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“A Good Reminder”

1 Corinthians 15:1-11
Scripture (ESV) and prayer.

When we come to chapter 15 of 1 Corinthians, Paul moves to address what is a fundamental concern: really, the climax of his letter. We have seen glimpses of their wrong theology throughout, in what it means to be “spiritual.” But where they had gone so desperately wrong finds itself here: in the denial of our bodily resurrection. Who needs the body, anyway? We are spiritual, beyond. But what Paul does is he ties our resurrection to the resurrection of Christ—which is at the heart of the gospel itself. And so he begins with a reminder of the gospel. It is always good to have a good reminder: to keep us focused and on track; to keep the “mountains” mountains and the “molehills” molehills. But what is our “reminder”?
First, it is the gospel first (15:3a). “I want to remind you of the gospel . . . as of first importance.”
The gospel is first; all else is second. Now, we tend to put other things first. We all know the “first” for survival (what we learned from childhood): food, clothing, and shelter—driven home to us so poignantly in the ravages of the Hurricane along the Gulf Coast and the submersion of the entire city of New Orleans. But what about the “first” for Christians, for life that is truly life? What things do we put first (perhaps not consciously, but nonetheless): the pursuit of happiness (our American favorite), personal security, or the price of gasoline (!)? These things may be good; but they are not first. Or as Christians, we tend to elevate our differences. But what am I first: a Presbyterian, a Calvinist? No. First and foremost—way, way beyond all else, I am a Christian: that is it. The gospel is (and must be) first; all else is (a distant) second.

And it is the first for all. This “first importance” is what was preached by all the apostles. This passage is framed by this proclamation (and belief). But whereas in 15:1 he says, “I preached” and you received; in 15:11 he says, “whether I or they” (i.e., all the apostles, not just him), “so we preach” and you believed. As such, it is the foundation of the faith of us all. With this gospel, there is opportunity for Christian fellowship; without it, there is nothing truly “Christian.” Now, this cuts in two directions: (1) Any movement for ecumenical unity must be united around this core: this must be its basis. Too often in such movements it is this very “first” that becomes “second” (at best), that is sacrificed on the altar of social concerns. Ironically, it is the gospel—preached and believed—that often goes out the window. (2) On the other hand, we tend to be too hesitant and sectarian. Too often we allow our personal and denominational “importants” keep us from uniting around this “first importance.” And so we place (not in word but in practice) the gospel in the back seat, while something else drives.

Second, the gospel simple (15:3-5). 

Again, we tend to complicate matters. But what is the gospel? It is a belief, a confession, that we “own.” As a word, it is “good news.” And this good news is an event that God did for me through Jesus. When we boil it down, it has basically two key elements: that Jesus died for my sins, and that Jesus was raised from the dead (these are the two main “lines,” as we’ll see; the other elements support). This is simple; this is what we “preach,” and this is what we “believe.” And it is important to keep it simple: for that is what God did, it is what Paul does, it is something that all can grasp (child or adult, simpleton or scholar), and it is something that can unify all. This is the Christian creed (more so that the Nicene or the Apostles’); this is the one Christian confession at its most fundamental. There was a fellow in this church just before I came: he believed the gospel, and yet he had tied so many extras to it that he believed he couldn’t fellowship here because we had somehow abandoned it. He was well-meaning; but he was profoundly misled. For where Christ is preached—in His death for our sins and resurrection: there is the gospel. For that is what it is, simply. In all that we rightly do to explore the depths of the riches of God’s grace and truth, let us not lose sight of this simplicity. 
And these two key elements are supported by Scripture and history. (1) Both are said to be “in accordance with the Scriptures.” And in both cases, this does not refer to one particular passage, but is woven through the fabric of Scripture as a whole. Throughout the Scriptures, we see the pervasiveness of “substitutionary atonement”—i.e., something or someone dies in my place for my sins so that I may live (e.g., Passover, the continual sacrifices and special Day of Atonement, climactically the Servant in Isaiah 53). And throughout the Scriptures, we see the pattern of “third day resurrection” (e.g., Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22, Hezekiah in 2 Kings 20:5; Hosea 6:2; Jonah 1:17). (2) And both are independently and tangibly verified. That He was “buried” verifies the reality of His death. That He “appeared” verifies the reality of His resurrection (to the denying Peter/Cephas and the disbelieving James . . . and remarkably to 500 at once, many of whom you can still ask!). And this is very physical—not in some abstract realm of spirit or faith: to believe that is to believe “in vain” (cf. 15:2b with 15:14).

Third, the gospel powerful (15:9-10). 

As Romans 1:16 tells us: this simple gospel is “the power of God.” Now even this past week, we have seen the power of God in the Hurricane, as we saw it in the Tsunami. It is an “act of God.” In the ancient world, and understandably so (for there is nothing more fearsome than the sea when it ceases its calm), a chief display of divinity and power was control of the deep. This is why Jesus’ words, “Peace, be still,” are so powerful—only God can say that, and have the winds and waves obey (that is what awed the disciples). We have seen the awesome and terrible power of God in these winds and these waves. It is power indeed—unstoppable, uncontrollable, truly beyond us. And yet, what God also says, is that His real power is to be seen, not in His command of the deep, but in His gospel of grace. This is the testimony of Romans 1:16. This is the testimony that we see here in these verses. And this is the testimony that we have heard even this past week from the Beckwiths, our missionaries to Thailand. One wonder that has arisen in the wake of the Tsunami is that many have turned to Christ in an area that is historically hard soil; many churches have been planted where once there were few. And what is the reason? The largely Buddhist population stayed away for fear of the ghosts; and the Muslims stayed away as well. But Christians are not afraid; Christians care, and Christians came. In the wake of God’s stunning devastation came the flood of God’s grace through God’s people. And this is our opportunity in the Hurricane as well.

This power was Paul’s experience; and it can be ours as well. Paul’s own personal experience, as he recounts it here is this: because of the grace of God, through this simple gospel, he was moved from rabid persecutor to rabid evangelist. His own personal shame was: that he “persecuted the church of God” (15:9)—the very God he professed to serve. This is what drives him to call himself “the least”—or elsewhere, “the chief of sinners” (1 Tim 1:15). And this persecution of Christians was almost terrorist-like in its intensity. We look at “the worst of sinners” today, and they are largely fanatical Muslims. Yes. And who is the worst of the worst? Why, Osama and his henchmen. And yet, the grace of God saved Paul; and thus, it can save anyone. That is the point of the gospel’s power: it is “grace greater than all my sin.” What is grace? Simply put, it is a gift: a gift that we don’t deserve and did not earn. Who is more undeserving than Paul, or any terrorist today? And yet the Scriptures tell us: we “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”; and that “the wages of sin is death” (Rom 3:23; 6:23a). When we see our own sin like this, we can see that it is (and must be) all of grace. And so these two continue: “and are justified by His grace as a gift”; “but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (3:24; 6:23b). Paul found this grace—or better, this grace found him (15:10)—on the Damascus Road, when he was confronted by the resurrected Christ. It was one simple yet potent act of grace, a grace that was not “in vain” (i.e., it worked, it stuck, it was real). And each of us can taste and embrace this grace as well. Now, many of you have testimonies of God’s grace. This is grace to share (and I would invite you to share these testimonies in worship; there is a sign-up for that purpose, or see me). If you have not, then know that this grace is open to you as well—no matter your situation or sin, no matter your past or present. This gospel of grace is so powerful: it can cover your past, keep your present, and guarantee your future (we see this display in 15:1-2: “received, stand, being saved”). It is a grace that sticks; it is a gospel that works.

Periodically, we all need a good reminder: lest we lose our focus, and get off track. And that good reminder here is the gospel: that Jesus died for my sins, and was raised from the dead. This is the gospel first, the gospel simple, the gospel powerful.
