TO LIVE IS TO DIE ‑ 1 COR. 15:42‑44

Biblical Paradoxy #8

     In the old cemetery of Christ Church at 5th and Arch Sts. in Philadelphia, Pa, a visitor can look through the iron railing at the grave of one of our country's most influential men during the critical time when we were establishing our independence.  His name was Benjamin Franklin.  He was an ingenious inventor‑ his invention of bifocal glasses, lightening rods for buildings, the Franklin stove, and so many other inventions have greatly increased the quality of our lives.  He was a pioneer newspaper editor.  The Pennsylvania Gazette that he developed was one of the most successful newspapers in the colonies.  Franklin was also a magnificent statesman.  Serving in the Continental Congress, helping to draft the Declaration of Independence, serving as ambassador to France, helping with the drafting of the Constitution, it was Franklin's wisdom and influence that often kept the convention was breaking up in failure, for he was the senior member of the entire delegation.  

     But then, on April 17, 1790, at the age of 84, Benjamin Franklin went the way of all men.  About 20,000 people, almost half the population of the city of Philadelphia at that time, came to his funeral.  Benjamin Franklin had previously composed an epitaph for his upcoming death that was used for his funeral, and it's too bad that it wasn't written on his tombstone.  Franklin's autobiographical epitaph reads:

     Like the cover of an old book, its contents torn out and stripped of its lettering and gilding, lies here food for worms;

     But the work shall not be lost, for it will (as he believes) appear once more in a new and more elegant edition, revised and corrected by the Author.

     From as far back as human history is recorded, man has always had questions concerning what happens to him after this earthly life and hopes concerning a life after death.  One of the most glorious truths of Christianity is that it both models and teaches God's truth concerning the resurrection of the body.  Christianity models resurrection truth in the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the grave‑ an event that was well documented with many witnesses and other evidence.  It also teaches concerning the resurrection of the body from the grave in many passages of Scriptures.  One of the best known is the passage that we would like to look at this morning‑ I Cor. 15.  Please turn there with me.

     Throughout these summer Sunday mornings, we have been looking at Biblical Paradoxy‑ statements that the Bible gives that appear to be contradictory to us.  *You save your life by losing it.  You sure don't hear that message promoted, but that is exactly what Christ told his disciples.

*The first shall be last and the last first.  Greatness in the kingdom of God is measured in service to others ‑ World says greatness is found by being served by others;  God says it is found in serving others

*Foolishness brings wisdom‑ 1 Cor. 3:18.  What the world considers great wisdom is foolishness in God's sight.

*Paul said he was dwelling below while he was seated above.  All the time he was active in service for the Lord here on this earth, his true citizenship was in heaven above.  

*Joyful Trials.  James encourages us to be joyful in the midst of our trials for great blessing can come from trials.

*Powerful weakness.  The statement that Paul made in the 12th chapter of 2 Corinthians - When I am weak, then I am strong.  Paul realized that when he thought he was strong in the flesh, then he was really weak in God's eyes.  But when he  became weak in his own natural strength, then he was really strong in God’s eyes.

*And last week, we looked at the paradox of the crucified life.   Paul wrote to the churches of Galatia, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.” (Gal. 2:20)  It is God’s design for His children to live their lives here on this earth most abundantly by dying to self.
Now, this morning we want to look at a final paradox in our series.  Many people in the world believe that physical death ends it all.  Their message is to eat, drink and be merry, for we are all just a part of this evolutionary cycle, and when death comes, life will be over for us.  But the Bible has a very different message.  The Bible says that while we certainly should enjoy this life for God has given it to us as a good gift from above, the eternal life that God has given to us really begins in earnest after we die here upon this earth.  So to die here upon this earth is really to begin to live.  Last week we saw that we must die in order to really live.  We must first die to self if we are to live the abundant life that God has intended for us.  Now this week, we see that in order to really live, we must first die.  We only begin to live the glorious eternal life in heaven that God has promised us in His word when we die physically and pass from this earthly realm.  
     Paul addressed this subject specifically in 1 Cor. 15.  Some false teachers had permeated this early church and were spreading false truths concerning life after death.  They were denying that there was any life after death.  Paul realized that they were cutting out the very heart of the gospel, for if there was no resurrection from the dead, then Christ couldn't have been raised from the dead, and if Christ hadn't raised from the dead, then there was no Christian faith.  

     But, you see, the reality of the situation was quite the opposite.  Jesus Christ had been raised from the dead, and that truth brings light and life to all of us.

     1 Cor. 15 gives the most powerful arguments concerning the Biblical paradox that one really begins to live only after he dies in the entire Bible.  We read a passage from this great chapter on resurrection earlier in our worship service.  Now we want to look at 5 reasons that Paul gives to the Corinthians demonstrating the reality of our resurrection from the dead.  

     1.  Reason #1 is the simple fact that Jesus Christ himself rose from the dead.  Jesus Christ rose from the dead‑ that fact could not be disputed for it was confirmed by eye‑witnesses, many of whom were still living when Paul wrote this chapter to the church at Corinth.

 READ 15:3‑8
1CO 15:3 For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. 6 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. 7 Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, 8 and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.

     Now we must remember the situation of this Corinthian church in order to see the power of this argument.

*Most agree that Paul wrote this letter towards the end of his 3 year residency in Ephesus‑ about 55 A.D.  This was about 20 years after Christ's resurrection.

*Most of the witnesses that he refers to here were still alive.  The empty tomb in Palestine was still open to examination from anyone who doubted.   

*If anyone had any doubts concerning Christ's resurrection, they could have found an eyewitness somewhere to talk with or could have journeyed to Israel to do their own research.  The fact of Christ's resurrection from the dead was indisputable because it was so well documented‑ and this proved that resurrection was possible.  If one person had been raised from the dead, then it was possible for others also.

     The fact of Jesus Christ's resurrection from the dead remains a powerful argument even today.  We live many centuries from the fact now, of course, but the evidences are still sufficient to demonstrate his resurrection today.  Just a couple of decades ago, Frank Morison, the English journalist, set out to prove that the story of Christ's resurrection from the dead was nothing but a myth.  However, the more he examined the accounts, the more he began to realize that Christ’s resurrection could not just be something that was concocted.  Frank Morison eventually became converted to Christianity through his attempt to disprove the resurrection of Christ.  Eventually, Morison would write the book entitled "Who Moved the Stone" which gives a very powerful account of his quest for the truth concerning resurrection.  In his examination of the facts, the consistency of the eyewitness accounts was an important evidence for the truth.

     2.  The second proof that Paul uses in some ways causes us more questions than it answers because it reveals a practice of the Corinthian church that was certainly not found in other N.T. churches, nor is it practiced today by Christian churches.  This was the practice of baptizing people for the dead, for those who had already passed on.

READ 1 Cor. 15:29

1CO 15:29 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?
     Now the purpose of Paul mentioning this baptism for the dead is obviously to show the inconsistency of the Corinthian practice‑ so we must really limit our discussion to this purpose.  Paul does not affirm this practice of baptizing for the dead‑ he does not say it was a good thing, nor does he command it to be done.  Nor is this practice mentioned in any other passage of the N.T.  In fact, so little is said concerning it, that this verse has raised many unanswered questions.  Probably, these Corinthian believers were concerned for those who had already passed away before they were baptized, so they had developed this practice of baptizing them by proxy‑ that is having some living person baptized for them.  We wish that Paul would have condemned this practice for it surely was not in keeping with the purpose and practice of baptism elsewhere in the N.T.  But that was not Paul's purpose here‑ to attack this idiosyncratic baptism.  His purpose was to address something far more critical‑ the fact of resurrection from the dead.  So Paul limits himself to showing how inconsistent these people were being.

     On the one hand, they were expressing doubts concerning the reality of resurrection after death.  But then, on the other hand, some were being baptized for those who had already died.  Paul's purpose here is clear.  He is not addressing the validity of the practice, but rather asks the question- Why are you baptizing for the dead if you are doubting the resurrection of the dead?  Their own inconsistency was actually an argument for their belief in the resurrection of the dead.

     3.  But then Paul moves on to a 3rd reason, and I believe personally that this, along with the fact of the empty tomb, is one of the most powerful arguments for the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.  This argument is the changed lives and renewed dedication of the disciples.

READ 1 Cor. 15:30‑32

30 And as for us, why do we endanger ourselves every hour? 31 I die every day--I mean that, brothers--just as surely as I glory over you in Christ Jesus our Lord. 32 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."
     There is one fact that cannot be disputed from Scriptural evidence and the history of the early church.  That is the fact that the followers of the Lord Jesus Christ manifested a dramatic change in their lives following Christ's resurrection signifying that they really believed that he had risen from the dead.  

*Before:  cowardly, lacking sustaining conviction, easily confounded by the Jewish religious leaders.

*Even after Christ's crucifixion: depressed, hiding, consoling one another.

*But after Christ's resurrection: dramatic change, fearless.

"When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus."  Acts 4:13

     There can be no question that the followers of Jesus Christ really believed that Christ had risen from the dead.  They were not false eyewitnesses; they were not making up stories; they were now willing to die for their convictions.  Their change in life gives credence to their eyewitness accounts.  The disciples were absolutely convinced that Christ rose from the dead, and that there was, therefore, a resurrection from the dead for his followers.  They were so convinced that they were willing to die, for they had absolute confidence that they were going to be raised from the dead.

     4.  A fourth argument that Paul uses here is the example of nature.  Notice this one with me in verses 35‑38.

READ 1 Cor. 15:35‑38

1CO 15:35 But someone may ask, "How are the dead raised? With what kind of body will they come?" 36 How foolish! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. 37 When you sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or of something else. 38 But God gives it a body as he has determined, and to each kind of seed he gives its own body.
There is a pattern that God has given to us in nature.  This pattern pictures the reality of life as God has created it.  
In a sermon preached at Exeter Hall on April 1, 1860, Charles Haddon Spurgeon very eloquently said:

"The seasons are 4 evangelists, each of them having his testimony to utter to us.  Doth not summer preach to us of God's bounty, of the richness of his goodness, of that lavish munificence with which he has been pleased to supply the earth, not simply with food for man, but with delights for both ear and eye in the beauteous landscape, the melodies of the birds, and the flowers of various hue?  Have you never heard the still small voice of autumn, who bears the wheat sheaf, and whispers to us in the rustling of the seer leaf?  He bids us prepare to die.  All we, saith he, do fade as a leaf, and all our righteousness are but as filthy rags.  Then comes winter, crowned with snow, and he thunders out a most solemn sermon, which, if we would but listen to, might well impress us with the terrors of God's vengeance, and let us see how soon he can strip the earth of all its pleasantries, and enrobe it in storm, when he shall come himself to judge the earth with righteousness, and the people with equity.  But it seems to me that spring reads us a most excellent discourse upon the grand doctrine of revelation.  This very month of April, which, if it be not the very entrance of spring, yet certainly introduces us to the fullness of it; this very month, bearing by its name the title of the opening month, speaks to us of the resurrection.  As we have walked through our gardens, fields, and woods, we have seen the flower‑buds ready to burst upon the trees, and the fruit‑blossoms hastening to unfold themselves; we have seen the buried flowers upstarting from the sod, and they have spoken to us with sweet, sweet voice, the words, Thou too shalt rise again, thou too shalt be buried in the earth like seeds that are lost in winter, but thou shalt rise again, and thou shalt live and blossom in eternal spring."

     Yes, nature preaches to us a message of resurrection.

      5.  The final argument that we would look at this morning is the direct revelation from God.  It could not be more clear.

READ 1 Cor. 15:51‑53

51 Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed-- 52 in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. 53 For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.
     The Bible clearly states that Jesus Christ is one day going to come back to take his bride, the church, to heaven to be with him.  He will come at an unexpected moment, and he will come suddenly, so we are encouraged to always be ready for that moment.  And when Jesus Christ comes back to rapture his church, those living upon the earth who are trusting in Jesus Christ will be taken home to heaven to be with him for all eternity.  But Paul says that something else is going to happen.  The dead in Christ‑ those who have already died as believers in Him‑ will be raised from the dead.  

     So then Paul presents these 5 arguments for the resurrection from the dead to those in the church at Corinth who were having some doubts concerning their fate.  Their doubts were coming from those in the world around them, those of the Greek philosophy who were telling them to eat, drink and be merry for this life was all there was to existence.  But Paul says that this is not the case.

*no, the fact that Jesus Christ rose from the dead is a proof for our resurrection, for he rose as the firstfruits.  Because he rose again, we know that resurrection is possible and that we will also be raised with him.

*Paul argues from the practice of the Corinthian church where they were already exercising their belief in the resurrection by their practices.

*Paul argues from the changed lives and dedication of the disciples, being willing to face persecution and even death because they were convinced of the resurrection of the dead.

*Paul argues from the example of nature, for surely everything in nature that has life illustrates the principle that life comes forth from death.

*And Paul concludes by giving clear revelation from God concerning this most important truth.

     Now what was to be the result of this truth in the lives of these believers?  I want you to see this with me in closing.  

     Those in the world basically function in an uncertain and changing environment.  Not believing in an absolute source of truth means that all knowledge is relative, open to change with any new data that comes along.  And we all face some uncertainty as we all live in this world for none of us know with certainty what tomorrow might bring into our lives.

     But for those who have a personal relationship with God through the Lord Jesus Christ, for those who accept God's word as absolute truth, they can have a much different attitude towards life.

READ 1 Cor. 15:58

1CO 15:58 Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.

     The biblical principle is that death ushers in eternal life.  This biblical truth gives tremendous stability to this life, and it also brings meaningful purpose to life.  For we know that whatever we do for the Lord is not in vain.  For this life is not all there is.

     To really live in this life, we must die, die to self, our fleshly desires.

     But when we die, we really begin to live.  For we have the absolute assurance that we will be raised from the dead to eternal life in heaven.
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