
 
 

 
 

 
THE SUNDAY SERVICE  

 

  Andrew Overton-Brown | 11 April 2021   

Hi, my name is Andrew and I am the worship coordinator here at Emmanuel. It's 
great to be speaking this morning as we start our new teaching series on 
resurrection. Having celebrated Easter last week, we will now be spending the 
next six weeks looking at a few different passages in the Bible that speak about 
the resurrection of Jesus. We will explore why it is so significant, and what it 
means for us, both in this life, and the future. 
For the next three weeks we are going to be looking at 1 Corinthians chapter 15, 
starting today with verses 1 – 11. 
Let me pray. 
 
What comes to mind for you when I say '1966'? For some of us, we may straight 
away be thinking that of course that is the year of the birth of our very own 
Reverend Broadley.  
Others of us will be thinking of England winning the football World Cup.  
That famous event has become very important to our national identity (for some 
more than others!). But looking at the lack of success of our national team over 
the last half a century since then, it could be quite hard to believe that it actually 
happened... I was born a number of decades after the event – can I really trust 
that England won the World Cup? 
That's quite a silly thing for me to say really. However unbelievable it may seem, 
there is ample evidence that it happened – TV clips, newspaper articles, and of 
course, the eye-witness testimony of people who were actually there, who are 
still alive to tell the story today. 
 
Maybe a better example would be what happened three years later in 1969 – 
man walked on the moon. An event of great significance for mankind, and and 
event that a number of people actually dispute whether or not it happened, in 
spite of the evidence for it. They would rather believe conspiracy theories.  
 
The resurrection of Jesus is a bit like man walking on the moon, or England 
winning the football world cup.  
The resurrection of Jesus is an event of great importance, that to many people 
seems unbelievable. And many people would say that the supposed resurrection 
of Jesus is actually the greatest conspiracy of history.   
 
In these eleven verses that we are looking at today, Paul addresses two aspects 
of the resurrection of Jesus, which I've alluded to already in these opening 
illustrations, and I will use as my two main sections for this sermon.  
Firstly, Paul speaks of the Importance of the resurrection of Jesus.  
And secondly, he speaks of the Confidence that we can have in the resurrection 
of Jesus. And by that I mean the confidence that it really did happen.  
 
So, firstly, the Importance of the resurrection of Jesus. 
The passage that we are looking at today starts like this: 
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“Now, brothers and sisters, 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.” 
 
Paul is writing this letter to the Christians in Corinth, and at this point in his letter, 
he wants to remind the Corinthians of the core message of the Gospel. It is this 
that saves them, faith in this message. 
 
Paul goes on: 
“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, and that he appeared to Cephas [that is, 
Peter], and then to the Twelve.”  
 
This message, the gospel, is what is of 'first importance' to Christians. This is the 
heart of what Christianity is all about. Christ's death and resurrection, for our sins, 
as foretold in the scriptures. 
Above all else, this is why Jesus came – to die for our sins, and rise again. When 
all tradition and opinion and preference is stripped away, this is what we must still 
be left with as Christians of any denomination – the faith in Christ's death for our 
sins, and belief in his resurrection.  
This is our basis for unity with other Christians, who may well have very different 
beliefs to us on a range of issues, whether that be baptism, communion, the roles 
of women, gifts of the Spirit, style of music and worship. We may have very little in 
common with some other Christians, but we will always have what is of first 
importance in common: the belief that Christ died for our sins and then was raised 
to life again. If someone does not believe that, well then they simply are not a 
Christian! That's the implication of what Paul is telling us here.  
 
As well as being the basis for unity with all other believers, this gospel message, 
that which is of first importance, is also what distinguishes us from other belief 
systems. Other religions and world-views can encourage people to be loving, 
kind and charitable – and these are good things that Christians should do – but it 
is only us that believe in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of our sins. Judaism would teach that Jesus never came back to life, 
Islam teaches that Jesus didn't even die on the cross, and there are those that 
would call themselves Christians, but would deny that Jesus' death was for our 
sins, that it was something less, simply symbolic. Others who identify as Christians 
don't believe that the Jesus really rose from the dead, that it was a metaphor, or 
just a spiritual resurrection. But these things are contrary to the clear teaching of 
the Bible, including in the passage that we are looking at today.  
As Paul makes clear – that which is of first importance, the gospel message that 
saves us, is that Christ died for our sins, and rose to life again, just as the 
scriptures foretold.  
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Let me just be clear though – Christianity is more than mere intellectual assent to 
some core doctrine. Doctrine is of course very important, and we must of course 
believe the correct things about Jesus. But Christianity goes beyond this, and is a 
personal relationship with God himself, a relationship that we get by putting our 
trust in the death and resurrection of Jesus to save us from our sins, and bring us 
in to right standing before God.  
 
There are two main parts to this gospel – death and resurrection. Our focus in this 
series is on the resurrection, so the question for us is: why is the resurrection of 
Jesus one of the two things included, in that which is of first importance? Why is 
Jesus' resurrection of highest significance? 
What makes it stand above any other Bible story, any other miracle, or even over 
any of the other accounts of people being raised to life in the Bible?   
What makes it more than just a happy ending to the Easter story?  
 
Well, as we go through our series on the resurrection, we will hear talks that 
explain many of reasons, such as: 
The hope that it brings us, the joy that it brings us, the assurance of our own 
future resurrection, how it validates Jesus and Christianity. There are many 
reasons why the resurrection is of such importance, and we will get to see these 
in detail over the next six weeks. 
 
But what I want to touch on today, regarding the importance of the resurrection, is 
linked to what Paul says in this passage. He says that “by this gospel you are 
saved” before going on to explain it as the message of the death and resurrection 
of Christ.  
We rightly think of Jesus' death on the cross as what saves us from our sins, but 
the resurrection is tied to this too. 
We see this not just in this passage, but elsewhere in the New Testament, Paul 
says this is Romans chapter 10: 
“if you declare with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God 
raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”  
 
When Jesus paid for our sins on the cross, taking the punishment that we all 
deserve, he defeated the power of sin for all who believe in him. And what is the 
ultimate consequence of sin? – It is death. Death entered the world through sin, 
and is now an inescapable reality. If there was no hope of life after death, death 
would render essentially meaningless all that we experience in this world. It was 
not God's original design for humanity. 
So when Jesus died on the cross, dealing with sin once and for all, he also broke 
the power of sin to hold humanity in death. Jesus' resurrection is therefore his 
victory over death, very much tied to his defeat of sin.  
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Through faith in Christ we are saved from our sin, and we are saved into eternal 
life, through the death and the resurrection of Jesus. He has beaten death for us, 
so that we can live forever, even though we die.  
 
The resurrection of Jesus is of first importance. It is part of the core gospel 
message that defines us as Christians. And it is so, because it is essential to the 
way that Jesus has saved us from the power of sin and death. 
 
I now want to move on to my second main section, which is our Confidence in the 
resurrection. That we can have real confidence that Jesus really did physically rise 
from the dead.  
 
Picking back up in our passage, from verse 5: 
“he appeared to Cephas [Peter], and then to the Twelve. 
After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters 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”  
 
If the resurrection of Jesus really is as important as Paul says it is, then you would 
hope that Paul would give the Corinthian church reading this letter some solid 
reasons to believe in it. You would want the thing that you are staking your life on 
to be more than blind faith, more than 'take my word for it'. 
 
But Paul does exactly that in these verses.  That the resurrection can be validated 
is critical to Paul. 
As well as telling the Corinthians that the risen Jesus appeared to James (who is 
Jesus' half brother), as well as all the apostles, the most amazing claim is that 
Jesus appeared to over 500 people at the same time! And most of these 500 
people, at the time of Paul writing this letter, were still alive. 
In other words, Paul is saying to the Corinthians: 
“You can have absolute confidence that Jesus really did rise from the dead. And 
don't just take my word for it, there are over 500 people still alive today who you 
can go and speak to. They'll testify to this too!” 
 
Paul is assuring the Corinthians that the central belief of their faith is one that can 
be verified by hundreds of eye-witnesses. If a doubting Corinthian was to track 
these people down, it is unlikely that they would have contradictory stories, if Paul 
is indeed telling the truth.  
 
Now, you may be thinking, that is all very well for those who were the original 
recipients of this letter – most of those 500 were still alive, but that's not the case 
any more. 
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This is true. Whilst I can still speak to people who were alive to witness the moon 
landing, or England winning the world cup, I can't find anyone over 2,000 years 
old...  
 
Despite this though, I think that we can still have real confidence today that Jesus 
really did rise from the dead. 
 
I want to quickly mention three reasons, based on agreed upon facts, that show 
this to be the case. The reliability of the gospels, the missing body of Jesus, and 
the testimonies of the early disciples in the face of persecution. 
 
Firstly, the Reliability of the Gospels. 
To some people, saying that we believe something to be true, because the Bible 
says so, may sound like blind faith. But we really do have good reason to trust the 
Bible, and specifically for us, the gospel accounts of the resurrection of Jesus.  
 
One reason for the reliability of the gospels is that they all contain very specific 
facts including names of officials, geographical sites, currencies, and times of 
events that have all been confirmed as accurate. 
The 19th century geographer Sir William Ramsay, started out as an opponent of 
Christianity, but became firmly convinced of the accuracy of the New Testament 
as a result of the overwhelming evidence he discovered during his research. 

 
In addition to this, the New Testament writings were circulated within a lifetime of 
those who lived at the same time as the events of Jesus’ life and death. If the 
Gospels were inaccurate or untruthful, they would not have survived. 

 
Finally, on why we can trust the Gospels account of Jesus’ life, is the sheer 
number of manuscripts that we have of the New Testament. There are vastly 
more manuscripts that contain all or some of the New Testament, than any other 
ancient historical work, and to add to this, the gap between the writing of the 
original and the earliest copies available today is far smaller for the New 
Testament manuscripts than any other ancient historical writing. 
This tells us that we can be confident that what we have today when we read the 
Bible, is in fact what was written down by the original writers, and as I have 
stated, there is more evidence for this than any other ancient historical writing. 

The former director of the British Museum, Sir Frederic Kenyon, was one of the 
foremost experts on ancient manuscripts and their authority. Shortly before his 
death, he wrote this concerning the New Testament: 

“The interval between the dates of the original composition (of the New 
Testament) and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be in fact 
negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that the Scriptures have come 
down to us substantially as they were written has now been removed. Both the 
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authenticity and the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may be 
regarded as finally established.” (The Bible and Archaeology, pp. 288-89). 

This seems to settle it – the New Testament accounts themselves should be 
sufficient to give us confidence that Jesus really did rise from the dead. 
But for those who doubt, or maybe those who believe the New Testament 
authors were lying, we move on to our next reasons. 
 
Empty tomb/missing body 
The simple fact is, that nobody has ever produced the body of Jesus. Many 
religions will have graves to commemorate their prophet or teacher, where the 
body lays at rest. But Jesus' body has never been produced. And this is not 
without want. When the disciples were first going around Jerusalem, proclaiming 
that Jesus had risen from the dead, all either the Romans, or the Jewish leaders 
would have had to have done, would be to produce the body of Jesus for all to 
see, and that would have been the end of Christianity. But neither the Romans, or 
the Jewish leaders, nor anyone since, has been able to do so. 
 
This has lead many people to conclude that the resurrection of Jesus is indeed 
the greatest conspiracy in history, plotted by the disciples to start Christianity – 
that they stole and hid the body of Jesus, then making up the resurrection 
accounts. But this does not make sense when you realise what happened to the 
disciples. 
And this leads to my third and final reason for confidence in the resurrection: 
Persecution endured by the Apostles  
 
We know from history that huge numbers of early Christians were tortured and 
killed for holding to the belief in the resurrected Jesus, including 10 out of the 11 
remaining disciples of Jesus. 
If the disciples knew that this was all a big lie, that Jesus was actually dead, then 
why would they pay with their lives in defence of this claim? Would they really all 
be willing to lose everything, including their lives, for the sake of what they knew 
to be untrue? 
 
We know from what Paul says in our passage, that there were hundreds of 
witnesses to the resurrection. It is likely that many of these would have faced 
persecution, just for stating that they had seen the risen Jesus. All they would 
have had to do to avoid persecution would be to admit to lying about this. But 
this did not happen 
Because of this, I don’t think it is a plausible explanation to say that the disciples 
stole Jesus' body and started a conspiracy. 
 
On their own, each of these three reasons give us confidence to believe that 
Jesus really did rise again – we have good reason to trust what the New 
Testament says, we know that the tomb was empty, and no – one has ever 
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produced Jesus' body, and the eye-witnesses of the resurrection being willing to 
die for stating this fact. And when put together, we can build a really strong case 
that the resurrection of Jesus is the most likely and best explanation of the 
events of the first Easter.  
We do not have a blind faith, but a solid and reasonable one. 
 
 
Summary/Conclusion 
As we approach the end of this talk, let me summarise what we have learned 
from this passage today: 
The message of Jesus' death and resurrection for our sins, as foretold in 
scripture, is what is of first importance in our Christian faith. We must hold fast to 
this truth, because it is what saves us. 
And we can have real confidence that these events at the heart of our faith did 
really happen – and what we have looked at specifically today is that even two 
thousand years on, we can have confidence that Jesus really rose from the dead, 
offering us the opportunity to share in his victory over death.  
 
Application 
So what does this mean for us today. 
 
Firstly, let's remember that what is of first importance then, is still of first 
importance now. Let's not take the focus of our faith off of the message of 
Christ's death and resurrection. Let's never let any other agenda, tradition or 
preference take the centre in our hearts and lives. 
 
Secondly, this message should really encourage our own faith. To see that we 
can have a sure confidence in what is at the heart of our faith, should cause us to 
rejoice, and encourage our hearts to grow in our trust in Christ. Be confident in 
your own faith, that it is true and so important to believe.  
 
And lastly, be confident in sharing the gospel with others. It is of first importance 
to everyone, not just us, because faith in the death and resurrection of Christ is 
the only way to be saved, the only way to share in the victory over death. 
And we can share our faith confidently, knowing that it does hold up to scrutiny. 
Even if you don't have all the answers, and let's face it, none of us do, you can 
share something of what you've heard from this talk with a friend or family 
member. 
 
Let's pray. 
 


