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“The Great News about the Good News”

1 Corinthians 15:1-11

Let’s face it: most Christians think doctrine is dull. Mention a sermon or study on theology and many mentally check out. “Don’t give me that dry, dusty doctrine,” they say, “let’s talk about something practical and relevant.”

Now, I’m all about practical and relevant. If you can’t put into practice what you hear, I think I’ve wasted your time. I just don’t think that orthodoxy—right belief—is disconnected with orthopraxy—right practice.
 Howard Hendricks put it this way:
Every now and then someone says to me, “You know, Hendricks, it really makes no difference what you believe. The important thing is how you behave.” But that’s biblical nonsense. It makes all the difference in the world what you believe, because what you believe determines how you behave. To be sure, you can believe correctly and not behave correctly. But you cannot consistently behave correctly unless you believe correctly.

The final subject Paul addresses in 1 Corinthians is very doctrinal in nature. In fact, Paul deals with the most basic and essential doctrines in the first eleven verses of the fifteenth chapter. From that foundation, he builds on one particular doctrine through the rest of the chapter: the resurrection of the dead.

Corinth was a Greek city, and the Greeks by and large did not believe in the resurrection of the dead. When Paul had preached at Athens and declared the fact of Christ’s resurrection, some of his listeners actually laughed at him. This skeptical attitude had somehow invaded the church and Paul had to face it head-on. The truth of the resurrection had doctrinal and practical implications for life that were too important to ignore. Paul dealt with the subject in chapter 15.
 In this chapter we have the earliest and fullest writing about the resurrection of Jesus Christ that has come down to us.

The Basic Essence of the Gospel

Paul sets forth the basic essence of the gospel in verses 1-4,

Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures…
What does Paul mean by “gospel”? The English term “gospel” comes from the Middle English compound “good-spell,” where “spell” means “tale.” The gospel is therefore the “good story.” The Greek term euangelion described the favorable report of a messenger from the battlefield or the official proclamation that an heir to the king had been born. The good news that Paul proclaimed concerned Jesus Christ’s death for sin and His resurrection as well as salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. Paul’s brief “review” of the gospel essentials in this text is regarded by scholars as “seat of doctrine” for the gospel. Here Paul intended to define the gospel for his readers. In clear, simple terms, these verses answer the question, “What is the gospel?”

How important is the gospel? Notice what Paul says in verse two: “By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you.” The phrase “you are saved” is in the present continuous in the Greek, “you are being saved.” There is a sense in which salvation is once for all, and another sense in which it is progressive. We do not exhaust the meaning of salvation by our experience when we first believe.
 Throughout our lives on earth we are in the process of being saved, even though the fact of our salvation is firmly established.
That is why the Gospel is the most important message the church ever proclaims.
 Community outreach and charitable work is good and commendable, but nothing should ever take the place of spreading the good news of Jesus to those who do not know Him. 
In verse three Paul writes, “For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance…” The Gospel is not Paul’s invention. He simply passed on what he had received (just as Paul described his teaching on the Lord’s Supper in 11:23). This is the accepted language for the handing on of tradition. Paul is not giving us some views he has worked out for himself; he is passing on what had been told him.

In the rest of verse three and verse four he spells it out: “…that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures…” The message of the gospel is both simple and profound. It can be expressed in five words—”Jesus died and rose again”—or it can be expounded in sixteen chapters (as in the whole book of Romans). We can describe what we mean by “Jesus” (the person of Christ), we can detail the saving significance of Christ’s death (the substitutionary atonement), and we can defend the historicity of the bodily resurrection of Jesus (apologetics). Even young children, however, can learn the basic content of the gospel message: “Jesus died and rose again.”

In such a brief statement it is a little surprising to find this reference to Christ’s burial. The early church was in no doubt about the reality of the death of Jesus, and the fact of burial is evidence of this (it is mentioned in all four Gospels).
 The sacrifice for sin required that the victim die—after all, “the wages of sin is death”—and so the literal death of Jesus is essential to the Gospel message. Attempts by liberals who claim that Jesus never actually died on the cross invalidates God’s plan of salvation for mankind.

Paul asserts that the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus are “according to the Scriptures,” referring to the Old Testament. The various sacrifices detailed in Leviticus 1-7 pointed to the sacrifice of Christ as our substitute and Saviour. The annual Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16 and prophecies like Isaiah 53 would also come to mind.

That Jesus died is a verifiable fact. It takes no faith to believe this irrefutable detail of history. That Christ died “for our sins,” however, is a matter of faith. God’s special revelation of the significance of the Messiah’s death must interpret the meaning of the historical fact. We find this proof in an Old Testament prophecy of the coming Messiah written about seven hundred years prior to the birth of Jesus in Isaiah 53:4-9,

Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. By oppression and judgment he was taken away. And who can speak of his descendants? For he was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgression of my people he was stricken. He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death, though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth.

Scripture proved the saving significance of His death as a substitutionary atonement for our sin: He died in our place so we could be eternally freed from the penalty of death.
 Paul summarized this in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”
The great news of the Gospel, though, is that Jesus did not stay dead. He was raised on the third day—also “according to the Scriptures.” But where does the Old Testament declare His resurrection on the third day? Jesus pointed to the experience of Jonah in Matthew 12:38-41. In 1 Corinthians 15:23 Paul compared Christ’s resurrection to the “firstfruits,” and the firstfruits were presented to God on the day following the Sabbath after Passover, according to Leviticus 23:9-14.
 Isaiah 53:10-12 concludes,

Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the Lord makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the Lord will prosper in his hand. After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities. Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.

The heartbeat of Christianity is the good news of Christ’s atoning death and glorious resurrection.
 The resurrection is no tailpiece to Christian doctrine. It is the centerpiece.

The Biblical Evidence of the Gospel

Most Christians would affirm the basic essence of the Gospel. Even those who may have a limited knowledge of Scripture could identify the facts that Jesus died, was buried, and rose again. But if you asked them why they believe those facts, many would simply shrug their shoulders and say, “I don’t know…I guess you just have to believe.”

Unfortunately, Christianity has a reputation among outsiders as requiring “blind faith,” in which one must close their eyes, hold their nose, and take a big leap in the dark. Hence those with an IQ over 80 tend to shy away from such anti-intellectualism.

Paul, however, who himself had a highly trained, brilliant mind, would disagree with such an analysis. In verses 5-7 he provides the biblical evidence of the Gospel:

…and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. 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. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born. 

It doesn’t take faith to believe Jesus died, but to believe in the miraculous, bodily resurrection of Jesus takes great faith. People don’t just come to life again after being dead for three days! Resurrection wasn’t any more believable in the first century than it is in the twenty-first century. This is why Jesus appeared repeatedly, not only to his closest disciples but also to doubters.

In Acts 1:3, Luke describes the numerous encounters with the risen Christ this way: “After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.” Luke was no fifth-generation historian rummaging through a growing collection of rumors and legends. He was a personal companion of Paul and other firsthand witnesses of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Luke emphasizes the fact that the appearances of Jesus were real. They were not just momentary glimpses out of the corners of their eyes, but prolonged visits with their Master and Lord. Rather than being subjective visions and dreams, they were real group experiences with the risen Savior—walking with Him, eating with Him, touching Him, and talking with Him.

Here Paul gives a list of the resurrection appearances. It is not an exhaustive list, for he does not mention all the appearances to the women.
 But he does mention Peter and the Twelve, James (the half-brother of Jesus), and over five hundred disciples at the same time, perhaps at the time of His ascension. This could not have been a hallucination or a deception.

The Broad Extent of the Gospel

Paul concludes this section by demonstrating the broad extent of the Gospel in verses 9-11,

For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me. Whether, then, it was I or they, this is what we preach, and this is what you believed.
Paul lists himself as the last eyewitness of the resurrected Christ yet, far from bragging about such a distinction, he admits that he was unfit for salvation, much less for a ministry as an apostle, since he had once viciously persecuted the church. Because of the great extent of his rebellion against Christ, Paul understood far more than most the miracle of God’s grace. In light of his former severe antagonism toward Christians, Paul rightly attributed his calling and his ministry to the unmerited grace of God.
 The radical change in his life—a change that brought him persecution and suffering—is certainly evidence that the Lord had indeed been raised from the dead.
 Paul freely ascribes all that he has done in Christian work to the grace of God.

Elsewhere Paul writes about this in 1 Timothy 1:12-16,

I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 

Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.
Paul sets himself up as “Exhibit A” in the broad extent of the Gospel. “If the grace of God can reach a sinner such as I,” he argues, “it can reach anyone.” The good news of Jesus is not for good people or hard working people or exceptional people. The Gospel of Jesus Christ is for ordinary people who may not seem to have anything to offer. 

Andy Stanley has written a short little book entitled, How Good Is Good Enough? He discusses the popular notion that “good people go to Heaven” while “bad people go to Hell.” Yet Jesus told the “bad people” of His day—tax collectors and prostitutes—that they were going to Heaven while He told the “good people”—the religious leaders—that they were going to Hell! How can that make sense?

His point is not that all bad people go to Heaven—there were certainly some bad people in Jesus’ day that faced eternity in the Lake of Fire—but that there really is no such thing as good people. All are sinners in need to salvation. The problem with “good people” is that they often don’t realize their need for a Savior, while “bad people” often don’t need much convincing about their need. As we read in Mark 2:16-17,

When the teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw him eating with the “sinners” and tax collectors, they asked his disciples: “Why does he eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” On hearing this, Jesus said to them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”

He wasn’t suggesting that there were “healthy people” who didn’t need Him; He was stating that they thought they were healthy and didn’t need Him. The tax collectors and “sinners” recognized their need, which is always the first step toward recovery. As Stanley concludes, “The good news is that good people don’t go to heaven—forgiven people do.”

This leads us to two conclusions. First, there is no one too far gone that the grace of God cannot save. Think of the worst person you can imagine. Jesus died for him or her. Don’t be so quick to write off anybody as hopeless. Paul says, in essence, “If God can forgive me, He can forgive anyone!” God’s grace is greater than all their sin.

Second, there is no one too far gone that the grace of God cannot save. That may sound redundant, because it is. But make it personal. Maybe when you thought of the worst person you could imagine, you thought of yourself. Perhaps you are the one you think is too far gone for the grace of God to reach. Paul says—I say to you—that’s just not true. God’s grace is greater than all your sin.

And that’s the great news about the Good News.
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