
1 Corinthians 15:12-26
A matter of life and death

Many of you will know that over the last month Jenny and I have been working
on getting her Dad’s bungalow at Illogan cleared and smartened up a bit so that it
can be put up for sale. It’s amazing what you come across when you finally have to
clear a house that you’ve lived in for a few decades.

When we moved from Harlow, back in 2004, all those bits of wood that might
have come in handy one day had to come down from the loft. That needed four car
loads taken to the local dump. When we had my own Dad’s property to sort out,
back in 2005, we eventually had to resort to a skip. This time we thought it was
more sensible to employ a house clearance firm to handle things. But before that,
we of course sifted through various piles of stuff to see if there were things that we
wanted to keep.

And I noticed - not that I think we kept this one - that Dad had a DVD of a
1946 or 1947 film with the very same title as our talk this morning. I think I’ve only
seen it the once, and a very curious total fantasy it is too.

David Niven stars as a British bomber pilot in 1945, returning from a mission,
when his plane is hit by enemy fire. But as he faces what he had reckoned was
certain death, and jumps from the plane rather than burning up … a mixup happens
in heaven (according to IMDB’s summary of the story). Well, actually on earth …
when Niven’s plane enters a fog bank at a critical moment, and his “conductor” fails
to find him until 20 hours later than he was “supposed to” die.

During those extra 20 hours of life, Niven develops a deep romantic
attachment with the woman whose voice he heard on his radio as the plane was
going down. And eventually a trial has to be convened in “heaven” - I put that in
quote marks, too, because it bears very little resemblance to the Christian
understanding of heaven! - to decide whether this fault on the part of the heavenly
“conductor” means that Niven should be given a second chance at life with his
new-found love ... or not. It really is, in that sense, precisely “what it says on the
tin”: for Niven’s character, the outcome of the trial is not at all theoretical, but literally
a matter of life and death.

Of course, just like I mentioned last week, “literally” is an overworked word
nowadays. Fortunately, we’re not often faced with literal life or death decisions. But
I do wonder what it shows if people use the phrase non-literally. I guess that one of
the most famous usages of that must be by the former football player and then
manager Bill Shankly. That’s a picture of his statue outside Liverpool’s Anfield
ground. He’s probably most famous for his time as manager of Liverpool, when he
took them from being in 1959 a side struggling to stay in the then Second Division -
we’d call it “Championship” now - to being the top club in the First Division -
nowadays the Premier League. In his 15 years in the role, Liverpool won that top
spot three times, two FA cups, and the UEFA cup. His immediate successor, Bob
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Paisley, was even more successful, but, it’s also fair to say, largely building on that
Shankly foundation.

But how important was football to Shankly? In one of his final interviews in
1981, he’s quoted as saying,

Someone said to me 'To you football is a matter of life or death!' and I said
'Listen, it's more important than that!'

Now of course that has to be just exaggerated for effect. Stories grow in the
telling, and words shrink as you devalue them in that way. But, seriously, what could
be more important than life and death? If football was more important to Bill Shankly
than his own life … what was he? More than just dedicated, surely? Obsessive,
perhaps? Fanatic? Would you even say sadly deluded? Because - let’s just up the
stakes - could you say that football (or any sport) is more important than your eternal
life.

Could there be something more important than just physical life or death …
eternal life or eternal death? How could or should there be something more
important to you than your own eternal destiny?

And that is precisely what is at stake, the Bible says, at the heart of that
original Easter Sunday.  It might be a wonderfully stirring tune that we use to sing

Lo! Jesus meets us
Risen from the tomb

What if that wasn’t actually true? What if that was just something symbolic?
That although his body was really still there in the tomb - or removed on some
half-baked notion by some of his disciples, perhaps - don’t worry, his message lives
on.  We can still live by his ideals.  His teachings will still inspire us.

Does it really matter whether that is just a nice - though scarcely believable …
we know such things don’t really happen! - a nice conclusion to cover over the sad
and grisly truth? To make it a story you can tell to the kids, as well as to grown
adults, and we can all pretend to believe it for a while at Easter just like we pretend
to believe other things at Christmas?

Or is the risen Jesus really, actually, literally true? Does it matter? Not just
“for the record”, but as a matter, seriously, of life and death?

If you go back to what the early Christians clearly did believe - and remember
that they would have been best placed to check out the validity of what they were
being taught - then you have to answer Yes to that question. We’ve got the
testimony of that huge - and hugely important - chapter in Paul’s first letter to the
church at Corinth telling us conclusively how foundational all of this was to them.
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For once, we didn’t read the opening words, but picked up Paul’s argument
part-way through. But here is how it kicks off. Notice the words stating that this is of
top-level priority.

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I 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, ...

(1 Corinthians 15:3-4)

But a little later on in this chapter it looks as if Paul has to counter the fact
that, despite it being of “first importance”, some people still don’t get it.

Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of
you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?

(1 Corinthians 15:12)

Actually, from his tone, it looks as if Paul doesn’t get how they don’t get it.
Sounds like there’s something of a surprise behind his having to say this, perhaps
even exasperation. Folks, he wants to say, this is “of first importance”. This really is,
at the eternal level, the most serious question, an honest-to-goodness literal matter
of life and death. Christ’s death and then life again. And whether our experience of
physical death will be followed by eternal death or eternal life.

So let’s just see quickly the various arguments he stacks up, trying to drive his
point home.

You see, there were people then, by the looks of it, who would use the same
kind of argument that people do nowadays. They have already - whether
consciously or not - a particular view on how this world (this universe) works. And it
excludes miracles. Spirituality is just nonsense, according to this line. The
pronouncements of faith are just so much hot air.

● Just be honest in what you say

Do you see the problem? People “putting on a religious hat”, so to speak.
Saying their religious stuff, but with fingers crossed behind their back. Saying
stuff which they really believe, underneath it all, just isn’t true, doesn’t accord with
reality and the world as we really know it to be.

So the position of Christian faith says that Jesus Christ rose from death. But
in your heart of hearts, you might think that things like this don’t happen, can’t
happen. The resurrection of Christ is just impossible. It contradicts natural laws. So
there must be some other kind of explanation.  There just must!

But this is where Paul takes issue. The Christian faith is about reality. There
is no “religious truth” which operates in a totally different realm, unconnected with the
real world, where you can say what you like and smile nicely about it … but everyone
knows it isn’t really the case.  So ...
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Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of
you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?

(1 Corinthians 15:12)

You just have to be consistent and honest here, and follow wherever that
leads you. So … if things like this can’t happen … just watch the dominoes start to
tumble. If things like this can’t happen … it can’t have happened to Jesus. The
general rule must apply in that specific case.

But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been
raised.

(1 Corinthians 15:13)

In that case, it’s nonsense to argue that “Jesus is risen” is “a religious truth” …
when it’s actually false. So what the preachers say, and the believers believe … is
just wrong.  Empty.  A waste of time.  Self-delusion.

And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your
faith is in vain.

(1 Corinthians 15:14)

But - though this maybe wouldn’t trouble an atheist nowadays … but this
would have hit home more powerfully in years gone by - if we say “Jesus is risen”,
we are making false statements about God himself. If there is a God, that sounds a
pretty serious thing to risk!  Remember that Commandment?

“You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the
LORD will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.”

(Exodus 20:7)

But that’s what it would be, if Jesus is not risen:

We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified
about God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it is true that the
dead are not raised.

(1 Corinthians 15:15)

Ah, but it’s not just that we’re saying general stuff that is false and empty …
but specific stuff is false and empty. So what about sin, that alienation from God that
will lead to final judgement?  If … “of first importance” …

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that
Christ died for our sins ...

(1 Corinthians 15:3)

If that’s not true either … then what protects us from that judgement of God?
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And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in
your sins.

(1 Corinthians 15:17)

And here’s perhaps a more emotive reason, too. What about those other
believers who have died? What has happened to them? Come on now, don’t hide
behind the religious platitudes that you hear at all too many religious funerals
nowadays. Granny has not turned into a star, and is not watching over you, really.
That always was a load of nonsensical twaddle. Why, we might also ask, would
Granny want to be transformed into a gigantic ongoing thermonuclear explosion
trillions of miles from her home planet, and get the news about dear little Maisie back
on Earth delayed by perhaps some tens of thousands of years? But if we say to one
another, that

My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better.
(Philippians 1:23)

… and if that is just another load of hot air, if Jesus did not rise from the dead.

Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.
(1 Corinthians 15:18)

In fact, says Paul, if Jesus really stayed dead in that tomb outside Jerusalem,
we have got the very worst of all possible worlds. We endure insults and privations
and even persecution for a cause which is demonstrably false. We are simply
pitiable idiots, if that is so.

If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be
pitied.

(1 Corinthians 15:19)

Why spend your life on something which sounds noble, but actually is at best
empty, and at worst cruelly misleading and deceptive?

“Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your
labour for that which does not satisfy?”

(Isaiah 55:2)

Folks, what I’m saying to you today really is a matter of life and death. If what
I’m saying to you is false, then I am asking you to totally waste your life. If there is
this life only, then the pagan has it exactly right - as Paul says a few verses later:

What do I gain if, humanly speaking, I fought with beasts at Ephesus? If
the dead are not raised, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”

(1 Corinthians 15:32)

If Jesus isn’t alive today, get out there and party. Get yourself totally wasted.
Because whatever you do with your life, it’s just wasting it one way or another.
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Nothing has any purpose or meaning, really. It’s just a question of which set of lies
you are happy enough to tell yourself and maybe even live by. If Jesus did not rise
from the dead.

But Paul assures us that that happening to Jesus is the reality. And that puts
everything else back into balance, and brings promise and hope and security.

But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those
who have fallen asleep.

(1 Corinthians 15:20)

Firstfruits … implying there is more to come, in time.

For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. But each
in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then at his coming those who belong to
Christ.

(1 Corinthians 15:22-23)

And when Jesus comes - we say “comes again”, typically, but in the NT it’s
very often referred to simply as “when he comes” - this whole world system will have
reached its conclusion. We might think in terms of projection forward into an
indefinite future, and will global warming wreck the world by the end of this century?
Will humanity invent warp drive or something like it and reach the stars? Maybe,
and maybe not. But the Scriptures tell me this world system will come to an end,
one day, and then …

Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father
after destroying every rule and every authority and power. For he must reign
until he has put all his enemies under his feet.

(1 Corinthians 15:24-25)

Then things will be wrapped up. Not like me and Jenny wrapping up her
Dad’s affairs and preparing to sell his house, end of story. When Jesus comes, it will
be an end and a beginning. Something new and better will come in this world’s
place. It will be like, but also very unlike this world that we know. Here’s one of the
biggies!

The last enemy to be destroyed is death.
(1 Corinthians 15:26)

So … a matter of life and death. What do you think? Does that fit the bill for
today’s passage?  When we’re faced with the truths we sang about a bit earlier on …

And we are raised with him,
Death is dead, love has won, Christ has conquered;

And we shall reign with him,
For he lives: Christ is risen from the dead!

6



… can you think of any more important news for this world to hear? Or any
more important news for you to hear and consider and respond to?

7


