ST MICHAEL’S CHURCH

Sermon and Discussion Questions: Revd Dr Tim Long: 15 February 2004

 SIXTH SUNDAY 2004: 1 CORINTHIANS 15.12-20


Introduction

As clearly as any other this passage tells us that if we want to know what our faith is all about then Paul will tell us ‘straight’. Here his message is simply that the resurrection from the dead is absolutely the centre of our faith. Before we look at what he means by making such a statement, we need to clear away some cobwebs.

Immortality of the Soul

As I have said before, most Christians seem to confuse ‘resurrection from the dead’ with the ‘immortality of the soul’. Almost all human beings, whether they are religious or not, and whatever religion they are attached to, seem to believe in some form of the immortality of the soul. It is almost a human reflex-action to counter the dreadful totality and finality of death, because if our souls are immortal then death is really not so bad. We comfort ourselves with this illusion that our souls are immortal and so put at bay our fear of death.

Let’s first understand why I am critical of the doctrine of the immortal soul. In all world-view, whether religious or not, that teach the immortality of the soul, the background to this teaching is the belief that human existence has two dimensions: the physical, represented by the body and the spiritual represented by the soul. The soul is always the better part, the seat of who we really are, the very heart of our selves; the body, by contrast, is the lesser part of us, the part that leads us into sin, and good to be rid of when we die. So, when we die we lose just the disposable part of ourselves; the better part is immortal. Death, then, is nothing to fear – in fact, you can look forward to it because you then enter some sort of purified soulish existence. 

Throughout Christian history this teaching has intermingled with the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead, under the impact of the Greek thought that has dominated the Western world since Alexander conquered it for Greece. However, the two doctrines are really quite different and even opposed.  In fact, if your soul is immortal, the question arises: Why did Christ die? Christ’s death would appear to have been a mistake if the essential ‘you’ is already immortal and therefore beyond corruption and death. This is why we Christians have to reject the doctine of the immortal soul, attractive though it may appear.

Resurrection of the body

Whatever else it may mean, resurrection from the dead assumes a holistic understanding of human life in which body and soul are inseparable – which is typical of Hebraic thought. This means that just as life as we know it is constituted by the inextricable intertwining of body and soul, so are the two connected in death. To state the matter briefly and perhaps brutally, when you die you die totally. There is nothing left alive. By faith in the love and power of Christ, however, you rise from death into a new existence which, although transformed, is still a holistic existence of the whole human being. This is the thrust of Paul’s argument later in ch 15 when he talks of a ‘resurrection body’ (vv 35-55). It is significant that Paul spends more than twenty verses emphasizing that life hereafter in Christ is as much a bodily existence as is our present life though, as he argues at length, it is also an utterly transformed existence.

Paul thus makes faith in Christ absolutely central to the Christian hope of life-after-death. If you know you are “in Christ”, one of Paul’s crucial phrases to describe Christian life, then you know by faith that the aweful destructiveness of death will be transformed into the joy of the resurrection you will share with Christ and all who are “in Christ”. Belief in the immortal soul, by contrast, requires no faith in Christ because it negates Christ’s work on the cross. This means that to be “in Christ” is crucial to life,  to be “in Christ” is the meaning of life. If you know that you are “in Christ” you need search for nothing else, and everything will fall into place.  Why do we often appear to be so unexcited by this incredible gift? People search for the meaning of life in all sorts of often-desperate ways, but we who have it within our hands seem often to think little of it. One reason is that we tend to live in the pagan world of the immortal soul, despite calling ourselves Christ’s children. We’re not excited by our faith because we don’t believe in our faith. We go for the familiar, the easy, and the comfortable rather than the true which, of course, like just about everything to do with Jesus Christ and Paul, is more than a little uncomfortable and demanding.

At the risk of repeating myself, let me hammer home the point: Paul’s teaching here means that we have to encounter death in all its nakedness which we can do only because we believe in Christ’s resurrection from the dead. Death has an awful appearance which we must face truthfully, without the sham comfort of the immortal soul. “In Christ”, though, death only appears terrible. In reality, because of Christ, it is the gate to a life richer and more wonderful than we can conceive, which is why people through the ages have been willing to die for Christ. Put negatively, without Christ we die totally; in Christ we rise again to share Christ’s victory over death achieved through his own resurrection which Paul calls “the first-fruits of those who have died” (v.20). We’ll come back to the implications of this for our daily lives later; now let’s look in more detail at Paul’s argument in this section of ch 15.

15.12-20

In last week’s reading Paul had given his credentials to talk as he will today: he is handing on “what I in turn had received…” (v.3); and, in addition, he had himself seen the resurrected Christ (v.8) - in the earliest church you had to have seen the resurrected Christ to call yourself an apostle. So Paul’s credentials are that he is faithfully transmitting the tradition of the church and this tradition agrees with his own experience.

Paul is answering the claim among the Corinthians that there is no resurrection of the dead. He employs shock tactics to hammer home the absurdity of this claim. His argument has four major points as follows: if there is no resurrection of the dead

1. Christ has not been raised and therefore you are still under the power of sin, which is a power related to the power of death;

2. the Gospel is not ‘good news’ at all; rather, it is meaningless;

3. with the result that your faith is in vain and your membership of the church a mistake. Worse, everything you claim is “futile”

4. those who have died in Christ are gone and there is no after-life for any of us.

However, today’s part of the passage ends, “in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first-fruits of those who have died” (v.20).

Paul marshalls an impressive argument here. To translate it into our lives now, if there is no resurrection then everything we do is pointless: our baptisms are nothing but pouring some water over people, the confession of our sins is pointless because there is no God to offer us forgiveness, our prayers are silly because there is no God with the power to effect what we ask; when you receive the eucharist you don’t receive the “body and blood of Christ” as we claim, but merely bread and wine. When you leave here absolutely nothing has happened, nothing has changed and the concluding Blessing is pointless because there is no God with the power to bless your life. All you have is the hope that you’ll be lucky. If this is so, then you would be better to stay in bed than waste your time here. You can see, then, that our entire belief-system depends on our faith in Christ’s resurrection which guarantees that all the powers of death have been defeated.

Implications
1. It is important to know what your faith is really about. Ignorance is definitely not bliss. Knowledge, moreover, requires application on your part; and you won’t get much of it just from listening to sermons on Sundays. The only way to knowledge of your faith is through knowledge of the Bible. Many Anglicans, however, don’t seem to agree with me, but I am only spelling out the implications of what Paul is saying. Consider though: if you don’t understand your faith how are you going to share it with those who don’t believe? How are you going to defend it in discussion? How are you yourself going to live a faith you don’t understand? How are you going to bring up your children in a faith you yourself don’t understand and can’t teach? Our tradition has assumed that all these tasks belong to the clergy. This has deprived you and left you with the illusion that your faith will grow when you constantly receive something from someone else. This is what the Diocesan Vision is seeking to change.

2. The doctrine of the resurrection gives us the courage to face the awfulness of death in the faith that Christ has overcome death and has something for us as entire human beings beyond death, not just for our souls.

3. The doctrine of the resurrection touches on everything else, too. If you believe it then you will believe that Christ is truly present with you, that Christ heals you, works in your daily life etc. This should be exciting, interesting, gripping. That is not to say that you will feel these emotions always, but you should believe that your life is in the hands of this God who has and gives to you this incredible capacity to bring life out of death. The purpose of your life, then, is to experience this capacity and to give witness to it. You won’t need to find things to console yourself with if you have this belief. You will need commitment, though, to grow this faith so that it truly takes over your life.

4. Paul’s insistence that body and soul are interconnected has practical implications for us. It means that both must receive constant attention if we are to grow to be whole people (which will be the theme of our Lent teaching). All teachings that privilege the soul over the body are damaging to our lives and lead to an unhealthy imbalance in various ways.

Conclusion
We can see imbalances working their damage in various ways in contemporary global society. The first obsession I want to point to may surprise you – it’s with the body. Our society is obsessed with the body but in a way that reveals a fear of ageing and so of death. It reflects a society that believes in bodily life only and therefore tries desperately to hang on to it and to keep death at bay. Our hope today is not in Christ’s resurrection but in a techno-version of bodily immortality. One day soon, we hope, technology will freeze us to wait for our own version of resurrection.

Paradoxically, our culture is also replete with a plethora of beliefs which focus on the soul – hence the interest in what TIME magazine, for example, called “The Lost Gospels”, all of which are gospels which privilege the soul and were rightly discarded by the church for that reason.

These two  examples are sufficient to indicated the cultural confusion in which we live. Similar kinds of confusion existed in Corinth. Paul’s answer to confusion is to know what your faith is about and to build it into something strong.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. Discuss the difference between the immortality of the soul and the resurrection of the body.

2. Think of funeral sermons you have heard: have you heard a clear message of resurrection of the body or have you heard about the immortality of the soul?

3. The sermon asserts that the resurrection of the body has important implications for our lives in the here-and-now. In what ways is this true?

4. The sermon also asserts that it is important to grow in the knowledge of our faith. In what ways do members of the group feel that their knowledge is lacking? What are you going to do about it?

