
May 24, 2020 -- (Easter 7, Death Swallowed in Life) 

Sermon Text – 1 Corinthians 15:1-26, 51-57 

 
- I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died 

for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was 

raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to 

Cephas, then to the twelve.  Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers 

and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died.  Then he 

appeared to James, then to all the apostles.   Last of all, as to one untimely born, he 

appeared also to me…But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward 

me has not been in vain…So we proclaim and so you have come to believe. - 

 

I want to thank Paige for allowing us to use her special music for a second time.  I 

was saddened last week, when I wasn’t able to bring it to you in a “live” setting, so I 

asked if we could use it again.  She said, “Yes.”  And when I listened to it again, I 

thought, “Wow!  It goes perfectly with this week’s reading!”  While the song doesn’t 

mention Paul, in its lyrics, it could easily be telling his story.  The song mentions Moses 

and David and the disciples as examples of “Not-Quites” and the “Never-Get-It-

Rights,” who’ve been told all their lives that they belong “at the end of the line.”  And 

they are all “Nobodies.”  I don’t dispute that.  That’s probably because the Bible is full 

of “Nobodies.”  And Paul is a “Nobody” too.  That’s what he says in our reading.  “Last 

of all, as to one untimely born, [Jesus] appeared also to me.  For I am the least of the 

apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.”  

There is no disagreement there.  His first appearance in the story is as an onlooker 

who held the cloaks of the men who put the first Christian martyr, Stephen, to death 

outside the gates of the Temple.  He then is given orders to round up and imprison 

“the people of the way,” as the followers of Jesus were first called.  On his way to 

Damascus to do just that, he is struck down by a blinding light from heaven, hears the 

voice of Jesus, and is instructed to go to one of those very same followers he was 

intending to take captive, Ananias of Damascus, who will help him to recover his 

sight.  Clearly, this is an unlikely beginning for a leader in the church.  But Paul wants 

the Corinthians to understand.  None of this is his doing.  This is God’s doing.  “By the 

grace of God,” he tells them, “I am what I am.”  Nothing else could possibly have 

caused this transformation.  This has to do with the power of God and with the 

presence of the living Christ! 

 

 So, Paul reiterates to them, in very simple terms, the good news he has been 

preaching.  Remember, he begins, “I handed on to you as of first importance what I 

in turn had received: that Christ died…that he was buried…that he was raised…and 

that he appeared…to Cephas (again, that’s Peter)…then the twelve, then…to more 

than five hundred…then to James, [and] all the apostles…[and] last of all…he 
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appeared also to me.”  See how he’s constructed a nice, little pyramid with that?  

First one person, then a dozen, then more than five hundred, then another small 

group, and then one more.  Usually these figures of speech are intended to 

emphasize the thing that is placed at the center, and perhaps it is here also.  Paul 

wants them to know that there are a lot of witnesses to what he is saying.  He isn’t 

making it up.  And the Corinthians can go and check it out if they want to.  Many of 

these people are still living.  They can speak for themselves.  They will corroborate 

Paul’s testimony.  It really happened.  But sometimes, and I think this might be one of 

those cases, the pyramid is designed to emphasize what is on both ends.  Peter, the 

greatest of the twelve, the leader of the disciples, on one end, and Paul, “as one 

untimely born,” “the least of the apostles” on the other.  It seems that Paul is making 

the argument that, despite his strange beginnings and his “nobody” status, he is just 

as important as Peter.  Therefore, the Corinthians should listen to him. 

 

 Then Paul wants to talk about the resurrection.  Apparently, there are people in 

Corinth who believe that there is no resurrection – not for Jesus, and not for us.  Paul 

tells them that such a denial is foolishness.  If Christ has not been raised, then every-

thing they have been doing is for nothing.  If Christ has not been raised, then all the 

proclamation, all the believing, all the faithfulness of the people is for nothing.  He 

spells it all out in some very complicated logic, that I wish I could make into some 

nice geometrical figure for simplification, but I can’t seem to sort it all out.  What it 

boils down to is that Paul wants to tell the Corinthians that just the opposite is true.  

“Christ has been raised from the dead.”  All of what Paul has been saying and doing 

is based on this one reality.  It is what transformed him from a persecutor of the 

church to a proclaimer of the gospel.  It’s what inspired him to turn around and set off 

in a new direction.  It’s what led him to change everything about his life, so that the 

“nobody he was” could become the “somebody he became,” in order that he might 

be the one to carry the good news of Jesus Christ to the ends of the earth.  And not 

only is Christ raised, he is “the first fruits of those who have died.”  Others will come 

after him - first Jesus, and then those who belong to Jesus – everyone and everything 

in its own good order.  And this is all about sin and death.  And sin, which came into 

being through one man (Adam) has now been dealt with by one man (Jesus), but 

death remains, people will still die, for the last enemy to be defeated is death.   

 

 He then goes on, in the section omitted from our reading, to a discussion of 

how the resurrection can happen.  We won’t go into all that this morning because I 

don’t want this to go on and on.  Suffice it to say that Paul wants us to know that we 

will all be changed.  Just as seeds sown in the ground grow up to be plants that look 

nothing like them, so our bodies will be changed in the process to become some-
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thing much better.  “This perishable body must put on imperishability and this mortal 

body must put on immortality.”  We read these words at gravesides as we bury the 

remains of our perishable and mortal bodies that live in this world.  And while we 

assert in the Apostles’ Creed that we believe in “the resurrection of the body,” Paul 

wants us to know that this is even better news than we might have imagined.  Not 

only will we be raised, but we will be changed – from perishable to imperishable, 

from mortal to immortality, from aches and pains to no sufferings or sorrows, from 

illness and deterioration to invulnerable and enduring.  What that will be like, we can 

only imagine.  But it will be good.  “Death is swallowed up in victory,” Paul tells the 

Corinthians, “[And] thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 

Christ.”  That’s quite a message for a “Nobody” like Paul; but, as the song says, “I’m 

just a nobody trying to tell everybody, All about Somebody who saved my soul.  Ever 

since You rescued me, You gave my heart a song to sing.  I'm living for the world to 

see nobody but Jesus.  I’m living for the world to see nobody but Jesus.”  I hope you’ll 

be singing that song throughout this coming week.  I know I will! 

 

           Amen. 


