
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #32

“If Jesus Had Not Come (to Life Again)”

1 Corinthians 15:12-34

Years ago I remember having a role in a Christmas play at church entitled, “I Dreamt There Was No Christmas Day.” The main character (played by my older brother Ed) falls asleep and dreams that Jesus did not come to earth. Scene after scene portray the same theme: hopelessness. Without Christ there is no Christmas, and without Christ there is no hope. At the end of the play, though, Ed awoke and was thrilled to realize that it was Christmas—meaning that Christ had indeed come!

Albert Norton captured this sentiment in his hymn, “If Jesus Had Not Come.” The first verse says,

If Jesus had not come, how dark had been the night!

The wise men, sadly dumb, had seen no starry light!

The shepherds on the hill had heard no angel song!

The bells in silence chill, no joyous peal had rung!

The chorus goes,

But Jesus came! He came to earth,

And men beheld His manger birth!

The shepherds heard the angels sing,

The wise proclaimed Him Lord and King!

He died, He rose; and by His blood,

We too become the sons of God;

We preach the gospel in His name!

For Jesus came! Yes, Jesus came!

Christ came, and so we celebrate Christmas, the beginning of Jesus’ life on earth.

Tonight we move to the end of Jesus’ life on earth, His death on the cross. In the middle section of 1 Corinthians 15, Paul similarly considers the notion, “If Jesus had not come…to life again.” Where would we be if Christ were not raised from the dead? Sure, we would not celebrate Easter, but as we will see, the ramifications would be much more severe than that.

Timothy Keller describes the resurrection as “the hinge upon which the story of the world pivots.”
 The doctrine of the resurrection has profound implications for how anyone lives. The resurrection of Christ in the past and the resurrection of human beings in the future have deep practical significance for the present. It changes the way both death and life are understood and experienced.

The Horrible Alternative to the Resurrection

Paul begins with the horrible alternative to the resurrection in verses 12-19,

But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead? If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God, for we have testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead. But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised either. And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men.
Some of the Corinthians had scoffed at the idea of a literal bodily resurrection. Many embraced the Greek philosophy that the body was the perishable, contaminated seat of all humanity’s problems—not just the sin that had taken control of it, but the physical body itself.
 The pervading ideas of Greek philosophy viewed all materiality as essentially evil and spirituality as essentially good. Consequently, a better state could be anticipated when the imprisoned spirit was liberated from its aging, fleshly burden at death. The Greeks could not imagine the return of the soul to such a prison as the body in some other life. [In fact, death for such meant the liberation of the soul from its prison in the body, for the body (sōma), they held, was a tomb (sēma),
 a play on words in the original Greek.] This influence of Greek philosophy may be observed early in its impact on the Sadducees in the day of Jesus. Obviously it was also making itself felt in Corinth.

Resurrection was just as preposterous to an ancient individual as it is to a modern person. People aren’t supposed to rise from the dead—this is true regardless of anyone’s cultural or historical context. Suspicion is natural and warranted, but it’s not unique. The Greeks, even Greek Christians, did not have a worldview to accommodate a belief in the bodily, physical resurrection of Jesus.
 Perhaps they thought Christ had risen spiritually to heaven but not bodily from the grave.

Paul insists here that the fact that God raised Jesus from the dead is of central importance. He first shows the negative theological consequences of the position of the Corinthians. If dead men don’t rise, then Christ did not rise. If Christ did not rise, the Christian faith is empty. The objectors are striking at the heart of the faith.
 Without the resurrection, our lives would have no hope, no meaning. The realm of darkness would endure victoriously, and death would perpetually sit enthroned as king.

First Paul claims, “if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.” The word “useless” comes first in the original Greek, with emphasis. The word means “empty.” If there is no resurrection of Christ, the preaching of Paul and all the apostles has nothing in it, no substance. It is the resurrection that shows that God is active in Christ, and if the resurrection did not take place the gospel is a sham. The faith of the Corinthians depended on the gospel that had brought it out. If the gospel was a sham, then so was the faith it produced.

Furthermore, “if the resurrection is false, we are all liars.” If there is no such thing as a literal resurrection from the dead, then everyone who claimed to have seen the resurrected Lord is a liar: Paul, Peter, the apostles, James, the five hundred.
 Paul is saying in effect, “Christ rose or we all lied.”
 George Eldon Ladd writes,
But if Jesus is not raised, redemptive history ends in the cul-de-sac of a Palestinian grave. Then God is not the living God, nor is he the God of the living as Jesus said in Mark 12:27. Death is stronger than God; death is stronger than God’s word. God’s acts are proven futile in the face of man’s greatest enemy—death.

With no physical resurrection, then Jesus is still dead. Instead of being alive with Christ, the Corinthians were still dead in their sins. A dead Savior is no Savior at all. Therefore, believers who have died would be dead forever.
 There would be no hope of seeing them again. And when we die, we are dead forever.
This leads Paul to conclude in verse 19, “If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men.” If there is no resurrection Christians are pitiably deluded people.
 Having devoted their lives to the service of One whom they hope to see and adore in ages to come, they would, in fact, experience no resurrection at all.
 It is like the athletes who sacrifice and train and strain to participate in the Olympics, only to have the Games canceled. All that work and sacrifice for nothing.

Paul returns to this horrible alternative to the resurrection in verses 29-32,

Now if there is no resurrection, what will those do who are baptized for the dead? If the dead are not raised at all, why are people baptized for them? And as for us, why do we endanger ourselves every hour? I die every day—I mean that, brothers—just as surely as I glory over you in Christ Jesus our Lord. If I fought wild beasts in Ephesus for merely human reasons, what have I gained? If the dead are not raised, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”

Understand that each of these questions is hypothetical, based on the concept, “if there is no resurrection…” Keeping this in mind helps in our interpretation of this text.

Verse 29 has been a very difficult verse for interpreters, for it seems to deal with water baptism for the dead. It appears that some in Corinth were being baptized by proxy on behalf of those who had died before they could be baptized. (F. F. Bruce supposes, “conceivably in an epidemic.”
) Paul isn’t advocating this practice; rather, he’s pointing out its absurdity if there’s no resurrection.

Let me point out that nowhere in Scripture is such a practice prescribed. Yet this view is one which has been picked up in our own era by the Mormons who are baptized numerous times, frequently in behalf of relatives so far removed from them in their genealogical tables that they never even knew them.
 (This is why the Mormon Church has long been one of the most sought-after resources on genealogy.)

There is another way of looking at this verse, however. Paige Patterson points out that the verse could be translated, “else what shall they be doing who are baptized with reference to the dead?” The significance of the verse is that baptism portrays death, burial, and resurrection. Romans 6:4 states, “We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.” Paul’s argument was designed to ask what possible significance baptism would have for those who in the future would become followers of Christ. If there is, in fact, no resurrection, then the ordinance of baptism is the most unnecessary of all New Testament practices, and the only sane option would be to eliminate it altogether.
 (Of course, Paul is not advocating this!)
In verses 30-31, Paul appeals to his own experience: why should he endure so many hardships and dangers in his service for Christ if there is no resurrection?
 Motivated by the rewards of immortality in a glorified, resurrected condition, Paul was “in danger every hour.” In fact, he says in verse 31, “I die daily,” giving up his rights, comforts, privileges, and earthly goals. Weighed against the priceless gift of eternal life, present pleasures become of no value. As the missionary martyr Jim Elliot famously wrote in his journal, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that which he cannot lose.”
 But if there is no resurrection, there is no gain. What’s the point?
If there is no resurrection, then this life is all that anyone has, and it could be destroyed at any moment. A person would have to strive to get everything that can be gained out of this life, as reflected in the product line YOLO, meaning “You Only Live Once,” or the advertisement that says, “You only go around once, go grab all the gusto you can get.” If this is all that anyone has and death is inevitable, then that person will have to preserve everything at the cost of relationships and a full-throttle embracing of life. Ironically, individuals get stuck moving alone back and forth between exploration and self-preservation. They want everything in the world, but everything in the world is a potential threat to survival. If this is all there is, then they have to have it all and avoid it all at all costs.

This is reflected in verse 32, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.” This was not a beer commercial in first century Corinth, but rather a quotation of Isaiah 22:13, a prophetic commentary on the philosophy of the people in that time.
 

You see, the resurrection is the truth on which everything else hinges. Without it Christian ministry is pointless, personal faith is ineffective, God’s character is called into question, Christians are still in need of salvation, any sense of future hope is removed, and our present experience is meaningless.
 John Stott concludes, “The person and work of Christ are the rock upon which the Christian religion is built. If he is not who he said he was, and if he did not do what he said he had come to do, the foundation is undermined and the whole superstructure will collapse."
 
The Honest Affirmation of the Resurrection

Paul changes gears and we see the honest affirmation of the resurrection in 20-28,

But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him. Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. For he “has put everything under his feet.” Now when it says that “everything” has been put under him, it is clear that this does not include God himself, who put everything under Christ. When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all in all. 

In verses 12-19, Paul gives the tragic answer to the question, “What if there were no resurrection?” Then he does an about-face. With two words, “But now,” he shifts from the hypothetical to the factual, from the “what if” to the “what is.” He writes, “But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.”

He mentions “firstfruits,” a concept unfamiliar to us but very familiar to Paul’s audience. This would call to mind Leviticus 23:10-14, where the Israelites were to bring the first portion of their harvests to the priest as an offering to the Lord. This was done in anticipation of the full harvest that was to come, as they trusted in God to provide.
 Thus Christ was not only raised from the dead but also provided promise of the future triumph of all others who would follow him.

Paul then contrasts Christ with Adam, much as he does in Romans 5:12-19. Adam’s sin brought disaster not only on himself, but also on all his descendants. But if Adam’s sin had far-reaching consequences, so had Christ’s resurrection.
 The death that entered the world through the sin of Adam was reversed by Christ’s resurrection from the dead. All those humans who are born “in Adam”—that is, the entire physical human race—are born in a state of mortality, destined to die. All those who are born again “in Christ,” however—the spiritual family of believers incorporated into Christ by the baptism of the Holy Spirit—will likewise follow suit in Christ’s resurrection.

In verse 23 Paul uses the Greek word parousia, which basically means “coming” or "presence,” and which came to be used among Christians as the technical term for the Lord’s return. “When he comes” plainly refers to the second coming of Christ.

In the end, death itself will be destroyed. As the poet John Donne wrote,

Death be not proud, though some have called thee

mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so.

For those whom thou thinkest thou dost overthrow

die not, poor death, nor yet canst thou kill me...

One short sleep past we wake eternally

and death shall be no more.

Death, thou shalt die.

The resurrection of Christ is the promise of ultimate perfection, the hope of glory, the reward of faith, the basis of eternal life.

The Helpful Application of the Resurrection

Paul concludes with the helpful application of the resurrection in verses 33-34,

Do not be misled: “Bad company corrupts good character.” Come back to your senses as you ought, and stop sinning; for there are some who are ignorant of God—I say this to your shame. 

Paul begins with a familiar quotation from the Greek comedy Thais written by the Greek poet Menander, whose writings the Corinthians would know: “Bad company corrupts good character.”
 Some translate the last word “manners,” coming from the term ethos, the word from which we derive “ethics”.
 Keeping the wrong kind of company (that of people who deny the resurrection) may well corrupt good Christian habits, and turn people away from the truth.
 You cannot make unbelievers your constant, intimate companions and think you will escape unscathed. Cozying up to heretical teachings and lifestyles is dangerous.

The resurrection is not only a historical event (for Jesus) nor a future eventuality (for us). The resurrection has meaning for our lives today. If the rejection of the resurrection, eternal life, and future rewards leads to immorality and sin, then belief in the resurrection should lead to a life characterized by sober-minded judgment and holiness.

The strong statement, “stop sinning,” reminds us that all of life is interwoven. On the face of it Paul is discussing a doctrinal question, not a moral issue; indeed, throughout his correspondence, the apostle insists on right doctrine. For, as we have seen, what we believe leads to how we behave, and wrong doctrine leads to sinful behavior.

Many who have an intellectual knowledge of the truth lack a transforming knowledge. Paul compares this to a drunken stupor—functionally living without resurrection hope. But note that Paul doesn’t offer them anything more than what they already have in Christ. It is not as though there is something more profound than the death and resurrection of Christ. There is no need for something more—we have a profound hope that gives us the ability to live riskily with moral composure because death has been defeated!

In closing I return to the Christmas hymn mentioned in the introduction. Verses two and five relate to our study tonight:

If Jesus had not come, no freedom had the slave;

No woman’s happy home, no hand a child to save;

The people in the gloom had one eternal night:

Death met them at the tomb, no resurrection light!

If Jesus had not come, how sad had been our fate!

Of judgment sore the sum for all our sin and hate!

No loving God of grace His precious Son had giv’n;

No hope to see His face; no joy to meet in heaven!

Thankfully, though, the chorus is true:

But Jesus came! He came to earth,

And men beheld His manger birth!

The shepherds heard the angels sing,

The wise proclaimed Him Lord and King!

He died, He rose; and by His blood,

We too become the sons of God;

We preach the gospel in His name!

For Jesus came! Yes, Jesus came!

Jesus came to earth that first Christmas then came to life again after His death that first Easter. Everything about us—what we believe and how we behave—is impacted by that truth. If not…perhaps we ought to examine ourselves to see if we truly believe.
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