doubted everything his brother stood for, after His resurrection calls himself a “bond-servant…of the Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1).  He not only became the leader of the Jerusalem church, he was martyred in 62 AD for his faith.  

An entire community of Jews came to faith and were willing to give up everything because of the truth of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.  They realized if Christ defeated death, they have nothing to fear in this life.

The challenge of the mind is incredibly important because it is historically factual.  If it didn’t really happen, than it can’t really be true for you.  I know this isn’t popular in our day when all views are considered equal if they benefit the individual.  We say, “Well, I don’t believe that, but if you do then that’s good for you if it works.”  Paul would say that this isn’t good enough.  

If the resurrection didn’t actually happen in time and space as history, and this gospel isn’t true for everyone, then it can’t be true to you.  It can only be true to you if it is public truth and must be true for everyone. 

But why don’t we simply agree with the mind?  Why can’t we argue ourselves into belief based upon these facts?  Romans 1 tells us that we suppress the truth.  Our heart gets in the way.  We’ve already committed ourselves.  We don’t want to believe because our heart is already committed to another lover and savior.  We find what we’re looking for because we are looking for only what we want to find.  The intellect is not divorced from our nature and heart.  
If you still don’t believe that Jesus has been raised from the dead, it’s because you don’t want to believe.  You’ve already committed to another story and this story would ruin yours.

Why is it so important to be so rational on a day when we’re supposed to be celebrating a sunny spring day?  Because I believe that the only way you can be profoundly changed at a heart level is if these things are true.  Our greatest need is a Savior who isn’t simply a product of our wishful thinking or desires of our heart.  Now, this doesn’t mean that He isn’t what our hearts should desire, it simply means that our hearts didn’t make Him up.  If Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, appearances and testimonies of transformed lives aren’t true, then He’s not going to be a Savior that can withstand the weight of your life.

Only a True Savior can change you, not just a wish from our heart.  Only a True Savior can capture our hearts, not because we are first longing for Him, but because He’s really true!
If you simply create a god that is what you want to fulfill you, he will never fulfill you.  But if this is a God that is true and can’t be argued away, He can satisfy you in ways that you would have never imagined.  

Only this kind of Jesus can heal your heart when you hate yourself by saying, “I love you.”  He has to be true to be able to contradict you.  Listen to this account of someone who left atheism and became a Christian by the name of W.H. Auden.  One of his friends wrote him and asked him why in the world he went back to Christianity.  He wrote back:  

“I believe in Jesus because He fulfills none of my dreams.  He is in every respect the opposite of what he would be if I could have made him in my own image.  He contradicts what I want.  He defies my expectations at every place.  He is in every respect the opposite of what I would make him to be.”

He’s saying that no one would make Him up because he contradicts everything our hearts really desire.  If we made him up we’d never choose this kind of Savior.  Someone responded to him saying, “what about Buddha or Mohammed?” to which he said:


“None of the others arouse all sides of my being to cry out ‘Crucify Him!’.”

What else do you do with a Savior that in all respects defies what you want and you want to avoid Him but you can’t because He’s real and true?  You have to believe Him and in doing so He changes you completely.  

We need a Lord who is not the product of our needs.  
II.  The resurrection is a challenge to our hearts
Verse 17: “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.”
What does he mean, “You’re still in your sins?”  It means that we are still trying to find another Savior, another lover of our heart.  We’re trying to be our own Messiah and we’re trying to be saved by other things that won’t ultimately satisfy.  

If you’re still in your sins, you’re still held captive by them.  When you commit a crime and go to jail for five years, you know that you’ve paid your legal debt to the law because you’re set free.  You know you’re free because the door opens up and you’re let out.  

Jesus Christ died for our sins and rose from the dead.  Do you know what this means?  It means that the door to the prison, the door of our guilt and shame has sprung open and we’re free.  We have a cosmic stamp upon our record that reads, “Paid in Full” by Jesus.  

None of us believe we really have lived up ultimately to God’s standards.  But if you know that Jesus Christ died and was raised, you believe His pronouncement of your debt being paid and you’re free.  

To the degree we believe this, to the same degree we’ll start to experience with our hearts this new freedom.  

When Paul says if Jesus didn’t rise from the dead you’re still in your sins, he also means that if Jesus did rise from the dead, you’re no longer in your sins and you’re free.  The power of the resurrection can break in and be not only true, but experienced in your life.  

We’re so wicked He had to die for us.  But we’re so loved that He was glad to die for us.

Why don’t we simply believe with the heart?  Because we don’t really believe with our minds.  If it’s not true for everyone, it can’t be true to you.  This is the importance of truth, not simply an experience or emotion.  Yet if it’s true, it is the most powerful emotional and existential experience.  
