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1Corinthians 15:1-11 A Resurrection that Changed Lives

Today is Easter, and we are celebrating the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In God’s
providence, we have come to one of the primary passages defending the resurrection of
Jesus Christ in our study of First Corinthians. For those of you who were here with us last
week, you know that chapter 15 is primarily defending our future resurrection as the people
of God. But that hope of our resurrection is only possible because of the greatest event in
human history, the resurrection of Jesus Christ. So, of course that is where Paul actually
begins this chapter. Look at verses 1 and 2 of 1Corinthians 15. 15 Now | would remind you,
brothers,”® of the gospel | preached to you, which you received, in which you stand, >and by
which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word | preached to you—unless you
believed in vain. The message of Easter is the gospel of Jesus Christ. The word Gospel
means good news! Whatever Paul says after this is something that is life changing to those
who accept it. Why do | say that? Because of what he says about this gospel message. He
says if you received this message, then you have the strength to stand... to go through life
without fear of falling or failure. He also says that you are being saved...

You may be here and thinking, I’'m not in danger...why would | need saving? | would ask you
to consider a verse, 1Thessalonians 1:10. It says, 10 and to wait for his Son from heaven,
whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come. When the
Bible speaks of the Son of God, it is speaking of Jesus. And, Jesus saves or delivers us from
wrath or anger. Who's anger? Look at another verse, John 3:36. 36 Whoever believes in the
Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God
remains on him. So, the good news is that we stand firm in life because we are saved from
God’s wrath. But why would we be under God’s wrath? He is our creator who rightfully
deserves our worship. Psalm 139:14 says, | praise you, for | am fearfully and wonderfully
made. Wonderful are your works, my soul knows it very well. But though we owe God our
very existence and therefore our worship and giving all the glory of this life and this world to
him, we have all committed sin by failing to do that. Romans 3:23 says, 23 for all have
sinned and fall short of the glory of God. But then right after declaring that we are all
sinners who rejected our creator, we are told in Romans 3:24 what it is that Jesus did to
save us. 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ
Jesus. We are saved from God’s wrath by God’s grace that justifies us or declares us to be
“not guilty” of our sin, because of what Jesus Christ did for us.

This is where Paul now continues by showing us what it was that Jesus did for us so that we
could be saved from God’s wrath against our sin. Read verses 3-4°For | delivered to you as
of first importance what | also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the
Scriptures, *that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the
Scriptures... This is the central truth of the gospel message. It is the good news that even
though we have sinned, Jesus Christ himself died for those sins. In so doing, he completely
fulfilled all of Scripture and prophecy, which proved that he was indeed the Savior that had
been promised throughout the Old Testament. Paul is basically giving a summary of proof
that Christ’s death was different...that unlike other deaths it brought about forgiveness for
our sin. Instead of going through the Old Testament to prove that Jesus was indeed the
Messiah, or Savior, or Christ in Greek, he simply said that Christ’s death was in accordance
with the Scriptures. Isaiah 53:4-5 gives us just one example of this Old Testament prophecy
that clearly showed the need for a sacrificial death. Surely he has borne our griefs and
carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. But he
was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the
chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.” Clearly, someone
was to die, and by that death be smitten or punished by God for our sins. That’s a very



heavy truth, that our sins would be paid for by someone else. Then in the New Testament
book of Hebrews, in addition to here in 1Corinthians and many other places, we read how
Jesus fulfilled that prophecy. Hebrews 9:28 says, so Christ, having been offered once to
bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who
are eagerly waiting for him. Over and over we see the same thing in the Bible, that
prophecies written in the Old Testament are fulfilled in Jesus Christ hundreds and even
thousands of years later. Even in such seemingly small details like place of birth, Bethlehem,
and where he would grow up, Nazareth, the Old Testament prophesies accurately facts
about Jesus that would prove he was the Savior when he came.

And while Paul only summarized the prophetic aspects of Christ’s death and resurrection,
his main focus is on defending the physical aspect of the resurrection since the concept of
resurrection was being attacked by false teaching in the church. So in verses 5-9, Paul
defends the resurrection to prove that Jesus really did rise from the dead. ° and that he
appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. ® Then he appeared to more than five hundred
brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep. ' Then he
appeared to James, then to all the apostles. ® Last of all, as to one untimely born, he
appeared also to me. °For | am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle,
because | persecuted the church of God. Don’t just skip over these verses. In order to really
grasp the significance of what Paul is saying, try to put yourself in the place of a first
century member of this church. Paul says that Jesus appeared first to Cephas. That is the
Apostle Peter. He is a significant leader in the church. Everyone knows who he is. And it is
likely that most Christians alive at that time may have known the story of this man who
rejected Jesus three times but then went on to be one of the original leaders of the church
and the man who preached at Pentecost and saw thousands follow Christ. Experiencing the
resurrected Jesus Christ had completely changed this man. If the resurrection of Jesus
Christ is false, how do you explain a man like Peter’s willingness to serve a dead man he had
forcefully rejected and ultimately being crucified himself for proclaiming that this man,
Jesus, had risen from the dead. Then Paul points out that Jesus appeared to the 12
disciples after he was raised from the dead. Once again, think about how much proof there
is in this one simple statement. If Christ’s resurrection was not a real event then you have
the same made up story repeated over and over by 12 crazy men willing to die for their lie.
Each of these 12 men who followed and knew him closer than any other people on earth
consistently said that Jesus both died for our sins and then rose from the dead. All but 1 of
them was killed for preaching that message. And John who was not killed was boiled alive in
oil or water and then exiled to a lonely island when he didn’t die. The gospels in the New
Testament which are the biographies of Jesus don’t tell us about his appearing to 500, but
apparently this was common enough knowledge in the church that Paul knew about it. It is
significant, because he is saying if you don’t believe me, there are 500 witnesses that saw
Jesus resurrected, and many of them are still alive. It was as if he was saying, come see me
and I’ll give you the names of a lot of other people who will verify what | am saying if you
want a lot more eyewitness proof. Then he returns to specifically James and the 12 disciples
or apostles again, before pointing to himself as a clear example of Christ’s resurrection in
verses 8-9.

Why is Paul himself one of the primary proofs of Christ’s resurrection? It is the change that
came in his life from meeting the resurrected Jesus Christ after Jesus had left this earth by
ascending back into Heaven. Paul himself points out in verse 9, | persecuted the church of
God. God took this man who persecuted Christians, and used him to evangelize more of the
world and plant more churches than possibly any person since. In Acts 7:58, we see the
first mention of Paul using his name in Aramaic, Saul. In the events surrounding the killing of



the first Christian martyr, Stephen, we read, 58Then they cast him [Stephen] out of the city
and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young man
named Saul. Paul was literally organizing and overseeing the murder of this Christian, and he
was known by the entire Christian community as someone whose entire goal was to imprison
and kill as many Christians as he could. And in doing that he had the full support and even
high standing in the eyes of the religious officials and therefore the government. Acts 9:1-2
tells us But Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went
to the high priest 2 and asked him for letters to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he
found any belonging to the Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.

But to this murderous sinner, who rejected Jesus with every part of his being, God showed
his grace in a miraculous way. Acts 9:3-5 continues. *Now as he went on his way, he
approached Damascus, and suddenly a light from heaven shone around him. * And falling to
the ground, he heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” ° And
he said, “Who are you, Lord?” And he said, “| am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. This
gracious meeting with God, where the risen Jesus himself reached out in mercy towards this
sinner completely changed Paul’s life. And that is his focus as he ends his first words on
resurrection in verses 10-11. But by the grace of God | am what | am, and his grace toward
me was not in vain. On the contrary, | worked harder than any of them, though it was not |,
but the grace of God that is with me. "' Whether then it was | or they, so we preach and so
you believed. He went from killing Christians to preaching Christ. He went from hating
Christians to being one of them. He went from trying to stop the spread of Christianity to
being used by God to spread it far beyond the border of Israel. Because of his preaching,
people believed in Jesus, churches were planted, and the gospel spread. If the message of
Jesus was not real, if the resurrection of Jesus is not real, then how do you explain this life
change. It is only through the grace of God, to reach down to a murderous sinner and save
his life and use him to change the world. The worldwide spread of Christianity is directly
attributable to the preaching of Paul.

There is no better message | can give you on Easter than the one that Paul believed and
preached. The same message that changed his life when he believed it. That even though
you are a sinner in the eyes of your creator, Jesus Christ, God himself who became human,
died for your sin. And in that act, God showed you more grace, more favor, than you can
ever imagine. Your sin brings you only eternal death. Romans 6:23 says, 23 For the wages
of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. Your sin is far
worse than you can imagine and deserves the eternal death in a place of punishment called
hell that awaits all of us. But God’s grace, his undeserved favor towards us is far greater
that you could ever hope to experience. Because of Jesus’ resurrection, there is the hope of
eternal life instead of eternal death. There is the promise of a changed life that is lived for
the purpose of God’s glory completely by his grace that guides us and sustains us.

How do you access this salvation? How do you experience God’s grace? Look back at verse
2. ...by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word | preached to you—unless
you believed in vain. We access God’s grace by faith. This faith is believing, holding fast to
the truth that Paul has given here - that Jesus died and rose again for your sin. We repent
of that sin and we trust in Jesus by accepting him as our only hope, our only source of
salvation and forgiveness from our sin. That faith is a gift from God himself whereby he
gives us the ability to believe and then the grace to live by our faith in Christ, by the gospel,
the Word that Paul is preaching here. It is a life of resurrection, a new life, a changed life
that will not always be easy, but will be one of freedom. That freedom comes because of
what verse 10 says, | worked harder than any of them, though it was not |, but the grace of



God that is with me. Christianity is not a religion of works, of things you have to do and
other things you don’t have to do. Even the “work” we do for God’s glory is not truly our
work, but God the Holy Spirit working through us. That is why Paul says here, “it was not I”
working harder than any of them. Paul puts it another way in his letter to the Philippians.
Philippians 2:13 says, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his
good pleasure. So with our faith firmly resting in Jesus Christ and his death and
resurrection, we can work for God’s glory and in so doing find real rest and joy in this life.
Paul has proved in the strongest way possible that Jesus really did rise again from the dead.
While there were a few other cases of God raising the dead to life in the Bible, all of those
people physically died again. Jesus did not. He rose again, and continues to live and pour
out on all who believe in him God’s grace that is our only hope for forgiveness for our sin.
Do you believe in Jesus today? Do you recognize that you have sinned against him, against
God, your creator? Will you repent of your sin and accept Jesus Christ as your Lord and
Savior?

| want to close though, with a focus for Christians here today, those who already have
repented of their sin and accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Will you allow his grace
to work through you so that his grace is not in vain, as Paul puts it? His grace will save you,
but he saves you for the purpose of serving him and living to his glory. A life lived to serve
ourselves and what we perceive as our best interest and happiness is not a life lived by his
grace and for his glory. Verse 2 says, “unless you believed in vain.” Paul’s clear answer to
that is that Jesus’ resurrection is real and you have not believed in vain. God’s grace really
has saved you from your sin. Now, since your faith is not in vain and really has saved you,
are you going to live your life in a useless and vain way? Or, are you going to live it by God’s
grace, for his glory. That is the way to true joy in this life, to entering into our future
resurrection with rejoicing and not shame at how little we did for the one who gave his very
life for our salvation. We are saved by his grace and we need to live by his grace. Let’s pray.



