1


“Jesus the Christ: Our Hope”
1 Corinthians 15:12-20
April 27, 2014
Rev. David Williams
Scripture: 1 Corinthians 15:12-20
Sermon:
Context
	Today we are continuing our exploration of the resurrection that we began on Easter Sunday, last week.  Our text is a continuation of Paul’s argument with some Christians in Corinth who were denying the physical nature of the future resurrection of the dead.  Paul began chapter 15 by reminding them of the very foundation of the Christian faith.  He then recited what appears to be one of the earliest Christian creeds introduced by “For what I received I also passed on to you…”  That creed runs from verse 3 to 5 and declares Christ’s death for our sins according to Scripture, that he was buried and that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.  Finally, he appeared to Peter and the Twelve.  Paul then lists a number of other witnesses to the resurrected Jesus.
	At issue here is the very physical nature of Christ’s resurrected body. He was able to eat with his disciples. They were able to touch him and vice versa.  He also bore the scars from the nails in his hands and feet as well as the wound in his side from the spear.  So his resurrected body was physical and recognizable, even including his wounds, but it was also transformed because the wounds were not bleeding or painful and he was able to enter and exit locked rooms at will.
	As I mentioned at the beginning, Paul was in conflict with the Christians in Corinth.  One aspect of that conflict had to do with the nature of the new life that the Holy Spirit brings.  In Greek thought there was no concept of a bodily or physical resurrection like there was in Hebrew thought.  As a result, some in Corinth, a Greek city, had begun to believe that the physical didn’t matter, that our bodies don’t matter. On one end of the spectrum, some then began to deny their bodies, including sexual relations within marriages. On the other end, some began to indulge all of their physical lusts and desires thinking that it didn’t matter.  They had come to believe that “new life in Christ” was a purely spiritual experience in the here and now and that at death they would finally shed their bodies and be “free” of the physical world. This was a common belief in Greek thought and is even common amongst Christians today- the belief that when we die we are rid of our bodies forever, that the “true” self or soul is somehow freed to go to Heaven.  As a result, the Corinthians denied the resurrection of people at the return of Christ and judgement.  They thought the body was dirty and lowly and would in no way be brought back once people were free of it.
	For them, all this talk of resurrection was silly. At best the resurrection meant that their spiritual status in this life would be improved, or maybe there would be an improvement in their spiritual status in a disembodied spiritual state after death. [Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rouser, 1 Corinthians, p. 754] Perhaps they thought it was like the Roman idea that the emperor would be elevated to divine status when he died. [Ciampa, p. 755]  But whatever they believed, the idea of a physical, bodily resurrection was foreign to them. [Ciampa, p. 754]
	This, then, is the mindset Paul is addressing beginning in verse 12- that if it is preached that Christ was raised, and indeed that is not only preached but is the foundation of the whole of Christian faith, then how can some say there is no resurrection?
Observations
	With this in mind, then, let’s make some observations from the text.  Paul gives a series of logical results of the belief that there is no resurrection. These statements form links in a chain of thought that lead to some startling results.  Following those links in the chain of Paul’s argument, the first is that if there is no resurrection of the dead, then even Christ was not raised.  This is the crucial first step in the whole argument.  If we deny the physical, bodily resurrection of the righteous in the future, then we also deny the physical, bodily resurrection of Jesus in the past.  The next link in this chain is that if Christ was not raised then the whole of Christianity is useless.
	But beyond Christianity being useless there is another link.  It also makes all those who proclaim Christ, including the apostles, liars about God and what God has done because the whole message of the gospel is that God raised Jesus from the dead.  Because if the dead are not raised, then Jesus wasn’t raised either.  To deny the future resurrection means to say that Christ is not able to raise the dead. But that is to deny the power of God to raise the dead which means God could not have raised Jesus.
If Christ wasn’t raised, then the Christian faith is futile and, the next link, you are still in your sins!  Why? Because the resurrection of Christ is an essential part of the forgiveness of sin.  If Christ is not raised, then death- the power of sin- has the last word.  If death has the last word, then its power has not been broken which means sin has not been forgiven.  In Romans, Paul connects the resurrection with justification.  That is, the resurrection is an essential part of the forgiveness of sin and reconciliation with God being possible. [Rom 4:25; 5:10]
	Paul’s last link in the chain of his argument has to do with those who died as Christian believers. If there is no future resurrection of the righteous, then dead Christians are lost and gone forever.  If that’s the case, then Christianity only brings hope in this lifetime and that is not worth it! Paul frequently refers to our present suffering and difficulty as temporary whereas our future reward is eternal, our present difficulties are bad, but pale in comparison to the richness of our future reward. If, however, there is no resurrection, then there is no future reward and it’s not worth putting up with the suffering that comes in this life for being a Christian. [cf Romans 8; 2 Cor 4:17]
	Having walked us through the logical consequences of denying the future resurrection of Christians, and showing the devastating nature of those consequences, Paul continues with a triumphal declaration in verse 20, “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.”  What does this mean?  First, he reaffirms the resurrection of Jesus. But what does the firstfruits bit mean?  [pic] In the agricultural society of the day, firstfruits were literally that- the first produce to ripen and be harvested. They were considered the purest, most valuable part of the harvest which is why in Israel God claimed the firstfruits as his own.  Second, they served as a promise or a foretaste of things to come. The first produce harvested wasn’t the complete harvest, but it pointed to the complete harvest.  The firstfruits serve as a promissory note of things to come.  So Jesus serves as a promissory note of the future harvest- the future resurrection.  Also, as the firstfruits of the resurrection, he is also set apart as holy and devoted to God! [Gordon Fee, 1 Corinthians, p. 749, Ciampa, p. 761]
	So we see that the resurrection of Jesus is central to the Christian faith.  It is a central element of the payment for sin because the resurrection breaks the power of sin and death.  But beyond that, the bodily resurrection of Jesus also makes new things possible in this world.  It makes the resurrection of other people a possibility as well.  Even in the ancient world, people knew that dead people don’t come back to life. That is not just a modern conclusion based on science and medicine!  The resurrection of Jesus is something new in this world. Not only was he brought back to life, but he was transformed as well. Remember, his body had new attributes like being able to enter locked rooms and not bleed from spear holes and nail holes.  The resurrection marks a new possibility in our world that was not there before.
Interpretation
	What does this mean then?  It means that the resurrection marks the beginning of a new reality breaking into our reality.  Another way to describe this is that a new age is breaking into our present age.  Yet another way to describe this is that the Kingdom of God is breaking in to the kingdom of this world which is ruled by sin and death. 
	There are some important results to this in-breaking of God’s Kingdom.  First, it shows that this physical world matters.  God is not coming to save us out of this world, but to save this world through us.  This world is not a waiting room for heaven.  This world matters much more than that.  “God’s purpose has never been simply that of ‘saving souls’ for a disembodied existence in heaven, as though creation itself was of merely temporal usefulness and significance.” [Ciampa, p. 738]
	This means that as Christians our approach to sharing the good news of Jesus should not be “to save souls” for the future, but to save lives in the present which includes the soul and will extend to the future.  Eternal life continues at the resurrection, it doesn’t begin at the resurrection.  The resurrection of Christ leads to the resurrection of humanity in Christ and a renewal of all creation. The resurrection does not mean we are redeemed from creation or saved from this world, rather it means this world is saved and redeemed and we are part of that. [Ciampa, p. 738]  
	[pic] Think of it this way: part of getting married is looking forward to spending your “golden years” together, your retirement years.  When we think of Christianity as only being about going to heaven when we die and miss all the redemptive work to be done in the here and now.  There was a guy who got married and after the honeymoon he told his wife, “Goodbye! I’m really looking forward to spending our golden years together. I’ll be back when I retire. See you then!”  It’s the same thing when we reduce Christianity to going to heaven when we die. We go off and forget all the here and now aspects of following Christ, all the important relationship elements of being a Christian, just waiting until the golden years come along after death.  Doesn’t that seem strange?
	Often when we think of the atonement, we think of payment of penalty.  While that is true, it is only one facet of the atonement.  When Christ died on the cross, he paid the penalty for our sin, but he also rescued us from sin.  We tend to think of the atonement purely in terms of penalty, but really it is more about a rescue. [Kenneth E. Bailey, Paul Through Middle Eastern Eyes, p. 439]  God’s plan is not just to pay the penalty for sin, but to rescue his creation from sin.  Creation matters to God.  In Jesus we see God standing by his creation working for its redemption.  
	[pic] So what does that rescue operation look like?  Remember, at the beginning of this section we talked about the resurrection marking the point at which God’s Kingdom, God’s rule, began a radical new invasion of our world.  At the resurrection, “the troops have landed” so to speak.  This began with the resurrection on Easter Sunday. “Easter is about new creation, a huge and stunning fresh gift of transforming grace…. With Easter, God’s new creation is launched upon a surprised world, pointing ahead to renewal, the redemption, the rebirth of the entire creation.” [NT Wright, Surprised by Hope, p. 294] “[The Resurrection] meant that the Scriptures had been fulfilled, that the kingdom of God had arrived, that the new age had broken in to the midst of the present age, had dawned upon a surprised and unready world.” [Wright, The Challenge of Jesus, p. 142]
The breaking of the new age into this age is the work of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit’s role is to bring new life to creation.  That began by bringing new life to Jesus in the resurrection.  It continues primarily by bringing new life in believers, but the effects of new life in believers will have a dramatic effect on the rest of creation.  Why? Because since God put Adam in the garden, we have been stewards or caretakers of creation.  When the caretakers are given new life, that which they care for will be dramatically affected too.
This power of the Spirit was dramatically declared on the day of Pentecost when the Spirit demonstrated its power in the disciples, leading them to speak in other languages and working in the hearts of three thousand people that day to give their lives over to Jesus in repentance and obedience.  The Spirit has been at work in this world ever since, working to redeem this world and reshape it into God’s kingdom.  The powerful presence of the Spirit in our world is the most dramatic example or evidence for God’s kingdom arriving. 
	Another word for bringing new life is regeneration. [pic included]  Regeneration literally means renewal through an internal process of a body or a system.  Think of a lizard that loses its tail and grows a new one. The lizard regenerates its tail. Through an internal system, the tail is renewed.
	One of the primary ways that God brings his rule to earth, that he establishes his kingdom here, is through renewal or regeneration in believers.  The resurrection is a tremendous example of renewal or regeneration that we are looking forward to. In the meantime, the Spirit is creating a new world, new heavens and a new earth suitable for God’s righteousness to dwell in.  He does this by producing a new “spiritual life in the souls of God’s elect.” [John Owen, the Holy Spirit, p. 119]  This is the process of regeneration- bringing new spiritual life in believers to renew creation to a point at which God’s righteousness can dwell in it.
	We see the effects of renewal or regeneration in our lives as we become more and more Christlike.  That is called sanctification.  Once the spirit brings regeneration, that new life grows, develops and begins to bear spiritual fruit.  Regeneration makes us fit dwelling places for the Lord, so as he dwells within us that new life bears fruit, God’s righteousness dwells within us, and flows out of us to the people and world around us.  This is the mechanism through which God chooses to establish his kingdom on earth- first and foremost in the lives of his people.  God rescues us, transforms us and renews us and, through us, rescues, transforms and renews others and the world.
	God’s righteousness cannot mix with sin.  That is why sin leads to death and eternal separation from God. It is God’s design to abolish sinners so that his righteousness can dwell on earth.  However, whereas we usually think of abolishing sinners as blowing them to bits, destroying them or annihilating them, God “seeks to abolish sinners by winning them out of their sin into the loyalty and love of children to their Father’s love.” [William Temple, cited in Bailey, p. 436]  That is God’s rescue mission. The beginning of the rescue, or the first person rescued from sin and death, was Jesus.  His resurrection was the firstfruit, the first harvest of new life out of death.  His resurrection, his new life, including a new physical body, is the foretaste of what is in store for all believers at the future resurrection.
	This is why to deny our resurrection, as the Corinthians did, is to deny what Christ did on the cross. It means denying that he was the firstfruit, the promissory note for the future.  It is to deny the defeat of death.  It is to deny the great rescue mission. It is to deny the arrival of the kingdom of God breaking into this age.  It also serves to deny the other, visible effects of the Spirit’s work of renewal and regeneration. The Corinthians were experiencing the power and fruit of the Spirit in their lives. But that work of the Spirit to bring new, transformed life began with the resurrection of Jesus and will be completed with our future resurrection.
	I’ve heard it said that Larry King, the famous interviewer, was asked if he could interview one person in all of history who would it be?  He said he would interview Jesus and the one question he would ask him is if he was truly born of a virgin.  Larry got it wrong. The virgin birth is not the central question.  The central question should not be, “Were you born of a virgin?” but “Were you truly raised from the dead?”  That is the much more profound question and meaningful question. If the virgin birth is true but not the resurrection, then there is no Kingdom of God breaking into our world. The Spirit is not renewing us. The dead are not going to be raised and we are to be most pitied!  The physical resurrection is the central point of Christianity.  Our entire faith rises and falls in the resurrection.
Now Apply It
	So what are we to do with this?  We’ve been talking a lot about the future resurrection and the past resurrection of Jesus, but what about today? What about this week?  What does all this mean for Christian living?
	First, it means that this world matters.  The resurrection is our future hope but we need to realize that the resurrection is physical. That means that the physical matters to God and should matter to us.  The Corinthians were trapped in thinking that the goal of the life of the Spirit was to escape this world. But the goal of life in the Spirit is actually to renew or redeem this world.  That includes people, who are part of this world, but is not limited to people.
	This is why Christianity has had such a positive effect in renewing society.  Why should we care for the poor? Why care for the sick?  Aren’t our bodies just a shell for our soul? What does the body matter?  Well, if our bodies are going to be resurrected, if our bodies matter, then part of living out God’s authority and God’s values means valuing people’s bodies. So sick and broken bodies are to be mended to the best of our ability. Hungry bodies are to be fed to the best of our ability. Naked bodies are to be clothed to the best of our ability. Enslaved bodies are to be freed to the best of our ability.
	Most of you know who Mother Theresa is, right? Did you know that when she first starting doing work with the poor in Calcutta the people around her, especially government and religious leaders, were horrified!  They saw her messing with karma.  In their eyes, the physical suffering of the untouchable caste of people was part of them working out bad karma from a past life.  [pic]
	Consider the striking contrast of the Christian worldview. Because of the resurrection, God has shown us that the physical matters- that bodies matter.  In light of that truth, Mother Theresa served God by ministering to broken, sick, naked bodies.  She didn’t leave them and say, “Oh, it’s ok. They’ll be fine when they get to heaven.”  No, she understood that our bodies matter and the bodies of other people matter, so she went to great lengths to minister to the physical bodies of the poorest of the poor as a witness to the truth and power of the risen Lord, resurrected with a transformed physical body.  Bodies matter to God!
	Because God’s kingdom is breaking into our world, and because bodies matter in that kingdom, we have motivation to protect and preserve bodies here and now. For years it was taught “Christians don’t smoke.”  Why is that?  Certainly, it does NOT mean that if you smoke you are not a Christian. That’s NOT what I’m saying. What I am saying is that our bodies matter to God, as demonstrated in the bodily resurrection of Jesus and our future bodily resurrection. If God respects our bodies then we should too. That means we shouldn’t smoke because we now know the harm it does to something God values.  That also means as a church part of our role is to help rescue people in bondage and addiction, including smoking or substance abuse.
	This also affects sexual ethics. Why is it that sex outside of marriage is wrong?  Our society says that we should do anything that feels good.  But God’s kingdom teaches that our bodies matter and are to be respected.  Sex is a very physical as well as spiritual act.  If we are going to treat not only our own bodies but also the bodies of others with respect, then we will keep the very powerful and intimate act of sex within the appropriate boundaries of a covenant relationship- marriage.
	This should also affect how we eat and exercise.  If our bodies matter to God, then he cares what we pour into them. That is why “gluttony” is named as one of the 7 deadly sins in the Roman church.  Our bodies matter so pouring pound after pound of lard, salt and fat into them isn’t very respectful to what God considers valuable, is it?
	The resurrection marks the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God into our world.  That in-breaking continues in believers, in those God calls who put their faith in Jesus, who continually turn towards him away from their sin and walk in obedience to him. In these people the Spirit bring new life, regeneration, making them fit for God’s righteousness to dwell in them. The Spirit brought a renewed body to Jesus at the resurrection and will bring the same renewed body to believers at the future resurrection. In the meantime, however, the Spirit is doing a powerful clean up work in our lives, making us better and better reflect God’s rule to the world.  He brings new life now, will bring a new body later and the two will be joined for eternity. But eternal life begins now, even though our eternal bodies are still to come.
	Our role as believers is to be citizens of heaven, which we talked about last week. That means we are to bring the culture of heaven to the world around us. We are to bring God’s rule in our lives and in the world around us.  Again, this is why we feed the hungry, clothe and house the poor, minister and heal the sick and set captives free from whatever bondage they find themselves in, whether it be sexual bondage, financial bondage, addiction bondage or anything else. Why? Because in God’s kingdom these things cease to exist.  And our job is to demonstrate what citizenship in Heaven is all about- what life in God’s rule is all about.
	This is also why we pray and read our Bibles. How are we to bring God’s heavenly culture to the world if we don’t know it ourselves? How do we show others what God is like if we don’t know ourselves?  So reading your Bible is not something you do to earn brownie points with God. Rather, it is something you do so you know how to recognize God’s kingdom when you see it and how to work towards it when you don’t see it.  Prayer’s purpose is to bring God’s rule and authority to bear in our lives and the lives of others.  That is bringing God’s kingdom to them.  So we pray not to get what we want, but to get what God wants!
	Living out our faith is about saving lives, not saving souls. It is about rescuing people from sin and death here and now, not just giving them a ticket to enter the Pearly Gates when they die.  The resurrection meant new life has broken into this world, not just a preview of life in the next.  God’s kingdom is breaking into this world, he’s not taking us out of this world to his kingdom. 
	So as you talk to people after the service, as you go on your way this afternoon, go with the understanding that you are an ambassador of a new kingdom breaking into this kingdom. Go thinking about how you can bring God’s authority to the world around you. Think about Mother Theresa bringing healing to bodies that matter in Calcutta.  Think about how you can better demonstrate God’s character in your own home and family. Think about showing your neighbours God’s character and kingdom. If you don’t really know what God’s character is like, get reading your Bible! If you don’t see a lot of God’s character in yourself, pray for the fruit of the Spirit to grow in you.  As you see people whose circumstances are shaped by the present, evil age, whose circumstances reflect the kingdom of sin and death, do what you can do show them the kingdom of God, the age to the come in which sin and death are no more.
	The resurrection marks God’s kingdom entering our world. That is our hope.  Jesus’ resurrection and what it means are our hope for the present and the future.  It is our hope for our world and not just our souls.	To Do: Your to do this week is to pray daily, “Dear God, please open my eyes to your Kingdom. Please build your Kingdom in my heart to make me a better citizen of heaven, bringing your culture to my culture. In Jesus’ name, amen.”  Then examine your daily activities and interactions with others in light of what God is showing you.
Amen.

