 Sermon on “The Christian hope of resurrection” based on an exposition of 1 Corinthians 15.
The lesson this morning from 1 Corinthians 15 is a passage that I personally have read and re-read many times. It is one of the most read chapters at funerals on the Christian hope of resurrection. But because we are often sad at the time, many of us don’t take in the full force of what St Paul is saying. 
Today we live in an increasingly scientific and secular age. There are now many people who don’t really believe in the resurrection. Everything today is questioned. “If it can’t be proved scientifically it can’t be true”. 
How many of us here have been in discussion with others who don’t really believe in it? Their response is invariably “I can’t see how it could possibly have happened” 
Our belief is regularly attacked in the media by scientists of the likes of Richard Dawkins and now even Professor Stephen Hawkin, the author of “A Brief History of Time”. There have even been some theologians who have said that you can still be a Christian yet not believe in Jesus’ physical resurrection. 

I personally can’t accept this for a moment. Every time we go to Church we affirm in the creed; the essential element of our faith-- that Jesus died, was buried and physically rose again. 
The resurrection is in fact the most important message we should want to share with others. If Jesus rose from the dead, it means (as we all know) not just that there is a loving and forgiving God, but that eternal life is available to all of us.
For many this unshaken belief is a question of faith. This is how it should be. But we are not all so fortunate in having such a strong faith to prevent us questioning how it could possibly have happened.
 I, certainly, have questioned it. I practiced as a trial lawyer for over 40 years, where nearly everything depended on tested and proven facts, and then sat from time to time as a Judge. Before that I read science at school, where again everything had to be verified. So for me I could not accept anything unless there was actual evidence showing it to be true.
 There is nothing wrong in questioning the resurrection, provided one is prepared to go the extra mile and examine the evidence. And for some (but not all) it is a necessary step to a deeper faith. 

This is what I have attempted to do and would like to share with you today. For my part, what St Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15 is really heartening and goes to the core of Christianity. A belief in the certainty of the resurrection, and with it God’s message of forgiveness, is not only the start of one’s whole Christian journey, but it answers so much. 

Take the awful tragedies happening in the world, (earthquakes in New Zealand, the tsunami in Japan, crimes against humanity in Serbia and Ruanda and now in the Middle East; or even personal tragedies closer to home). How often does one hear a sceptic say if there was a God why didn’t he intervene? 
Although we don’t have a complete answer for this, we do know for sure from the fact of the resurrection and all that it stands for that God is there. 
Take also the difficult scientific and philosophical issues confronting us today; 
· Whether it is the question of “Big Bang”; (with many scientists now saying that the world was created from nothing); or 
· The whole evolutionary debate of how we were descended; or 
· Even the philosophical debate of, if God exists, how was he created? 
These are all very difficult. But, for my part I am not troubled. There is no way that many of us are intellectually capable of grasping these issues; and a half understanding gets you nowhere.
 However, if, having examined the evidence, you are convinced of the fact of Jesus’ resurrection (and all that necessarily follows from this), then all these other issues, fascinating as they are, don’t have to be examined; and should never worry us.
Returning to Corinthians:

There are similarities between the Church in Corinth at that time and our materialistic world today. Corinth had become a main Roman trading centre, connecting Rome and Asia. It was at the time a modern industrial city, with many sailors and travelling salesmen there; many were just living for the present day.
 Even with those inclined towards religion; there was tension between those worshipping the Greek and Roman gods and the Jewish church. According to Greek ideas, the whole notion of resurrection was absurd.
And despite Paul’s long stay in Corinth, there were still many Jews who also did not believe that Jesus was the Messiah and disputed his resurrection. 
Remember, Paul had been one himself. 
There were also a large number of Gentiles, who had misinterpreted Paul’s teaching and believed only in the ongoing life of the spirit, denying Christ’s physical resurrection. So for them, as for many today, they needed to have the factual evidence laid out; to be convinced that Jesus’ resurrection was an indisputable fact.
 I would like to spend a little time focusing more closely with you on the Reading, to fully appreciate what Paul is saying about the proven historical fact of the resurrection, and its importance.
We have to start with Paul’s background. Not only was he highly educated and intelligent, but he had been a most devout Jew. Before his conversion, he had regarded the claim that Jesus, the son of God, had been resurrected a grotesque blasphemy and that those who proclaimed it were damned in the eyes of God. So much so, that he set about threatening to kill those who were putting it about in order that they should not persuade others into believing it. He knew that if he ever accepted these teachings he could follow the same fate. 
We cannot be in any doubt from reading this chapter that something momentous must have happened to make Paul utterly convinced of the fact of the resurrection and all that it meant to mankind.
Let’s consider what he says: Chapter 15 is divided into two parts: firstly, up to v.34 he deals with the resurrection as a true historical fact; and then, secondly, on the form it takes. 
My focus today is on the first part. You will have seen that verses 3 & 4 contain the essential elements of all Christian creeds.
 In stating -“That Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures…was buried…and raised on the third day”- Paul makes it clear not only that Jesus was sacrificed for our sins; but also that this was all part of God’s plan, fulfilling the Old Testament predictions.  

We then come to see in the next few verses what Paul says about the absolute truth of the resurrection. He records in some detail the facts of Jesus’ reappearance, and then goes on to rationalise why, if there were no resurrection, our faith as he puts it would be “futile”. 
Now, historical facts necessarily depend on the evidence of witnesses. 
But it should not matter that the event took place nearly 2000 years, providing the evidence is reliable. 
Whenever one is presenting a case in court, or trying it as the Judge, one has to examine all the evidence;

· Consider the credibility of the witness (whether he/she might have a motive for not telling the truth or could be misled).
·  If the evidence is what someone else told the witness, then one has to consider the reliability of both).
· In addition you test it against the circumstantial evidence. You ask yourself; if it is true does this fit with how others reacted at the time. 
· Likewise you postulate other alternatives and test them in the same way.
This is what I did.  Not wanting to cast any doubt on the reliability of the Gospels, I put them to one side. I did so, knowing that, if you ever get into a debate, someone will say they were not intended a purely factual record or one was largely taken from another or they were written much later or such like. 

Now with Corinthians, it was written within 30 years of Jesus’ death. Here we have Paul stating that there were 100’s of witnesses who actually saw the resurrected Jesus, most of whom were still then alive. This was probably the occasion on the mountain in Galilee when Jesus commanded the Disciples to go forth.
If the resurrection didn’t happen, it would have taken only one or two of the many, who had claimed to have seen the risen Jesus, to have said it was not true for the whole story to have been blown apart. Nothing would have delighted the Jews more than if they could get one of those close to Jesus to have said that this was all a myth. And you can rest assured they would broadcasted it loud and clear.  Christianity was growing fast and seen as a real threat to their status and way of life.
 But not one said it was untrue, despite the huge amount of pressure, threats of torture and even death. No one broke rank. For surely, if they had not been convinced of the resurrection, they would have had every motive for wanting to denying it ever happened. Jesus by then was dead. He couldn’t help them. Why, if it wasn’t true, would they risk everything? And I mean everything.

I regard this as very compelling.
It has been said by sceptics that the Apostles who were then in a very emotional state, somehow misled themselves into believing that Jesus could not have died; because they could not face up to the alternative that his ministry had come to nothing. But Paul will have none of this. There were too many instances of Jesus’ reappearance. As he states in verse 15, the only alternative is that all those claiming that they had seen the risen Jesus were deliberately making it up.
But why should they have made it up? These were all very devout people.
 If it was untrue:-

 They would have had to put about something which they would have known was a very serious lie, about God having raised Jesus. 

They would have would have believed that this would have resulted in their being condemned in the eyes of God; --- something which they would never have dared to do. 
Paul records the risen Jesus being seen by Peter, by the Twelve (v.5), by James, by all the Apostles (v7) and then by Paul himself (8). 
Remember Thomas was hard to persuade. Peter and James were both sceptical sorts. James (Jesus’ brother) did not even believe during Jesus’ ministry. This was testified to by both Mark and John.  In John 7:5 it says -“For not even his brothers believed in him”. James was a very conservative and just man, to whom the notion of even a half truth was completely unacceptable. But once James had seen the risen Christ, he was convinced. So much so that he then became a leader of the Church in Jerusalem, [Acts 15: 12-21; Gal 1:19], finally dying a martyr. And we know this for sure. It was in fact attested to in early writings by both Christians and non-Christians.
It is thought that Paul may have visited Peter and James in Jerusalem 
3 years or so after his conversion. If this is right, he learned what they were saying about the resurrection within only 5 years or so of the crucifixion. In any event he would have been told it by Luke. This, therefore, is not a case of the story being embellished over time, if (as we can) we can trace the facts back to actual eyewitnesses at the time. 

Look at the behaviour of the Disciples themselves:-

 Following Jesus’ death, they were transformed from terrified individuals who had denied and abandoned him at his execution to unwavering witnesses, willing to risk death and martyrdom, knowing that they would go to heaven. Many of them, who had seen the risen Jesus, left their homes and families to carry the message and even died for their faith.

 Apart from what is written in the Bible, there is independent corroboration of this from other writers in the first century who had also spoken to eyewitnesses having seen the risen Christ. Stephen and James, the brother of John, were martyred early on. Others were imprisoned and tortured. Yet this did not deter the rest. 
If, (as is clear), they really believed it, any notion that the body was stolen or that the story was otherwise made up can be dismissed.
As I said, Paul himself was a most devout and learned Jew, with a rigid principle never to lie about God. Never once, after he saw the risen Jesus, did he waver in his conviction. His life was completely transformed.
I would say that it is inconceivable that so many could have acted in concert in this way, based upon what, on this alternative, would have been a known lie. It may sound blunt to put it this way, but that is the alternative, if the resurrection had never happened. 
The notion, put out by some sceptics, that the reappearance was just some sort of hallucination does not fit. It doesn’t fit with so many seeing the risen Jesus on so many different and otherwise normal occasions. 
And don’t also forget the empty tomb. What are the alternatives here; that the Jews or Romans removed the body wanting to avoid the tomb becoming a shrine?  If that had happened, they would surely have said so, to debunk the story catching on everywhere that Jesus had risen from the dead. We can therefore rule that out.

There is no way the Disciples would themselves have removed his body to enable them to promote a story that Jesus had risen We can also rule that out for the very same reasons that we have already ruled out any possibility that they were deliberately lying about it.
Now try and put ourselves in their position. Would we have given up everything and put ourselves at risk of being killed unless we were absolutely certain of what we had seen? Of course, we know what happened. But think for a moment how incredible it would initially have seemed to them. 
In verses 13 to 18 Paul goes on to explain why the resurrection is absolutely basic to our faith. You may think that Paul has gone somewhat over the top here, but he does this to meet head on those in denial in Corinth. Nevertheless, it is still useful to read or to hear (as we have done today) what he so succinctly sets out. We all believe, but sometimes we don’t fully rationalise the basis for it.
In verses 20 to 28, Paul digresses from his main theme. Here he raises an issue which theologians over the ages have found difficult to understand. Who is he saying is saved? There is no need to go into that here. 
But the reference to “Christ the first-fruits” is a reference to the custom at harvest time of dedicating the first sheaves to God to acknowledge that the harvest was his, before the rest of the corn was cut. The point Paul is making is that in raising Christ as the first-fruits, God would in due time raise others, just as the corn is then harvested.  
Paul also refers here to the sinful nature of us as in “Adam” and the selfless loving spirit available to everyone as in “Christ”. The juxtaposition here of Adam and Christ signifies that in God’s world everything is timeless. Those who died before Jesus’ birth were in no different position. 
Now, it is not for me to speculate on the form in which we hope to be in the life to come. Paul attempts this in verses 35 onwards. However, we do gain an insight of this from the way Jesus was the same recognisable person, even though he had undergone a mysterious change. Take the examples of his appearance to Mary (John 20 v.16); to the disciples when gathered in the locked room (Mathew 28 v.9 and John 20 v.19-20); on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24); and to the disciples by the sea of Tiberias (John 21).
We are right, therefore, in believing that we, as individuals, will also continue to be recognisable. What a wonderful thought! 
As I have attempted to outline, there is overwhelming evidence of Christ’s death and physical resurrection. Proved not just on a balance of probabilities but I would say with a high degree of certainty.
You may think that what I have been saying is “all old hat” to you. You have heard it all before. If so, I apologise. You will probably think I have been unnecessarily analytical.  “Why do you need to go into all this in this way?” you might say. All I can say is that it is sometimes helpful to hear others stand up and explain it as they see it.
 1 Corinthians 15 is even more important in today’s world. Certain knowledge of the resurrection must surely strengthen our determination to want to live a Christian life.

But as importantly, we also owe it to others to try and convince anyone willing to listen of this remarkable truth.
Charles Aldous. 19th June 2011.
