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A couple of Saturdays ago, I woke up at 3:30 in the morning with cramps, so I went to the kitchen for some 
ibuprofen.  One second I’m standing at the counter, the next I’m lying on the kitchen floor, looking up at my wife’s 
terror- stricken face as she’s trying to wake me up and hearing my daughter talking with the 911 operator, telling 
her “Oh, he’s conscious now.”  And I’m thinking, what happened?  How did I end up here? The paramedics came 
and checked me out, then the ambulance to ER where I spent a couple of hours undergoing tests.  They couldn’t 
find anything wrong with me and called it a vasil vagil response which can happen when you have abdominal 
cramps and low blood pressure and your brain just kind of reboots itself.  But my poor wife thought she had lost 
her husband and I realized how abruptly and without warning, we could step out of this life.  At any moment, our 
next heart beat could be our last.  And this is what makes Easter so important.  Some people think the heart of 
Christianity is about making people successful and happy.  Follow Christ and God will bless you.  And that’s true.  
God does bless those who follow His Son.  Some people think Christianity is about fixing all that’s broken in our life.  
Follow Christ and He will release you from your bad habits and fears.  And He does do that.  But more than 
anything, Christianity is about preparing people for death.  Jesus said in John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that 
He gave His only Son that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”   All of the problems we 
face in life pale to insignificance when compared with the big problem all of us have.  We’re all going to die. We’re 
good at distracting ourselves from the knowledge that nobody gets out of here alive, but all it takes is an unusual 
pain or an abnormal test result or a crime on our street or the death of someone we know to remind us that death 
is waiting for each of us in the not too far distant future.   The Bible calls death the last enemy to be defeated and 
this morning, I want to look at the fifteen chapter of the New Testament book of 1 Corinthians to see how the 
resurrection of Jesus changes the way we view death and relieves us of our fear of death. 
 
The letter to the Corinthians was written by the apostle Paul to the church he started in the Greek city of Corinth.  
Corinth was the San Francisco of the Roman Empire, a wealthy seaport and commercial center and an 
international city with Romans, Greeks, barbarians and Jews living together. Corinth was also a wild city.  In the 
Roman Empire, to call somebody a Corinthian wasn’t a compliment, it was shorthand for “You’ve got the morality 
of a Corinthian.” The place was notorious.  But Paul spent a year and half getting this young church going.  Several 
years have passed and Paul hears from some of his friends there that there are problems in the church and people 
have lots of questions.  So Paul writes this letter to address those problems and to answer their questions.  And 
one of the problems the Corinthian Christians had was confusion about what happens to us after we die.  I took a 
church history class last fall and one thing I learned was that most of the errors and heresies which have occurred 
in the church were the result of the particular culture in which the church found herself.  We’re not always aware 
of how easily our culture can blind us to what the Bible is really saying.   In the case of the Corinthians, they had 
been immersed in Greek philosophy all of their lives which assumed that the physical body was evil and the spirit 
was good.  So eternal life for the Greek was release from the prison of his body and the Corinthians brought this 
cultural assumption into the faith with them.  They didn’t deny eternal life - they just denied that eternal life was 
physical.  But Jesus taught the resurrection of the dead. Now to have a resurrection, something that was dead has 
come back to life and in this case, what was dead is our physical body.  When the Bible talks about the resurrection 
of the dead, it means the resurrection of our body since that’s what dies.  After we die, we don’t cease to be 
human.  We don’t become eternal ghosts or angels.  We don’t cease to be conscious individuals who are absorbed 
into a great spirit, like a drop of water falling into the sea.  According to the Bible, we will live forever as 
resurrected humans who are both spiritual and physical.  So Paul wrote this chapter to correct the Corinthians’ 
misunderstanding of the resurrection of the body.  And as such, it is still helpful today. Only one out of ten 
Americans believes that death is the end, that there is no after life.  However, the rest disagree on the details.  Do 
we come back in another form?  Does our soul sleep until we’re reunited with our body?  Are we absorbed into a 
greater entity and cease to be individuals?  Do we go to a better place?  Can we know for sure if there is life after 
death, or do we just have to keep our fingers crossed and hope for the best?  Paul’s whole point in this chapter is 
that the resurrection of Christ not only proves that there is life after death but guarantees the death of death.  
Let’s start at vs. 20. “But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep. For 



since by a man came death, by a man also came the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in 
Christ all will be made alive.  But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ's at His 
coming, then comes the end, when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father, when He has abolished all 
rule and all authority and power. For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet.  The last enemy 
that will be abolished is death.”  1 Cor. 15:20-26 . This paragraph is a great summary of the entire story of the 
Bible.  All that was lost by one man in the Garden of Eden has been regained by Jesus who makes all things new 
and will one day restore us and the whole creation to what God originally intended.  This  paragraph tells us three 
things about death in the storyline of the Bible:  1. Death is not from God.  2. Death is a  defeated enemy.  3. Death 
is a temporary enemy. 
 
The first thing we learn about death from this paragraph and the story of the Bible; death is not from God.  Even 
though our first reaction when someone we love dies or some catastrophe strikes is to immediately blame God for 
taking the people we love away from us, the Bible teaches that death is not from God.  Death was never part of the 
plan for His creation.  In vs. 20, Paul summarizes everything he’s said in vs. 1-19. “But now Christ has been raised 
from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.”  That’s what we celebrate at Easter, the resurrection of 
Christ.  Because the resurrection is absolutely central to our faith.  If you don’t believe Christ rose from the dead, 
you’re not a Christian.  Paul writes in Romans 10:9, “...if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord and believe in 
your heart God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.”  It is faith in Christ’s resurrection that makes a person 
a Christian.  Let’s get the context of vs. 20.  In 1 Cor. 15:1-8 Paul writes to the Corinthians struggling with the idea 
of a physical resurrection of their bodies, “Now I make known to you, brethren the gospel which I preached to you, 
which you also received, in which also you stand, by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I 
preached to you, unless you believed in vain For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that 
Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that he was buried, and that He was raised on the third day 
according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve, after that He appeared to more 
than five hundred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now, but some have fallen asleep; then He 
appeared to James, then to all the apostles; and last of all, as it were to one untimely born, He appeared to me 
also.”   Christ’s resurrection from the dead wasn’t something later Christians added to spice up the story of a 
simple Galilean teacher.  Nor was His resurrection some kind of metaphor Christians added to create an allegory of 
death and rebirth.  The physical resurrection of Jesus from the dead was the heart of the message His disciples 
took throughout the world, in spite of the fact that message cost them their lives.  As they said, “We can’t stop 
speaking about what we have seen and heard.  They had been permanently changed when they saw Christ defeat 
death.  That’s why these timid men who ran away when Jesus was arrested were suddenly ready to take on the 
entire Roman Empire.  That’s why, even though they were strict Jewish monotheists, they began to worship Jesus 
as God.  That’s why they stopped worshiping on the Sabbath and began worshiping on Sunday, the day Jesus rose.  
That’s why they went from only associating with other Jews to including all nations and races in the church.  Jesus 
rising from the dead changed everything.  The resurrection is the very heart of the gospel as Paul reminds the 
Corinthians.  Paul’s point is, how can you doubt the physical resurrection of the dead when Christ has been raised? 
Christianity isn’t based on dogma or speculation, it is based on history, on what God did at a specific time in 
history.  Christianity isn’t about being a nice, clean, moral person.  The message of the gospel isn’t go to church or 
stop doing everything you like or just put your trust in Jesus and He will make you healthy, happy and successful.  
Paul tells the Corinthians that the gospel is that God has acted decisively in history to save us from death by living 
the life we failed to live so that God can credit His perfect record of obedience to those who trust Him, to die the 
death we deserved to die, suffering our punishment so that God could pardon those who put their faith in Him and 
defeating death on our behalf so that we can live forever as God originally intended. Which is why it is all 
important whether the resurrection happened or not.  If Christ didn’t rise from the dead, there is no gospel, there 
is no life after death and Christianity is a hoax.  That’s why Paul makes such a big deal about all the people who 
were still living when Paul wrote this letter who saw the risen Christ.  That’s verses 1-19.  
 
“But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.”  Christ’s resurrection was 
not a unique, one time only event.  It wasn’t just Jesus’ best trick.  It was the first of many resurrections.  That’s 
why Paul calls Christ’s resurrection the first fruits of those who are asleep, meaning those who have died.  The first 
fruits  were the first of the harvest, the first wheat, the first grapes, the first lambs born in a flock.  God 
commanded the Jews to offer the first fruits to Him as a way of showing their gratitude for the harvest He had 



provided and a way of demonstrating their faith that He was going to keep on providing.  It’s the same today.  
Many Christians today give to God right off the top of their income for the month, the first check they write.  The 
first fruits are the guarantee for the rest of the harvest.  And Christ’s resurrection is the guarantee of our 
resurrection.  How does Christ’s resurrection guarantee ours?  Paul explains.  “For since by a man came death, by a 
man also came the resurrection of the dead. “ Here’s what I want you to see.  God did not create death. Death 
wasn’t part of the original creation.  Paul says that death originated with man.  Paul writes in Romans 5:12 
“Therefore through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin...”   In the story of the Bible, God 
made the world perfect without death, decay or disease.  But when the first man rebelled against God, he became 
the door through which sin entered the world and with sin came death. Here’s why.  You may remember that God 
only gave Adam and Eve one “Don’t:” Don’t eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil because in the 
day you eat of it, you shall surely die.”  Adam and Eve aren’t perfect, they’re innocent.  They need to learn to trust 
God and obey Him.  He gives them one another and a Paradise in which to live and to get to know Him.  Because 
He has created them in His own image, they have free will.  And for them to be truly free, they must have the 
choice not to trust and obey God.  That’s the point of putting the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the 
garden.  It is their first opportunity to obey.   But Adam and Eve disobey and as God warned, they are separated 
from the source of life, God Himself, dying spiritually and beginning to die physically.  Through Adam, sin enters 
the world and death through sin, because when Adam sinned, the entire creation was affected.  Pain, disease, 
decay and sorrow spoiled the perfect creation God had made. Now only was the creation affected by Adam’s sin, 
all of Adam’s children were affected as well.   Why do people whom God created to live forever die?  Because 
when Adam sinned, we all died.  Physical death is the penalty for Adam’s sin.  That’s why Paul says “by a man came 
death.”  Well, that doesn’t seem fair, does it?  Why should I be punished for Adam’s sin?  In a minute, I want to 
show you why it is actually to our great advantage that God implicated us in Adam’s sin.  What I want you to see 
now is that death is not from God.  Death was not part of God’s plan for His creation.  Death is an enemy, an 
intruder.  That is how God sees death.  Remember when God went to a funeral?  In John 11, Jesus goes to the 
funeral of his good friend, Lazurus.  And as He sees Lazurus’ sisters, Mary and Martha grieving for their brother 
along with all of their relatives and friends, Jesus also weeps.  Even though He knows that in a few moments He is 
going to raise Lazurus from the dead to restore him to his family.  So why does Jesus weep?  He weeps over the 
tragedy of death, the sorrow, the loss we all experience because we live in a fallen world.  When we grieve over 
the death of a loved one, we can know that God grieves with us.  Death is not part of the natural order of things.  
Death is an enemy, an intruder, and unnatural plague upon the perfect world God intended.  Does that mean that 
God is powerless over death, that death will always reign over the sons and daughters of men? 
 
That brings us to the second thing we learn about death from this passage and from the story of the Bible.  Death 
is a defeated enemy. “For since by a man came death, by a man also came the resurrection of the dead. For as in 
Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive.”  Remember, Paul is explaining why Christ’s resurrection is the 
first fruits of those who are dead, the guarantee of our resurrection.  Just as through a man (Adam) came death, so 
also by a man (Jesus) came the resurrection of the dead.  At the resurrection, Jesus defeats death in our behalf.  
What one man lost, another man has regained.  The story of the Bible is about how Jesus becomes a man to 
restore us and the rest of the creation to what God had intended when He created us.  That’s the story of the Bible 
in a single verse.  In order to restore us to the glory He created us for in the world to come, God sent His Son to 
become a human that He might suffer death in our place. That’s why He’s called the author of our salvation.  The 
word means “champion.”  Just as a nation’s champion would represent them in single combat with another 
nation’s champion, so Jesus is our champion, representing us and doing for us what we could not accomplish for 
ourselves.  The idea of a champion - one who represents many - is at the heart of the gospel.  I’m not saved 
because of who I am or because of what I do.  I’m saved by my champion, the author of my salvation and because 
of who He is and because of what He has done. We are redeemed and our destiny is restored through our union 
with Him.  That’s what Paul means by, “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive.”  Why do we 
die?  Paul says, “By a man came death.”  At first glance, being held guilty for Adam’s sin doesn’t seem fair.  It’s not 
my fault that he blew it.  And I suppose that God could have created every one of Adam’s descendants as innocent 
as Adam was when he was created and God could have given each of us the same choice Adam had; obey and live 
or sin and die.  I suspect, however, that given the same opportunity, we would probably have done what our 
daddy did.  But there would be no hope for us if we rebelled against God like Adam did.  No hope unless each of us 
could find a righteous person willing to die for our sin.  But in the wisdom of God, He chose to deal with people 



corporately rather than individually.  That way, just as everything that was true of Adam became true of us, so also 
everything that is true of Jesus becomes true of us.  One man’s sin condemned me to death, one man’s obedience 
and resurrection gives me eternal life.  And that’s Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15.  Because Jesus defeated 
death, we will defeat death.  Because Jesus rose bodily from the grave, we will rise bodily from the grave.  Death is 
an enemy but death is a defeated enemy.  Well, death may be defeated but it still seems to be reigning over this 
life.  Even though we have eternal life, we still die and our body decays. This world is still full of pain, decay and 
death.  Life still isn’t what God created it to be. 
 
This brings us to the third thing we learn about death from this passage and from the story of the Bible.  Death is 
temporary. “But each (will be made alive) in his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ's at 
His coming, then comes the end, when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father, when He has abolished 
all rule and all authority and power. For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet.  The last 
enemy that will be abolished is death.”  The Bible consists of 66 books by 40 different authors written over a span 
of 1600 years - yet it tells a single story.  It is a rescue story, about how God rescues people and the rest of His 
creation from evil and from death.  Jesus is the hero of the story.  He is promised in the Old Testament and 
revealed in the New.  And His resurrection begins the process of the renewal of all things and restoring creation 
under His wise rule to what it was originally intended to be.  His resurrection is the first fruits, the beginning of the 
defeat of death and the resurrection of the dead. The next act in the drama happens when Christ returns to earth 
as the conquering king and raises from the dead the bodies of all those who have put their faith in Him and our 
new, incorruptible resurrection bodies are joined to our spirits which have been waiting in heaven.  We don’t 
spend eternity in heaven as disembodied spirits though that is where we go now when we die.  But we’ll spend 
eternity in pain-free, disease- free, ageless bodies like the body Jesus rose in on a new, recreated earth.   I’ve 
already put in my order for a much taller body with better hair.  The world as we know it will be changed when 
Jesus rules here; no pain, no disease, no corruption because there will be no death.  That’s what Paul means when 
he says that Jesus must reign until He has put all His  enemies - all rule and authority which is now in rebellion to 
God - whether angelic or human - under His feet.  And the last enemy to be abolished will be death.  Death is not 
eternal, it is only temporary.  Death did not exist prior to Adam’s sin, it was defeated at Christ’s resurrection and it 
will cease to exist when Christ reigns as Messiah and King over all the earth.  That’s the story of the Bible.  Jesus 
comes to bless, lives to bless, dies to bless, rises to bless, ascends into heaven to bless, returns to bless and reigns 
to bless.  He is our Savior because He saves us from eternal death and separation from God which the Bible calls 
hell.  That’s why the early Christians were unafraid to die for their faith.  They considered martyrdom a gift and a 
calling from God.  They were convinced that because Jesus rose, they would rise; that this world was just a 
temporary stop before a glorious eternity awaited them.  So how should the certainty of our resurrection and the 
death of death affect us now? 
 
The New Testament emphasizes three great virtues; faith, love and hope.  We talk a lot about faith and love - but 
maybe not enough about hope.  Hope is a confidence in the future which spills over into the present.  Hope is 
optimism, staying positive and joyful when everybody else is in despair.  If we really believe in the future God has 
promised, we will always be full of hope.  Look at what Paul writes in 2 Cor. 4:16-18 and the attitude of those who 
believe in the resurrection. Therefore - In the verse before this one, Paul says that he knows that God will raise him 
from the dead just like He raised Jesus -  we do not lose heart, - because Paul knows the certainty of his own 
resurrection, he doesn’t lose hope - but though our outer man is decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day 
by day.  Our outer man - or woman - is the part of us that people see, our body.  Paul’s now in his mid-50's and 
showing the mileage.  His eyes are going bad, his thick black hair is getting thin and gray, he’s got scars on top of 
scars from the frequent beatings and whippings he’s endured, he walks a little crooked, his nose is smashed, he’s 
got cauliflower ear.  Paul looks like an old burned out boxer.  And in a culture that prized physical beauty as much 
as ours - Paul looked like a loser.  He was not an attractive man. Paul says his outer man is decaying - and by the 
way, so is yours and mine.  Most of us are not becoming better looking - we’re going the other direction.  And 
we’re probably not going to get any healthier.  This body is not permanent.  Regardless of Botox, liposuction,and 
Rogaine, our body’s best days are behind us, not in front of us.  When William F Buckley was asked in his 80s how 
he felt, he replied that he felt like he was decomposing before his eyes.”  If our hope is in our body, then every 
pain, every sickness, every wrinkle, all the evidence that our body is decaying will discourage us.  And every 
evidence that this world is not what it should be will discourage us.  We’ll keep on asking, “How could God allow 



that to happen - or that, or that, or that?”  If you are consistently disappointed in this world, it is because you’ve 
put your hope in this world   You’ve fixed your hope on the present. But Paul says, “I don’t lose heart because I 
know this body is only temporary.  It’s not my hope nor is this world my hope.  Even though my outer man is falling 
apart, my inner man - my soul, the real me - is being renewed day by day.  My outer man is temporary.  My inner 
man is permanent.  I’ll leave my outer man behind when I die.  My inner man, what the Bible calls the new 
creation, goes to heaven.”  Because the inner man is in union with Jesus and as our outer man decays because of 
stress, confusion, persecution, Christ renews our inner man and gives us the strength we need each day.  I’m 
deteriorating on the outside but I’m getting better and better on the inside as the Spirit of God gradually changes 
me to become like Jesus.  And notice how the Spirit does that.  For momentary, light affliction - the stress, 
confusion, persecution, and catastrophes we experience in this life because we live in a fallen world in fallen 
bodies -  is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison, while we look not at the things 
which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things 
which are not seen are eternal.   Paul doesn’t lose hope in spite of the afflictions he endures because he’s focusing 
on eternity and how those afflictions are preparing him.  The hard times now can’t be compared to the good times 
which are coming.  The momentary light afflictions of this life - even though they don’t feel momentary or light 
now - are producing for us an eternal weight of glory, honor and joy - and when we experience that glory, what it 
took in this life to prepare us for it will seem minor and not even worth comparing.  That means that no hardship, 
no suffering, nothing we bear in this life is without purpose.  God is using it all to change us and to make us like 
Jesus and to prepare us for heaven.  If Paul looked at the things that are temporal - what he sees today - he’d be 
discouraged. “I’m falling apart!  I look awful.  And all because I serve Jesus.  I’ve had enough.”  And Paul would be 
terrified by his circumstances.  “This ministry gig is hazardous to my health.  The stress is killing me - not to 
mention all the people who want me dead.  I think it’s time to retire to Florida.”  But Paul wasn’t looking at what 
could be seen, he was looking at what was unseen - what God had promised, what was eternal.  And that’s what 
kept him going strong.  Hope makes sense of the hard times, the set backs, the failures, the afflictions.  We realize 
that we live in a fallen world in fallen bodies and that tempers our expectations.  We don’t put our happiness in 
physical health or material well-being or professional success.  If those things happen, we’re grateful.  If they don’t, 
we know God has a purpose for whatever comes our way.  Because He is preparing us for a better place, a 
permanent home, a place where all dreams come true.  And we have that hope because of the resurrection of 
Christ. 
 
Solomon writes in Eccles. 7:2, “It is better to go to the house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, because 
that is the end of every man and the living take it to heart.”  The wise person doesn’t avoid thinking about his 
death, he prepares for the day he knows he will die because he knows that day in inevitable.  That’s why we buy 
life insurance. We know we won’t always be around to take care of our family.   If you’re not prepared to die or 
certain about where you’ll spend eternity, there is nothing more important.  Jesus promised, “He who believes in 
Me will never see death.”  He backed that promise up by defeating death Himself.  The bible says that God so 
loved the world - you’re part of the world, so you could just as easily read that, “For God so loved me, that He gave 
His only begotten Son that if I believe in Him, I will not perish but have eternal life.”  You can receive the gift of 
eternal life this morning, simply by turning to Jesus and believing that He is the Son of God who died and rose for 
you so that you can live forever with Him.  If you can believe that today, you can express that faith by simply asking 
Jesus to come into your life, to forgive your sin and to be your Lord and Savior.  If you ask Him to save you, He will.  
He promises, “He who comes to me I will not cast out.”   
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