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Sermon Title: ‘If Christ did not rise….’
Bible Reference: 1 Cor 15:17
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
If Christ has not been raised …  1 Cor 15:17
The Res is key truth in the Christian faith. Take it away and we’ve rely nothing left but a religion. No new life, no power for living, no hope. In fact if it’s not true we’re pretty much wasting our time! Or as Paul puts it – ‘If Christ is not risen we are to be pitied more than all people’! Why on earth willingly deny ourselves things – as we all do, for nothing! Why not eat, drink and be merry? Why stick with things that may be hard, why rein in the natural desires and tendencies we have? 

I want in this sermon to help you with two things – 1st, to be confident yourself in what you believe – to be able to give a sensible reason for the hope you have. And 2nd, to be on the front foot with those who say the Bible isn’t true or that Jesus didn’t exist. We need to be able to at least give them something to think about:

This denial is not new though! From the very morning it happened, been those who sort to deny it or explain it away – remember Matt 27:11f (Jews bribing guards). It’s still the same. 

So I’ll take you through four of the best reasons we can believe this really happened:  
1. The Fact that there was no body to display
2. The Fact that the disciples were so radically changed
3. The Fact of the many witnesses

4. The Fact that the Bible can be trusted
1. The Fact that there was no body to display
Jesus resurrection was central in the message of the early disciples. It was compelling as the disciples told others what had happened and thousands believed. At first the Jews were inclined to say that this new movement would burn itself out – as other religious groups had done. But it didn’t – and soon became a major headache for those who denied Jesus rose from the dead. 
Now, had the disciples been guilty of wishful thinking, or had this just been a kind of ‘spiritual resurrection’, a sort of resurrection of ‘hope’ in their hearts then all the Jewish leaders needed to do was to have gone to the tomb and brought out the body. They could have put it on public display for all to see and that would have been the end of the matter! Had they produced the body they could have discredited the Christians in one foul swoop. But they didn’t – because they couldn’t do it! The fact was that there was no body for them to produce; the tomb was empty.

Wrong tomb? Hardly! It was the Jewish leaders that had personally asked Pilate to post a guard at the tomb to ensure it wasn’t tampered with! They knew Jesus had claimed that he would rise from the dead; they took all the precautions they could to ensure that there was no hoax. 

To find the tomb open & the body gone was their worst nightmare! Make no mistake, they knew which tomb it was, and would loved to have been able to disprove the claims of the disciples – but without the body they couldn’t do it!
2. The Fact that the disciples changed so much!

Don’t underestimate this. You remember what they had been like? When Jesus had been arrested they’d all fled, terrified. Peter, the boldest and most outspoken had sworn blind that he even knew Jesus! Late on Easter day Bible tells us that two of them trudging back home dejectedly, their confidence shattered, their faith buried with the corpse of their leader. When the 11 met together they did so frightened and scared stiff; doors locked and curtains closed terrified that they would be the next to be executed. Even when reports came to them that body wasn’t in the tomb and that he was a live they didn’t believe he’d come back to life! 

Yet within weeks these same men and women were standing in the courtyard of the great temple, gathering crowds and proclaiming that Jesus had risen from the dead and calling people to believe and commit themselves to following and obeying him. Fear had been replaced by remarkable boldness. As days turned into weeks and the authorities tried to crush this new movement they fearlessly endured beatings, imprisonment, loss of earnings and lively hoods for the sake of Jesus. 
What else could explain this dramatic turnaround other than the knowledge that Jesus had done what he said he would and had indeed come back from the dead? It’s been said that some people will suffer for what they believe to be true, but no one suffers for what they know to be false!  They would never have suffered as they did had they just been living in ‘make believe’ land, or had they just decided on some cunning ‘mind over matter’ plan. No, the changed disciples can only be explained by the fact of the resurrection of Jesus.

3. The Fact that so many people saw him alive
An ever growing number of people, sane, able minded people testified consistently that Jesus had appeared to them and shown them visible, physical proof of his physical resurrection. These people were not senile nor impressionable adolescents, but were variously (apart from the disciples) women, sceptical men on their travels, 500 at one time, & the original arch enemy – Paul. In his writings some of these people were alive and he refers to them. His story could be corroborated, or rubbished by these people.

The fact that these events happened a long time ago is neither here nor there – the fact is that they were there and give us eye witness accounts of what they saw and heard. We cannot discredit them just because it happened a long time ago – they were honest people who were prepared to live in poverty and die in agony for these things!

4. The Fact that the Bible is reliable 

The major question people have is whether we can actually believe the Bible – can we be sure it’s accurate and not made up? Someone tried to tell me this week that the Bible was written about 200AD and was the result of the church making things up to defend itself. That is rubbish, with no evidence to back it up! Mark was written about 30 yrs after Jesus went back to heaven, Luke and Matthew about 40yrs afterwards and John about 60yrs afterwards. John & Matthew were eyewitnesses, Mark got his info from Peter and Luke was a respected historian who worked with the Ap Paul. 
Paul himself, though he started out as one of the biggest opponents of Jesus had a remarkable encounter with him which completely changed his mind! No one, even the most ardent critics, seriously doubts the fact that he wrote the likes of 1 Corinthians which proclaims the res of Jesus. These documents are all really close time wise to the event – much closer than many other accounts of people & events around the same time, details of which few doubt! It’s only the Bible that gets criticised – I wonder why! 
Then again, some say that the Bible’s been changed by the church to suit it’s agenda.  

Not so! It’s true we don’t have any of the original documents or letters, but we do have a huge, and I mean huge, collection of very, very old copies, (again, earlier than many other same time events) which prove that what we have now is incredibly close to what they had in the earliest days.

So can we be confident the Bible is telling the truth when it says that Jesus rose from the dead? You bet we can! We’ve nothing to be coy or shy about – our faith stands up to the closest scrutiny. 

This has big implications for us.  Coming back from the dead makes him a man like no other, it gives credibility to all he said. Neither Mohammed or Buddha came back to life, no Hindu so called god has ever done this. Jesus stands unique and he calls you today to believe in him; He calls you to turn from your unbelief and disrespect of God, he calls you to follow him as the one who died for your sins and rose again so you can be reconciled to God, so you have his help and support in life and eternal life with him afterwards. 

If you’ve never done so before I call on you, on his behalf to turn and follow him this morning.
If you have then be proud of your master and Lord! Follow him joyfully, gladly, fully. Do not be ashamed or embarrassed. He was not ashamed of you, why would you be ashamed of him. YP – time to stand up for him. All of us - let us go out and live enthusiastically for him that others may see the change or the difference he makes and want to follow him too.
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