A Lord Like No Other #6

“Many Convincing Proofs”

1 Corinthians 15:1-8
Ask anyone—believer or not—to name the two most important Christian holidays and they would undoubtedly say Christmas and Easter. At Christmas we celebrate the birth of Christ, and at Easter we celebrate…not His death, but His resurrection from the dead. You see, had Christ not been born, He never could have died on the cross for the sin of mankind. But had Christ not been raised, there would be no hope of life beyond the grave for anyone. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is not just important; it is, in the words of Paul, “of first importance,” because all that we believe hinges on it.

Few people these days doubt that Jesus was born, though some skeptics might quibble about the details surrounding His birth. Even those who do not accept Christ’s claims to be God the Son will admit that Jesus was born as a historical fact. On the other hand, Jesus rising from the dead is not so easily believed. Yet, in the words of John Phillips,

The resurrection of Christ is the best-proved fact in history. There is more concrete evidence for the resurrection of Christ than there is for the conquest of Britain by Julius Caesar.

A few weeks ago, on Easter Sunday, we reviewed some of this “concrete evidence,” such as the empty tomb, the condition of the grave clothes, and the remarkable change in the lives of Jesus’ followers. Today I want to examine the most substantial evidence of all—the personal appearances of Jesus following His rising from the dead.

The Various Events of Christ’s Appearances

First there are the various events of Christ’s appearances. These are summarized by the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:1-8,

Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.
Paul gives a list of the resurrection appearances. It is not an exhaustive list; for example, the appearances of Jesus to the women on Easter morning have been omitted.
 Perhaps Paul excluded these because in those days they were not formally admissible as public evidence and if so used would in the minds of many have actually discredited the resurrection.
 (In the view of one historian, though, the witness of the women helps to substantiate the claims of the resurrection: “If the resurrection accounts had been manufactured out of whole cloth, women would never have been included in the story, at least, not as first witnesses.”
) Yet Paul provides instances of Christ appearing that are not found elsewhere in the Scriptures.

All total Jesus appeared to people after Easter on seventeen separate occasions—eleven before His ascension to Heaven and six after.
 These manifestations differ widely in time, setting, persons involved, and results. They agree unanimously, however, that His physical presence was attested by competent witnesses, who were willing to stake their lives on the fact that He had risen.
 Let’s take a closer look at Paul’s list.

The first mentioned is Peter, though Paul actually used his Aramaic name “Cephas” in the original text.
 As mentioned last week, there is independent evidence for an early and personal appearance of the risen Lord to Peter seen in Luke 24.34.

Next Paul mentions “the Twelve.” This phrase “the Twelve” was a colloquialism, even though there were really only eleven after the defection of Judas Iscariot.
 This was their collective designation; it does not imply that all twelve were on hand, since the evidence indicates otherwise. This designation for Jesus’ disciples, plus the fact that Paul will later refer to another appearance to “all the apostles” in verse 7, suggests that the joining of these two terms into the title “the twelve apostles” had not yet taken place in the church. That is, in Paul’s view “the Twelve” were a distinct entity, no doubt considered apostles, but the latter designation covered a much larger group of people. The idea that there were only twelve apostles came about much later.

Verse six records an appearance of the risen Christ to “more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep.” Neither the time nor the place is specified. It is unlikely that so large a crowd could have convened in or around Jerusalem without creating a public stir, but in the hills of Galilee such a gathering might be almost unnoticed.
 This large crowd all saw Him at the same time, so it could not have been a hallucination or a deception.
 Paul’s insistence that most of them were still alive shows the confidence with which he could appeal to their testimony. They could be interrogated and the facts elicited.

The second name given in this list is James. Most agree that it is James the Lord’s half-brother that is meant here. It is not unlikely that it was this appearance that led to James’ conversion and through him to that of the other brothers. They did not believe in Jesus during his ministry according to John 7:5, but as early as Acts 1:14 we find them among the believers.
 By Acts 15, James is the recognized leader in the Jerusalem church.
 What else could account for such a sudden change?

Then Paul mentions an appearance to “all the apostles.” This seems strange, since he already listed Christ’s appearing to “the Twelve” earlier in this passage. This was evidently a larger group than “the Twelve” of verse 5.
 The manner in which Paul wrote this in the original Greek puts emphasis on “all;” not one was missing.

But whom does Paul understand “all the apostles” to include? Gordon Fee explains,

Most likely this designation, as elsewhere in Paul, is a functional term rather than an official one. Or to put that in another way, “the Twelve” were a definite group who had a special relationship to Jesus and in the early church probably served in some kind of authoritative capacity. But the “apostles,” a term that included the Twelve, were a larger group who in Paul’s understanding had seen the risen Lord and were commissioned by him to proclaim the gospel and found churches. They, too, had authority in the churches, especially those they founded, but they scarcely formed a “body” or served as a “council.” Their authority was that of ministry rather than jurisdiction.

This appearance is usually associated with Christ’s ascension to Heaven from the Mount of Olives, as recorded in Matthew 28 and Acts 1.

Finally Paul mentions the appearance of the risen Lord to himself on the road to Damascus. He puts his vision on the road to Damascus on the same level as the other resurrection appearances, seeing himself as the last in the line of those who have seen the Lord.
 He adds the disparaging phrase, “as to one abnormally born.” The Greek phrase hosperei to ektrōmati literally means “to the abortion,” or “to the miscarriage.” Obviously Paul is not comparing his apostleship to the prematurity of an abortion or miscarriage: he had emphasized that his commission was belated, not premature. The best explanation is that some of his detractors called him an “abortion” of an apostle, implying that he was as much an ugly parody of a true apostle as an abortion is of a healthy infant born at the proper time. Paul does not altogether repudiate the insulting designation; when he remembers his past record, he recognizes that it is not entirely undeserved.

The Verifying Effect of Christ’s Appearances


Again, Paul does not give a complete list of witnesses, but he gives enough to show that the fact is very well attested.
 The verifying effect of Christ’s appearances allows him to continue his argument that if Christ was raised from the dead, so shall all those who trust in Him.

The variety of times at which Jesus appeared supports the truthfulness of the narratives. Mary Magdalene met the Master in broad daylight, probably in the middle of the morning. Cleopas and his companion walked with Him to Emmaus during an afternoon, with supper about five o’clock. The catch of fish on the lake of Galilee occurred shortly after dawn, with breakfast on the beach. Paul was intercepted by the heavenly voice at high noon. The appearances were not séances held in darkened rooms behind screens, where illusion or fraud could be perpetrated.

Luke understood the verifying effect of these events, as he writes in Acts 1:1-3,

In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.
The resurrection of Jesus from the dead was not a form of “spiritual” existence. Just as He was truly dead and buried, so He was truly raised from the dead bodily and seen by a large number of witnesses on a variety of occasions.
 And, as mentioned in the opening of this message, Paul calls the resurrection a matter of “first importance,” later explaining in 1 Corinthians 15:14 that “if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.” We are staking our lives on earth and our eternal destiny on this matter, so we’d better make sure it is true!
The Valuable Evidence of Christ’s Appearances 

In this we also see the valuable evidence of Christ’s appearances. Not only do we need to be convinced of Jesus’ resurrection for our own faith, but we also communicate this good news to others. We do not invite them to close their eyes, hold their nose and take a blind leap of faith here! Our Christianity is deeply rooted in historical reality and verifiable support. As Merrill Tenney concludes,

There can, therefore, be no reasonable doubt of the objective reality of the evidence. If the Jesus of history actually lived, if He spoke the teachings attributed to Him, and if He performed the works with which He is credited, there is no inherent intellectual hindrance to believing that He lives again.

We sing in that beloved hymn, “You ask me how I know He lives? He lives within my heart!” That makes for a lovely lyric but a lousy witness! Many of the folks we run into need more than our subjective statements of opinion or emotion. No, we cannot categorically prove that Jesus rose from the dead, but we can provide substantial evidence that He did. Part of that evidence ought to be the eyewitness accounts of many who stood by their testimony of a risen Savior even when it cost them their lives.

I’d like to conclude this morning by going over the important truths about the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In our text this morning, Paul identifies the gospel that was preached by the apostles and received by the Corinthians, on which they had taken their stand and by which they were being saved. We hold these same truths for ourselves, and I like how John Stott summarizes them:

· These truths are central truths. Of course, other truths are important, such as Christ’s virgin birth, sinless life, mighty works, glorious ascension, continuing reign, and future return, but the death and resurrection of Jesus are “of first importance.” 

· These truths are historical truths. They are not myths but verifiable historical events, which can be pinpointed on the calendar, as indicated by the telltale phrase “on the third day.”

· These truths are physical truths. That is, Christ died, and to demonstrate the physical reality of his death, he was buried. Then he rose, and to demonstrate the physical reality of his resurrection, he was seen, and Paul lists his appearances to three individuals and three groups. Moreover, all four events (death, burial, resurrection, and appearances) must have been equally physical. That is, the Jesus who was raised and seen was the same Jesus who had died and was buried. Some say that Paul did not believe in the empty tomb. But if it was Jesus’ buried body that was raised and seen, then the tomb must have been empty. So resurrection is not a synonym for life after death. The resurrected and transformed body of Jesus was the first bit of the material universe to be redeemed, and it is a pledge that the whole will one day be transformed. 

· These truths are biblical truths, for both took place “according to the Scriptures,” witnessed to by the prophets of the Old Testament and the apostles of the New. An encounter with the risen Lord was an essential qualification for the apostolate (1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8). 

· These truths are theological truths—events of huge significance. We deserved to die for our own sins, but he died our death instead of us. How great is his love! The death and resurrection of Christ (central, historical, physical, biblical, and theological truths) constitute the gospel. If this foundation is lost, the whole superstructure will collapse.

We opened this service by singing, “I Know That My Redeemer Liveth.” It is my prayer that through this message you have valuable evidence of Christ’s resurrection so that you can share it with others. Then we can all join the apostle Paul in singing our closing hymn this morning, “I Know Whom I Have Believed.”
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