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“All or Nothing”

1 Corinthians 15:12-19


With the ravages of the ocean’s rage half-way across the world (in the December Tsunami), along with the devastation of Katrina that hit very much right here at home, or even the three young ladies in their prime crushed by the freak fall of boulders on Snoqualmie Pass this past Sunday, we have been faced with the specter of “sudden death.” For when death “surprises” us, we are faced with questions of life and death, and life beyond death. As humans, we are all born with a built-in need for purpose and worth (that worthlessness is somehow “not an option”), and a longing for life beyond death (that death is somehow “not right”). What is the answer to that need? . . . Or is there really any answer at all?


Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


Christianity is “all or nothing”; and it hinges on a single event: the absolute necessity and centrality of the resurrection of Christ! Set everything else aside: it is this one thing that makes or breaks the faith. If you’re a gambling man; this is where you place your bets. If you’re a skeptic, this is where you stake the test. If you’re a believer; this is where your faith must rest. For it is the resurrection that makes it “all or nothing.” As this passage continues (15:20ff), Paul will show us the “all”; but here, he presents us, first, with the “nothing.”

As an overview: Paul begins by tying their supposition to its natural conclusion: If there is no resurrection, then Christ has not been raised (as a particular and our paradigm; 15:12-13, 16). And this tears the center right out of the gospel message itself—which is why he began with the gospel (15:1-11). That is, there is nothing to the faith. He then walks us through a series of logical deductions that necessarily follow from a denial of Christ’s resurrection: (1) Christianity is empty—that is, “fake” (15:14); (2) we are lying about God—that is, “false” (15:15); (3) you are still in your sins, and dead is dead—that is, “futile” (15:17-18); and (4) we who believe are to be pitied—that is, “folly” (15:19). It is a crescendo that builds . . . but like the build-up to a horror scene! This is not pretty; but we need to see it and hear it; for we are tempted to push it aside as well—whether our resurrection or Christ’s; and for whatever reason, whether “spiritual,” or philosophical, or emotional. So, what is this “nothing” that we need to hear?
First: If Christ has not been raised from the dead, then Christianity is fake & false (15:14-15). That is, it’s not real; it’s empty, “in vain” (note the twofold emphatic position in 15:14b). And it’s false—in two ways. It’s a false message (which is serious business) and we are false witnesses (which is equally serious business, cf. the Ninth Commandment). For not only would we be proclaiming something that’s not true, we would be telling wrong things about God (if “false testimony against your neighbor” is bad, how much more against God). This is something we all need to think about—both for ourselves, and as we interact with those who think they’re good religious Christians but dismiss the resurrection.

What is Christianity, anyway? Is it “one of the world’s great religions”? This is its claim of place: Christianity is one of the three great monotheistic faiths, the pinnacle of religious evolution (you might say), and the one with the greatest number of adherents worldwide (though Islam is on the rise). But if Christ has not been raised from the dead, then Christianity is not “one of the world’s great religions.” It’s a fraud, a hoax, a cruel joke.

What is Christianity? Is it a moral life, guided by the Golden Rule: “do unto others as you would have them do unto you”? In its call to selfless virtue, in its unmatched ethic of “love your neighbor as yourself”—even “love your enemies”—it stands head and shoulders above competing philosophies and our human proclivities (which is certainly not a love like that). But if Christ has not been raised from the dead, then Christianity is not “good moral life.” It’s a fraud, a hoax, a cruel joke.

What is Christianity, then, if it is not these—that compete in the world’s marketplace of ideas? We live in a pluralistic and postmodern world, where all creeds are okay, truth is relative, spirituality is good—except the Jesus of the Gospels. In this way, Christianity stands against the world. For Christianity is simply this: the embrace of a real, saving event—the death of Christ on the cross for my sins, and His resurrection from the dead (that assures my resurrection to everlasting life).
But what about relevance? Is Christianity really relevant? And shouldn’t we make it so? The Corinthians, in their “no-physical-resurrection-higher-spirituality,” were being “relevant” in their Greek culture, where the spiritual really mattered and the physical didn’t. And they were conforming Christianity to their culture: no need, no reason for a physical resurrection.

And we, so often, try to make Christianity “relevant” (so-called) to our culture as well. (Actually, it is always relevant—for it deals with our most basic needs; and we need to constantly seek to convey that relevance in a way that communicates to the culture.) But too often our answer to relevance is to gut the faith (really): throw out the authority of the Bible. Or the one thing that is utterly fatal to the faith: throw out the resurrection of Christ. “Don’t we need to concede this unenlightened teaching for the sake of the modern mind? Let us all simply admit that He was a supremely good man, a great prophet and moral teacher, whose ethic of love and sacrificial death shows us the way.”
But, as C. S. Lewis remarked in his Mere Christianity—yes, perhaps a bit unsophisticated, but straightforward: “A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon, or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”
Second: If Christ has not been raised from the dead, then Christianity is futile & folly (15:17-19). With the statement of futility (15:17b), the crescendo markedly builds. For we have staked our present and future life on the cross and resurrection of Christ. But if Christ is not raised; then the cross remains—not victory but tragedy. There is no remedy; this is it, all there is. And believing otherwise is simply an exercise in futility. And with the statement of pity (15:19b): this is the sobering punch conclusion; the horrifying scream of the violins, like the howling of cats accompanied by the dragging of fingernails across the blackboard, driven by the relentless pounding of the timpani. What does he say? What are we to hear and grapple with? Without the resurrection of Christ, Christianity is not to be honored or respected in the world; we are to be most pitied by the world.
We are left with a harsh choice. If Christ has not been raised from the dead, then Christianity is absolutely worthless. It is a farce: fake, false, futile, folly. It does not answer the question of sin and death; it dodges, it deceives. Paul here doesn’t pull any punches, doesn’t craft his words like an academic or politician; he doesn’t qualify or speak so as not to offend. Rather, he strikes sharply to the heart, he plants both feet firmly, he draws the line in the sand. If this one thing is not true, then all who follow its way are still lost, with no remedy for the ills of mankind—which are primarily, and ultimately stemming from, sin. Then this isn’t the answer to “sin and death.” “You are still in your sins; and the dead are just dead.” Look elsewhere, if there is anywhere else, or shut your eyes to their harsh reality—for they are there, and we must deal with them.

Paul lived in a time when there were a whole lot of religious myths going around—even ones that touted dying and rising gods—ah, but not “really,” only in the realm of myth or faith. But in the midst of this, Paul—and all the timid apostles who turned the world upside down—staked their very lives on this very “real” event. And, as Origen argued so very long ago (early 3rd century): “You don’t give your life for something you know to be a lie.” And all the apostles, save John, did just that: they died a martyr’s death.

Many in our churches are here simply for “good religion.” Many whole denominations (practically speaking) exist for this very purpose. But don’t play at religion. If the resurrection is false, then Christianity is not benign or beneficial, it is absolutely pointless—throw it away as useless and futile. Toss it aside, as one more human invention to soothe the soul, but without substance. This is a harsh choice, but it is what Paul means to say, and what we are meant to hear. It is either real or worthless, “all or nothing”; and we must first and really hear the “nothing.”
I remember the senior pastor I worked under in Texas sharing with me his experience as a Sunday School teacher in the old Presbyterian church. And at Easter, the denominational materials suggested that to teach the “real” resurrection of Christ was an option, but unnecessary. That was a defining moment for him; that is when he knew that the denomination as an entity had lost its way, and he moved into the PCA.

For without the very real resurrection of Christ, there is no Christianity—whatever you may claim. Christianity without the resurrection of Christ is not Christianity at all. For the Christian faith stands and exists on the death—and resurrection—of Christ (recall 15:3-5). Without it, there is no hope there—only “vanity” (15:14); there is no hope there—only “futility” (15:17); there is no hope there—only “pity” (15:19). Without it, there is only “religion”—that tells me to do things I don’t want to do, and to stop doing things that I want to do. As Paul will later say: If there’s no resurrection, then what’s the point? If it’s all a bunch of hooey, the pagans are right. We should all be hedonists: “Eat and drink, for tomorrow we die” (11:32b). And that’s it; that’s the end of it. So, live for pleasure, live for the moment. To live selflessly, sacrificially, is simply stupid; it is, indeed, the “folly of the cross” (1:18). And those who believe and teach it are either deluded or cruel.

“But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead” (15:20)! This is, as we’ll look at next week, the big “but . . . !” And this changes everything. It changes the fake and false to the real and true; and the futile and folly into meaning and reason. Are you looking for reason and meaning, the real and true? Then look at the faith: look at Jesus; look at what He did and said . . . and then look at the cross and the empty tomb. Look at what it did in the lives of the timid and unbelieving disciples, look at what it did to the world, look what it does in hearts and lives to this very day: transformation—forgiveness, hope . . . love, joy, peace. 
The validation of Christ’s claims and the significance of His death is marked by His resurrection from the dead. If it is not real, then life is worthless, death is the end, and Christianity is a farce: fake, false, futile, folly. But if it is true, then the answers to life’s deepest needs and the fulfillments of our deepest hopes are found in Him, in Him alone. Yes, it is either “all or nothing”; but it is not “nothing.”
