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It was G K Chesterton who once observed that when people cease to believe in God they do not believe in nothing; they believe in anything! Over the last 40 years we have seen a number of changes in our society. The 1960s were marked by a profound scepticism about the supernatural and even the possibility of resurrection. In New Zealand the Presbyterian Church was the last church to have a formal Heresy Trial. The Professor of OT in our Theological College had denied that Jesus had been raised in any physical sense and claimed that “the bones of Jesus are probably somewhere in the dust of Judea!” In the fullness of time he was found “not guilty” (even though he was!) but it was a pyrrhic victory because a year later the General Assembly publicly dissociated itself from his views.
The 1960s were a long time ago and Western society has moved on. We may have people like Richard Dawkins making the running on behalf of atheism, but have you noticed how religion or maybe we should call it spirituality is making a bit of a comeback in our society? If you ask someone what they think about Jesus they might tell you “I’m not religious, but I am spiritual!” We are seeing in our generation the fulfilment of Chesterton’s prediction where people are seeking to fill the “God-space” in their lives by believing anything, claiming in the words of the Sinatra doctrine “I did it my way!” It might be Madonna’s Kabbalah or Oprah Winfrey’s “Spirit Channel” or the result of a wander past the spiritual ‘pick & mix’ counter where people take a little bit of this and a bit of that and a dash of something else along with a bit of teaching from some passing nut-job and lo and behold they have their own tailor-made religion.
Instead of viewing the rise of alternative spiritualities as a threat, I suspect we need to look at them as a golden opportunity for the Church and proclaim in the midst of a society that swings from profound scepticism to an almost gullible acceptance of any and every religious inclination that Jesus is truly alive and that his resurrection, far from being either a myth or an empty symbol is a real event witnessed to by men and women of integrity whose word and testimony can be trusted down to this day.
Throughout 1 Corinthians 15 Paul has been at pains to reassure the people in Corinth that the resurrection is a real historical event with implications not just for now but also our ultimate futures. The apostle highlights that the resurrection is part of the essential message of the Christian faith which he proclaimed right from the outset of his ministry in Corinth. [15:1-11]. He shows the drastic consequences for all of us if it can be shown that Christ has not been raised [15:12-20]. He assures us of the ultimate victory which all believers will have over death because Jesus has been raised [15:20-28] and now just to underline the point he highlights why the resurrection of Jesus and indeed our final resurrection is logical and makes sense of the world as we know it. In what is arguably one of the most difficult sections in 1 Corinthians 15 the apostle invites us to reflect on three specific issues that highlight why the resurrection is a fundamental reality of the Christian life that gives meaning to our present Christian living.
1. IF THERE IS NO RESURRECTION – THEN WHAT IS THE POINT OF BAPTISM FOR THE DEAD? 15:29

You hardly need me to tell you that there has been endless speculation down the centuries about what exactly Paul is referring to here. The bottom line is no one really knows and the solution I am going to suggest is tentative and open to review. It appears that there were Christians in Corinth who were getting baptised on behalf of believers who had died before they had had the opportunity of being baptised themselves. We don’t come across this practice anywhere else in the NT so it may well have been something only found in Corinth itself. Paul simply mentions this occurrence without stopping to condemn it because it is outside of his present concern. The chief point which he wants to establish is why would you even consider doing such a thing if there was no resurrection from the dead? These believers who had died before receiving baptism appear to have been baptised by proxy to make sure that they would participate fully in Christ’s final triumph over sin and death and hell when he comes again in glory. The point is clear. If there is no resurrection or if Christ has not been physically and spiritually raised from death then this whole thing that Paul describes is a mere charade and an empty gesture with no ultimate meaning.
Whatever we make of this practice of baptism for the dead, it was carried out with the joy of resurrection as its ultimate outcome. It only makes sense if Jesus has been raised and therefore we are going to be raised because of him.

2. IF THERE IS NO RESURRECTION – THEN WHY PUT YOURSELF IN DANGER FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL? 15:30, 31
It is a fact of life that we live in a profoundly risk-averse society. Everything that can be done to minimise personal risk has been done, almost to the point of lunacy as we witness some of the more dubious guidelines issued by the Health & Safety industry. Now I’m sure we are all agreed it is important for us not to take silly risks. However, we should note that then as now the preaching of the gospel is a profoundly risky business! 
In 2 Corinthians 11:23-33 Paul tells about the risks he had to take for the sake of his ministry. As a list of life-threatening experiences it would drive any official from the Health & Safety Executive nuts! Yet in many respects the experiences which the apostle allowed himself to go through for the sake of the gospel are duplicated in our own day. Simply letting it be known that you are a Christian will in some cultures open you up to threats and intimidation. Every edition of Barnabas Aid magazine bears testimony to the harassment and often false accusations made against our brothers and sisters in Christ in various parts of the world and even in this country we are becoming used to harassment and vexatious law suits for even the most minor infractions against the culture of political correctness where it is acceptable to believe and do anything you like except be and to show you are a faithful follower of Jesus Christ.

The interesting thing about Paul is that he takes the issue of danger and suffering for the gospel in his stride. The possibility that he might die in the service of Christ does not seem to bother him unduly because his Christian faith has already taught him that death is not the end and there is the ultimate hope that because Jesus has died and risen we who are joined to him by faith will experience the same victory over death and the grave in accordance with our Lord’s promise “because I live, you also will live.”
 
That’s why the resurrection of Jesus is so vitally important. It is that hope of resurrection which sustains us and can take us through troubled times. It is a truth that sustained Paul in the darkest days of his ministry and has done the same for countless thousands and millions of believers done through the ages.

But that brings us back to this denial of the resurrection which had been troubling the believers at Corinth. If it hasn’t happened exactly as the NT describes it and you simply reduce it to a vague symbol of hope then the question you have got to ask is why bother with any of this? Why should we put ourselves out for a myth and a delusion? I feel very strongly about this because in a few months time I’ll be heading out for Afghanistan and like Iraq before it, it is a dangerous place to be. When you deploy as a chaplain in those circumstances you need to be very clear in your mind what you believe about the resurrection and the hope that it gives because if you are unclear or worse, unbelieving you will have nothing of any substance to say to those you are serving with. In fact, if it was not for the hope of the resurrection I would not even bother with things like church and faith and service because it would all be meaningless. Even following the ethics of Jesus would be pointless because they would simply turn into a nice collection of arbitrary sayings of the ancient world with no power to transform us. If that was the case we might as well just adopt the principle of making the most of whatever this meaningless life affords and “eat and drink for tomorrow we die.”
    
3. IF THERE IS NO RESURRECTION – THEN WHAT IS THE POINT OF BEING GOOD? 1 Corinthians 15:32-34
Our final point today should strike a real chord with anyone who has observed the way our society has changed over the past 40-50 years. We have passed through a period of profound scepticism about God and the resurrection of Jesus. However, if you take away the resurrection you also undercut a number of other Christian convictions as well such as the fact that we are accountable to God for the way in which we live our lives. In his famous sermon on Mars Hill in Athens Paul links the resurrection with the reality of God’s judgment over the entire world and makes this ringing call: “God now commands all people everywhere to repent, for he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all people by raising him from the dead.”

Do you see what happens if you take away the resurrection? 
All talk of human accountability before God flies out the window and we are effectively free to live to our own agendas providing we do not break that cardinal rule of 21st century living: “Thou shalt not get caught!” If you think about it for more than a few minutes it is this fond belief that we can escape accountability for our lives that underpins a whole raft of social evils from Benefit fraud to feral children causing mayhem in their communities to the scandal of MPs’ expenses. The sin, if we choose to call it that is not in the acts themselves but in the fact of being found out or caught red handed. Every day, through our various media we are seeing the moral and spiritual consequences of the idea “let us eat and drink for tomorrow we die.” 
If human life has no dignity beyond what we arbitrarily assign to it, then who can be at all surprised by the kind of things we read about in our tabloid newspapers? 
Some may be motivated by a spirit of altruism and virtuous ethics but many others will simply go with the consequences of their escape from ultimate accountability before God by leading hedonistic lifestyles. It was ever thus in this nation. When George Whitefield and the Wesleys began their ministries in the mid 1730s they encountered a society very much like the one we have now where unbelief and corruption went hand in hand at every level. The solution they offered was new life in Christ, the hope of change and a better life through the power of the risen Lord Jesus who could not only give them a new start in life but an altogether new life. That message changed a nation and some historians have even argued that it was the preaching of the Wesleys and Whitefield which saved us from the horrors of the French Revolution. At times we see social commentators and politicians wringing their hands in anguish, asking what is to be done to fix our broken society. 
The good news my friends is that you and I in the Christian Church have a working solution at hand. What is needed from us is a renewed confidence in the saving gospel of Jesus Christ, crucified, risen and ascended for us so that we might offer what our community really needs, a real and substantial future hope that begins today so that righteousness may once again exalt our nation
. 
The resurrection of Jesus is an invitation for us to come back to God and enjoy a new life because there is power in the resurrection to transform people and set them free to be all that God intends, in ways they could hardly begin to imagine until they experience it from the inside for “just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.”
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