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1Corinthians 15

Read vv. 1-2


Paul just laid out a very important Christian doctrine.  Here's the question that lies behind the doctrine:  if a person really, genuinely, becomes a Christian can they choose to turn their back on their salvation?


The answer to this question is one of the things that makes a United Methodist different from a Baptist.  (Many people say there are no differences between Christian denominations, but that's just because no one has taught them the differences.)


I believe, as do most United Methodists, that the answer is yes.  The Baptist Church, by and large, teaches that the answer is no, that once a person is a Christian they are a Christian for life.  This is called the doctrine of “eternal security”, or, as some people put it, “once saved, always saved”.  They teach that once you give your life to Christ, there is no way that Jesus will ever let you leave him.  You are eternally safe in the palm of his hands.  Once you are truly saved, you will always be saved.  It will be impossible for a real Christian to walk away from the faith.


I believe, as do most United Methodists, that this teaching is false.  And 1Corinthians 15:1-2 are key verses to show that.  

Let's spend some time listing what these verses say:

· Paul preached the gospel to them (v. 1).  So they heard the "real deal".
· They received the gospel, meaning they accepted it, they believed it.

· They took their stand on the gospel, meaning they were committed to it.

· They are currently saved by their faith in this gospel (v. 2).  They are real Christians.

I've gone into detail on what Paul says here because whenever a Baptist meets someone who is a backslidden Christian (seemingly a contradiction of their "once saved, always saved" doctrine) then they claim that that person NEVER REALLY WAS A GENUINE CHRISTIAN in the first place.  (Because "real Christians" can't backslide, according to them.) But can we all agree that the people Paul is writing to here in these two verses are real, genuine, Christians?  

Okay.  Then we look at the rest of v. 2.


Re-read v. 2b


What does Paul warn these real, genuine, Christians that they need to do to keep the salvation they have?  He warns them that they need to “hold firmly to the word” that Paul preached to them.  Because if they don't "hold firmly to the word"  then they will have believed in this gospel “in vain”, for nothing.  In other words, they will lose their salvation if they don't hold on to it.
 
Now, does anyone see how anyone could read these verses and believe the “once saved, always saved” doctrine?  


Paul is clearly teaching that we are saved only if we hold on to our beliefs and continue to walk in them.  Are the Corinthians free to let go of their Christian beliefs?  Of course they are, or Paul wouldn’t tell them to hold on to them firmly.  They are free to let them go and lose their salvation, and so are we.  That’s the free will that God has given to us.  We are free to walk away from God, Jesus, our salvation, at any point.  And, sadly, many people do.  Our membership rolls are probably filled with people who have done just that over the years.


Jesus taught the "Parable of the Sower", to explain to us that there will be temptations to leave the faith, such as trials, persecutions, the busyness of life, and the love of money.


Any questions?


Okay.  Now, if a friend were to tell you that, after years and years of you inviting them to church, they were finally interested in hearing what your Christian faith is all about, what would you tell them Christians believe?  

[Take answers.]

Wouldn't it be great if we had written sermons of the first Christian preachers?  If we did then we could read what THEY believed were the most important things that people should know about the faith.  

Guess what?  That's exactly what we have, tucked into these next three verses.  They are a wonderful summary of exactly what Paul preached about Jesus that set the world on fire.

 
This is so exciting!  We have one of Paul's sermons here!  Let's read it.

Read vv. 3-5


Paul calls these things that are of “first importance”.  That tells us that Paul believed these were the most important things he had to teach pre-Christians.


How many of did you count?  I counted six.


1.  Jesus died for our sins.  That’s the first thing a person needs to know about Jesus.  He came here for one primary purpose.  Notice that Paul says nothing here about Jesus’ miracles, or his teachings.  Yes, Jesus did miracles and he taught the crowds.  But his primary purpose for coming to earth was not to be a miracle worker or a teacher.  Jesus came to earth to be our Savior, by dying for our sins.  No other figure in any other religion can make that claim.  Other religions have their miracle workers.  Other religions have their teachers.  No other religion has their Savior.  Jesus stands alone.  All of the world's religions are NOT "basically the same", as some people say.  Christianity is the only religion that makes a way for us to have our sins forgiven.  In every other religion you have to earn your way to their heaven.  But we know that God loves us so much he sent his only Son to make the way to heaven for us, by taking our punishment for our sins on himself.  No other religion lifts up the love of God like Christianity does.  Only Christianity has 100% of the truth in it.

2.  Jesus' death was prophesied in the Old Testament, hundreds of years before the cross.  That's what Paul means when he writes, "according to the Scriptures".  His Scriptures were the Old Testament.  And I'm sure he especially had in mind the verses in Isaiah.

Read Isaiah 52:13-53:9


Paul and all of the early Christians drew such strength from these verses, which they had been taught since they were children.  They saw the fulfillment of these 400 year old verses in the cross of Christ.  And that gave what Jesus did credibility in the eyes of Jews who believed in him.  (See also Psalm 22 and Zechariah 12:10.)

3.  Jesus was buried.  Don't take that for granted.  Not all religions believe that Jesus was actually dead.  The Koran, the holy book of Islam, is says that Jesus didn’t really die on the cross, that it was someone else on the cross who died, like Judas.  Therefore, according to Islam, there was no need for Jesus to be buried.  Instead, God took his spirit into heaven before he ever got to the cross.


Christianity says, "No, Jesus died.  And he was buried.  His body wasn't lifted up to heaven.  And it wasn’t stolen.  It was buried.  His body didn’t disappear, like a ghost.  It was buried.  And Jesus wasn’t just holding his breath and faking his death.  He was dead and buried.  They rubbed spices on his dead skin and wrapped it in cloths.  They looked his dead body in the eyes, knew it belonged to Jesus, laid it in the tomb, and closed the door.  He was really dead, and buried."

By the way, our early Christian foreparents saw Jesus' burial in a wealthy man's tomb also prophesied in the last verse we just read from Isaiah.


Re-read Isaiah 53:9


4.  Jesus was raised from the dead on the third day.  Friday is day one.  Saturday is day two.  Sunday is day three.  And on Sunday morning something happened so momentous that Peter and John and Matthew, devout Jews who had celebrated the Sabbath all of their lives on Saturday, decided to change their understanding of the 4th commandment and begin honoring the Sabbath on Sundays from now on.  What happened?  On Sunday God raised Jesus from the dead.  How?  Jesus was raised physically.  He had feet that women could hold.  He ate meals with people.  He made fires on the beach.  He was a physical being.  And, somehow, he was also had a spiritual body.  He could pass through a stone, sealed, tomb door.  He could disappear in a flash, while talking to the two men he met on the Emmaus road.  He could mysteriously pass through walls and appear to the distraught apostles, even though the door to their "upper room" was also closed.  He could appear in different locations with ease.  This was a physical body with a difference – I think a foretaste of the kind of physical/spiritual body that we will be given at his 2nd coming.  For “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God”.  (1Cor. 15:50)


5.  Jesus' resurrection was prophesied in the Old Testament, hundreds of years before Easter.  Look again, for instance, at where we left off in Isaiah 53.

Read Isaiah 53:10-11b


Then look in Psalm 16:9.


Read Psalm 16:9-11 
 
Paul and all of the early Christians saw the fulfillment of these ancient verses in the resurrection of Jesus.  And that gave them such credibility in the eyes of Jews they were trying to convert.  


6.  The resurrected Jesus was seen by many witnesses.  Talk about credibility!  It's one thing to SAY that Jesus was raised from the dead.  It's another thing to provide a list of witnesses to his risen body.

 
So, who saw Jesus alive after Easter?  First, to Peter.  Then to "the Twelve".


Why do you think Jesus appeared to Peter first?  Anyone?  Peter betrayed him.  Even after his death, Jesus was forgiving those who turned their backs on him in life.  

Then Jesus appeared to “the Twelve” – certainly just an expression, meaning Peter, John, Matthew and all of the rest, minus Judas who was dead by then.  


But they weren't the only witnesses.  No sir.  Read on, verse 6.


Read vv. 6-8


After Peter and the Twelve, Jesus then appeared to more than 500 believers, then to James, to all of the apostles, and to Paul himself.


This is the only time in the New Testament when we're told that the resurrected Jesus appeared to "more than five hundred of the brothers".  But Paul's point in mentioning them is this:  "Go ask them yourselves.  Many of them are still alive, 20 years after the fact."

The “James” that Paul mentions here is most surely James, the brother of Jesus.  Why single him out?  One, because James became a key leader in the early church (Acts 15).  But, second, because James, (along with Jesus’ other brothers), once turned his back on Jesus.  In John 7:5 we’re told, “Even his own brothers did not believe in him.”  What convinced James to believe in Jesus and to become the leader of the early church?  The resurrection.


Same thing happened to Paul.  Only not in the same way.  Why not?  Because Paul was “abnormally born”.  What did Paul mean by that?  He meant that he felt he was born in the wrong time, because he wasn’t around during Jesus’ 3 year ministry.  So he didn’t have the chance to believe in Jesus while he was alive.  All Paul knew were Jesus’ followers, after Easter, after Pentecost.  And he hated them.  He looked at them as Jewish heretics who should all be rounded up and put in jail, if not killed.  But then the resurrected Jesus came to Paul in a vision, knocking him off of his horse, blinding him and speaking directly to him.  

Let's read about it, in Acts 9:1


Read Acts 9:1-9


Paul looked at this event, on the Damascus Road, as the event where he saw the resurrected Jesus, and that turned him into an apostle.  (Remember that one requirement for being an "apostle" was that you had to have seen the resurrected Jesus.)

As a result, he worked harder than any other apostle at spreading the good news about Jesus – maybe out of guilt, and out a sense that he was living on borrowed time.  Verse 9.


Read vv. 9-11


“This is what we preach.”  What is?  These six things:


1.  Jesus died for our sins.


2.  Jesus' death was prophesied in the Old Testament, hundreds of years before the cross.  


3.  Jesus was buried.


4.  Jesus was raised from the dead on the third day.


5.  Jesus' resurrection was prophesied in the Old Testament, hundreds of years before Easter.  


6.  The resurrected Jesus was seen by many witnesses.


What does a person have to believe to become a Christian?  These things!  Does that mean if a person doesn’t believe these things then they’re not a Christian?  Yes.  “This is what we preach, and this is what you believed.”  Do you believe these things?


Many have tried to add things to this list of required beliefs.  Some have said that to become a Christian you have to be a part of one particular church, (like the Catholic Church), or read one particular translation of the Bible, (like the King James Version).  Others have said, as we saw in chapter 12, that to become a Christian you have to speak in tongues (as many Pentecostal churches teach today).


But I’ll take the Bible, thank you.  The Bible says that believing these six things are what it takes to become a Christian:


1.  Jesus died for our sins.


2.  Jesus' death was prophesied in the Old Testament, hundreds of years before the cross.  


3.  Jesus was buried.


4.  Jesus was raised from the dead on the third day.


5.  Jesus' resurrection was prophesied in the Old Testament, hundreds of years before Easter.  


6.  The resurrected Jesus was seen by many witnesses.


Do you believe these?  Are there any that you have trouble with?  Let's talk about it . . .


If you believe all six then you’re a Christian.  Yeah!!!  Now, for the rest of your life, live like Jesus wants you to live.  As Paul wrote back in verse 2, “hold firmly” to what you believe now and don’t let anyone shake you from it, like those who might want you to doubt that Easter really happened.

Now, what we don't know yet is that these wonderful 11 verses have all led up to verse 12, where Paul states the next problem that he's going to tackle.  This church was SO full of problems!  I just have to chuckle whenever I hear someone suggest, "Oh, the early church was so loving, so pure, so perfect."  No.  The early church had the same problem that we have today:  people.  Wherever we humans are, problems aren't far behind.   
Well, apparently someone in the church was spreading the false teaching that Jesus did not physically, bodily, rise from the dead on Easter.  Look at v. 12.


Read v. 12


Answering this heresy took Paul the rest of this chapter.  And we’re so fortunate that it did.  Because this is probably one of the most important chapters in the whole Bible.


Now, why would someone in the Corinthian church not believe in the physical resurrection of Jesus?  It probably wasn’t that they didn’t believe only in Jesus’ resurrection.  The odds are pretty good that they didn’t believe in the possibility of anyone’s physical resurrection.  There were three very strong philosophies in the Roman culture of Corinth.  And none of them believed in the possibility of a physical resurrection of the dead.  Here they are:


A.  Epicureans – They didn’t believe in a physical resurrection of the dead because they didn't believe in life after death at all, for anyone.  They believed once you were dead, you were just dead.  There is no heaven or hell.  So, can you guess their life motto?  “Eat, drink and be merry.”  Epicureans were into pleasure.


B.  Stoics – They believed in life after death.  But they believed that only our souls live on, not our bodies.  They believed our souls merge and blend with God and all the other souls whose bodies have died, into the collective, with each person losing their individuality.  So, to them, a physical resurrection of an individual would have been a ridiculous idea.  How can a physically raised person unite with God, who is spirit?


C.  Platonists – They also believed in life after death.  But they saw no need for a physical resurrection either, since they believed in the immortality of the soul.  When we die our soul automatically goes to the spirit world.  Who needs a physical body to slow us down?


In this culture, where Paul tried to do his ministry, it would have definitely been a minority opinion to say that anyone, even Jesus, could be physically resurrected after they die.  In fact, most people of Corinth and of that culture would have been disgusted with that whole idea.  They hated the physical body, and looked at it as a prison to be escaped from, not to drag into eternity.


Christianity never believed that our bodies are evil by nature.  Christianity taught, instead, that our bodies are the temples of the Holy Spirit – a totally counter-culture way of looking at the body.  Christianity taught that our bodies are good, because they are made by God – so good that God even came down and lived in a body – an idea totally absurd to most Romans and Greeks.  And Christianity taught that when we are resurrected our bodies will be resurrected too.  In other words, our individuality will remain in the next life.  Our identity will stay intact.  


Any questions?  


Let’s read.


Read v. 12


The Greek that Paul used for this phrase “resurrection of the dead” (anastasis nekron) means “the rising up, or standing up, of a corpse”.  (Hays, p. 259; also J. Vernon McGee.)  So Paul is clearly writing about a physical resurrection of the dead, a resurrection of corpses, in this chapter.  And he’s arguing against those who say there is no anastasis nekron, there is not physical resurrection.  But how do you argue against this?  You do it by showing people what’s at stake, if physical resurrection is an impossibility.  And you might be surprised what’s at stake.  Verse 13.


Read vv. 13-18


Let’s list everything that crumbles in the Christian religion, if you take away the possibility of a physical resurrection of the dead:


1.  Jesus hasn’t been raised.


2.  Christian preaching is useless.


3.  Faith in Jesus is useless.


4.  Christian preachers are all liars.


5.  Faith in Jesus is futile.


6.  Those who believe in Jesus are still in their sin.


7.  Dead Christians are in hell.


Wow!  See how important this one piece of Christian theology is?  No wonder Paul wrote a whole chapter on the resurrection!


Who can tell me why numbers 5 and 6 are true, if there’s no resurrection of the dead?  Why is our faith in Jesus futile, and why are we still in our sins, if there’s no resurrection?  I think it’s because if there’s no resurrection, meaning Jesus himself could not have been raised from the dead, then:


1.  Jesus was a liar, (and not our Savior), because he predicted that he’d be raised after three days.


2.  God did not bless Jesus’ ministry, because he left him to decay in a tomb somewhere, if there’s no resurrection of the dead.  So, Jesus isn't our Savior, and we're still in our sin.

A Christian believes in the resurrection of Jesus because without it there would have been no Christianity.  In fact, Paul says that if there’s no resurrection of the dead then we Christians are to be pitied more than any other people on earth.  Verse 19.


Read v. 19


If you take away the possibility of heaven, why should Christians be pitied “more than all men”?  Anyone?


1.  We have been taught to believe a lie, that Jesus is the way to heaven.  Our whole religion would be based on a lie.  That’s pitiful.


2.  We have given up many worldly pleasures, in order to follow the teachings of a liar.  What a shame.  What a pity.  (And if you try to tell me that you haven’t given up any worldly pleasures in your Christian walk then I’ll tell you either you’re not doing this Christian walk properly, or you’ve lived an extremely sheltered life, or you’re a rare saint who has just never been tempted to sin, and who should be up here teaching this class instead of me.)


3.  We have suffered persecution, for the cause of a liar.  As Paul will say later in the chapter, in verses 29 and 30:  “Now if there is no resurrection . . . why do we endanger ourselves every hour?”


Take away the resurrection and you take away everything Christian.  That’s what’s at stake here.  


Who knew?

