
1 
 

If Christ has not been Raised 
1 Cor 15:1-20 
April 4, 2021 
Dan Hoffman 

 
He is risen!  Welcome to Easter Sunday. 
 
Now Canada gets excited about Christmas with all its festivity and family.  And it is great 
to celebrate that Jesus was born.  But Christmas really has nothing on Easter.  The 
glory of Jesus isn’t that He was born – everyone gets born.  But not everyone dies and 
then rises again.  And so Easter is the biggest celebration of the year.   
 
If you’ve got a Bible somewhere close by would you open it to 1 Corinthians 15.  We are 
going to spend time today in a text where Paul outlines why Easter is the reason He 
believes in Jesus and how Easter transformed his life.  Would you stand with me as I 
read this for us.  1 Corinthians 15 starting in verse 1.  Hear now the word of the Lord: 
 
[Read 1 Corinthians 15:1-20a] 
 
One of the things Paul is well known for is his ability to lay out an argument.  And this 
section is no exception.  It’s logical.  It develops from point to point and centers around 
one idea.  Three times Paul states: “If Christ has not been raised from the dead then – 
your faith is useless, you’re still in your sins, and later he says you had mine as well eat 
and drink for tomorrow you are going to die.   
 
So why is Paul so hung up on Jesus’ resurrection?  The answer is that Paul recognized 
he was the last person on the planet who was likely to believe that a person could come 
back from the dead.  He was a Jew and a Pharisee.  But when he came face to face 
with the facts Paul was transformed by them.   
 
The resurrection changed his life.  He went from being a legalistic and vindictive 
murderer to being arguably the greatest advocate for the saving grace of Christ the 
world has ever known.   
 
And so I want to unpack why Paul believed in the resurrection and how it change him.  
And I want to do this with the hope that our lives might be transformed as well.  So we 
are going to center in on two verses today.  Verse 14 where Paul says “If Christ has not 
been raised your faith is useless.”  And verse 17 where he says “If Christ has not been 
raised you are still in your sins.”1 
… 
So let’s look at the first part of Paul’s argument – that if Christ has not been raised then 
your faith is useless.  Without the resurrection being fact Christianity is useless.  Now 
the context for this comes in verses 3 to 9 Paul outlines the historical case for the 
resurrection. 

 
1 Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/and-if-christ-be-not-raised-5454/ 
(Accessed April 1, 2021)  

https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/and-if-christ-be-not-raised-5454/
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So in verse 3 he says Christ died – nothing special there.  Then in verse 4 He was 
buried – again that happens to lots of people.  But then He was raised on the third day 
just like the scriptures said.  That’s the controversial part.  And Paul knows this so he 
continues – verse 5 – and after He was raised people saw Him.  Peter saw Him first.  
Then the twelve.  Then a group of 500 people.  And finally Paul himself. 
 
Now there are two historically verifiable claims here.  First, Paul is saying there are 
eyewitnesses – lots of them – who saw Jesus alive.  And at the time Paul wrote this, 
just 15 or so years after the fact, many of those people were still alive.  And the second 
historically testable claim he was making was that there was an empty tomb. 
 
The tomb and the eyewitnesses.  And taken together these two historically verifiable 
claims present a powerful case that the resurrection of Jesus actually happened. 
 
You see if either of these things could have been disproven then Christianity would 
never have gotten off the ground.  If someone could have produced the body that would 
have ruined everything.  Obviously nobody could say Jesus was alive if other people 
could say “Nope.  There He is and He’s dead.” 
 
And if the eyewitnesses started changing their story.  If at first they said Jesus was 
alive, but then some started saying “No, we stole the body and made the whole thing 
up.”  Then that would have destroyed the credibility of the early church and Christianity 
would never have gotten off the ground. 
 
But neither of these things happened.  There was no body, and the eyewitnesses 
refused to say they made it up even when they were being killed.   
 
So here’s what Paul is saying.  Paul is saying the foundation of his faith is not a 
philosophy.  It’s not about whether he believes people can come back from the dead or 
not.  That’s not what this is about.  It’s about history.  Something very strange happened 
at Easter 2000 years ago.  But strange or not, it happened.   
 
New Testament scholar N.T. Write adds this to the discussion.  He says: 

“If there were an empty tomb and no appearances, no one would have concluded 
it was a resurrection.  They would have suspected grave-robbing.  If there were 
only eyewitnesses and no empty tomb, no one would have concluded it was a 
resurrection, because people’s accounts of seeing departed loved ones happens 
all the time.  But taken together the only logical conclusion is that Jesus was 
indeed raised from the dead.”2   

 
So because there was both an empty tomb that could not be contradicted, and 
hundreds of eyewitnesses, Paul was forced to concede that Jesus was alive. 
… 

 
2 N.T. Write “The Resurrection of the Son of God.”   
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And this is an important point: You see Paul didn’t want to believe in Jesus.  He was a 
Jew who believed God could never be a person.  And his job was killing Christians.  So 
Paul was invested in not believing in Jesus when the facts of history confronted him. 
… 
Okay, you say, that was good for Paul, but he got to see Jesus.  So of course he 
believed.  But what about me?  I mean I’d believe if I was walking to Starbucks and 
Jesus appeared to me like He did to Paul.  Wouldn’t anyone? 
… 
What would Paul say to people like us?  If Paul were preaching here this weekend 
instead of me what would his message be?   
… 
Well for one, it would probably be better.  And it would certainly be a service you would 
remember.  But that aside we actually know what Paul would say to people like us who 
haven’t gotten to see Jesus for ourselves because Paul was constantly talking to people 
like us.  And he didn’t tell them “wait till you see Jesus.  He said something else.” 
… 
So there are several texts we could go to for this, but there is a really interesting one in 
Acts 26 where Paul is in prison and gets brought before Festus and King Agrippa.   
 
So Agrippa was king of Judea and Galilee and had lived in this region during the 
ministry and death of Jesus.  And Festus was the governor at the time.  And these guys 
were looking for something fun to do one day so they dug Paul out of prison where he 
had been locked up for two years to see what he had to say for himself. 
 
Now Agrippa and Festus were like us.  They had heard about Jesus but never seen 
Him.  And so Paul thanks them for the opportunity and gives a brief introduction about 
himself where he tells them he grew up as a Jew and joined the Pharisees.  And then 
he jumps straight to the lynchpin of Christianity – the resurrection of Jesus. 
 
And he says the reason the Jews are angry at me is because of my hope in God’s 
ability to raise the dead.  And Paul knew this sounded preposterous.  People in the first 
century didn’t come back from the dead any more than they do today.  And so right 
away Paul tells them – “Hey, I thought this idea was crazy too.” 
 
I was a Pharisee.  And not just that, I was hunting Jesus-followers down and putting 
them to death.  And I was actually on my way to do some more of that in Damascus 
when the risen Jesus appeared to me – I saw Jesus alive! 
 
And as soon as Festus hears Paul say this he cuts him off: “You are out of your mind, 
Paul.  Your great learning is driving you insane.”  Festus knows people don’t come back 
from the dead. 
 
But Paul isn’t taken aback, he’s ready for this.  He knows people who haven’t seen the 
resurrected Jesus for themselves are going to have a hard time with this.  And so he 
responds in a very calculated way.  He says: 
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“I am not insane, Most Excellent Festus. What I am saying is the sober truth. And 

King Agrippa knows about these things. I speak boldly, for I am sure these events 

are all familiar to him, for they were not done in a corner! (Acts 26:25-26) 

 
Now look what Paul says here.  He says “We aren’t talking about whether you believe in 
resurrections or not.  Nobody believes in resurrections.  But that’s philosophy.  We are 
talking about what happened in history.”  So Paul says these things were not done in a 
corner.  In other words these events were public knowledge. 
 
And Agrippa knew the local history.  And so Paul says “Put two and two together 
Agrippa.  You know what happened in Jerusalem.  This wasn’t a secret.  These are 
public facts.  None of this happened in a corner.  You know the tomb was empty.  
You’ve heard the testimony of the guards.  You know people have been reporting that 
they have seen Jesus.  So do the math. 
 
Paul’s argument is that history needs to be trusted more than philosophy.  So if the 
tomb was empty, and if hundreds of people saw Jesus, then regardless what you 
believe is possible you need to take the history seriously.   
 
And doesn’t that make sense?  I mean people should believe in things that actually 
happened right?  In 1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue.  I didn’t see it, but I believe 
it.  In 1867 Canada became a nation.  I wasn’t there, but I’m convinced.  But Jesus’ 
resurrection isn’t that simple for many.  Why not?  Well, it’s because when we don’t 
want to believe something even facts can’t convince us otherwise. 
… 
So have you ever thought about what it would have been like to have lived in 1903 
when the first reports about the Wright brothers started emerging and people began 
talking about flying machines?  Do you think you would have believed those initial 
reports?  People can fly.  What about when hundreds of people had seen the machine 
fly themselves and told you about it.  Would you have believed it then?   
 
Not many people know that there was actually a huge struggle between philosophy and 
history that occurred in Ohio in the early 1900’s. 
 
So everyone loves the idea of flying.  I’ve dreamed about it and so have you.  And 
brilliant people like Leonardo da Vinci did more than dream.  He wrote 35,000 words 
about flying machines and drew over 500 sketches.  But none of his ideas worked. 
 
And so for hundreds of years people thought it was impossible for humans to fly until on 
December 17th, 1903 Wilbur and Orville Wright – two bicycle repair boys – took flight.   
 
But here’s the crazy part – that flight didn’t convince people.  In fact the Wright brothers’ 
airplane didn’t hardly make news for over two years in spite of being one of the greatest 
scientific advancements in history. 
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Now why?  It’s because history was attempting to contradict philosophy.  So two months 
before that initial flight a respected American scientist, Simon Newcomb, had 
demonstrated with unassailable logic that it was impossible for people to fly.  Rumors 
were coming out about the Wright brothers and so he specifically named them saying 
the public should never be fooled by silly stories of obscure bicycle repairmen who 
hadn’t been to college.  How could they possibly figure out flight?  
… 
Philosophically everyone agreed flight was impossible.  And so even after it had 
happened, and then went on happening for two years as the brothers flew further and 
further – up to 30 miles at a time.  Still hardly anyone even noticed. 
 
And it wasn’t because they were being secretive.  In fact their air strip was a dairy field 
right beside a railway and an intercity highway on the outskirts of Dayton Ohio.  This 
meant people were constantly witnessing their flying machine.  Some even went to the 
newspaper to ask why nothing was being reported. 
 
And we know this because Dan Kumler was the editor of the Daily News in Dayton.  
And after the fact he recalled: 

People who had… seen the Wrights flying used to come to the office to inquire 
why there was nothing in the paper about the flights.  Such callers got to be a 
nuisance.”3 

 
You see the local and national newspapers were convinced that the Wrights were con 
artists and the scientific community agreed.  And this continued such that as late as 
October 1906, three years after the first flight, Scientific American Journal published an 
article stating: “Man may fly within a few years.”   
 
Philosophically flight was still impossible.  And so, even “though hundreds of people had 
actually seen the Wrights flying, the vast majority of the country, including almost all 
scientists, simply didn’t believe any flying-machine had ever left the ground under its 
own power.” 
 
When you can’t imagine believing something even facts and eyewitness testimonies 
won’t convince you otherwise, but they should.  What actually happened should always 
control what you believe can happen.   
 
And this is the argument Paul makes to Agrippa – you know what actually happened.  
So let the facts dictate what you believe.  Put your faith in Jesus.  And this is the same 
argument Paul would make to us.   
 
Friends, it isn’t a matter of philosophy, it is about history.  It’s about an empty tomb and 
hundreds of eyewitnesses.  And together these two facts bring Jesus’ resurrection out 
of the realm of philosophy and into the realm of history. 

 
3 https://www.wright-
brothers.org/History_Wing/Aviations_Attic/They_Wouldnt_Believe/They_Wouldnt_Believe_the_Wrights_H
ad_Flown.htm (Accessed April 2, 2021)  

https://www.wright-brothers.org/History_Wing/Aviations_Attic/They_Wouldnt_Believe/They_Wouldnt_Believe_the_Wrights_Had_Flown.htm
https://www.wright-brothers.org/History_Wing/Aviations_Attic/They_Wouldnt_Believe/They_Wouldnt_Believe_the_Wrights_Had_Flown.htm
https://www.wright-brothers.org/History_Wing/Aviations_Attic/They_Wouldnt_Believe/They_Wouldnt_Believe_the_Wrights_Had_Flown.htm
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But here’s the problem, this is not the way 21st century Canadians want to think about 
Jesus.  Canadians view religion as a matter of individual preference that we turn to for 
comfort and fulfillment.  So if Jesus makes you feel good then great, Jesus is good for 
you.  But don’t go trying to get me to believe in Jesus because when I want to feel good 
I want something real so I drink coffee.   
 
You see Canadians are secular and view all religion as both equally valid and equally 
preposterous.  So all religion is about legend and myth that gives people hope.  And so 
at best it is tolerable because it makes people feel good.  But others object, if people 
feel good by being deceived that’s not tolerable, that’s terrible.  And so there is a rising 
movement in North America that views Christianity as not just untrue but dangerous.   
 
But all of this is based on the philosophical belief that resurrections don’t happen 
therefore Jesus could not have come back from the dead.   
 
But why?  Why are people so philosophically opposed to believing in the resurrection?  
The answer is if Jesus came back from the dead then He is God and we have to do 
what He says.  And we don’t want to do that. 
 
And that’s because we think what God says is to stop living the way we want to live: 
stop all the sex and fun and freedom and start being holy and miserable.  The problem 
with that idea is we made it up – it’s not what God wants for us at all! 
 
And here is where we get to verse 17 where Paul says:  

And if Christ has not been raised, then your faith is useless and you are still guilty 

of your sins.  (1 Corinthians 15:17) 

 
You see, what God wants for us is not to follow rules and be restricted.  He wants us to 
enjoy freedom from guilt and sin.  And the resurrection enabled this to happen for Paul 
and it can happen for us as well. 
 
So Paul was a legalistic, scheming murderer before he met Jesus.  Now let me ask you, 
do you think he was happy?  Do you know any legalistic, scheming murderers who are 
living joyful and fulfilled lives?  I suspect we don’t know many.  And that’s because 
people who live dishonest, selfish, lustful, addictive, angry self-obsessed lives aren’t 
happy.  We know people like that. 
 
And while not many of us are murderers, all of us fit somewhere into the category of 
sinner.  And because of this the Bible says we are all in sin.  And Paul knew he was in 
sin.  He saw himself as the chief of sinners.  But the gospel changed all of that.  The 
resurrection changed Paul and it can change us too. 
 
You see if Christ has not been raised then Paul was still in his sins, and we are stuck in 
ours.  But because Christ has been raised then if we trust in Him for salvation we aren’t 
in our sins anymore.  But what does this mean? 
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Well if you commit a crime you get sentenced with a term and you go to jail.  And when 
you have fulfilled your term they let you out.  And how do you know your crimes have 
been paid for?  You know because you are out.   
 
And similarly when Christ died on the cross for our sins He took our crimes against God 
upon Himself and paid the price on our behalf.  And how do we know He paid for them 
all?  How do we know that the term for all our crimes has been covered?  We know 
because death let Jesus out. 
 
The historical resurrection of Jesus means that when God looks at you – if you’ve 
trusted Jesus for your salvation – then He doesn’t see the lying, cheating, scheming, 
lusting, backbiting, selfish sinner that you are.  And that’s because if you trust in Jesus 
then He took all your sin to the grave and to hell where He paid for it.  And when it was 
all covered He got out. 
 
And so now, because Christ has been raised, those who trust in Him for their salvation 
are not in their sins anymore.  Now we are in Christ.  And this means that when God 
looks at us He sees us clothed in Jesus’ righteousness – if you trust in Jesus for your 
salvation, then when God looks at you He sees Jesus.  That’s the gospel!  Isn’t that 
good news? 
 
And this good news transformed Paul.  He put his hateful, murdering days behind him 
and went on to be an incredibly generous, loving, self-sacrificing man who lived and 
went to his death full of joy in Christ – that’s living!  And maybe you’ve never trusted in 
Jesus salvation before, but you want that kind of life for yourself.  And after looking at 
the history you realize that its irrelevant what philosophy says is possible; what matters 
is what happened.  And history tells us Jesus came back from the dead. 
 
And because Jesus died and rose again this means you can be free from your sin.  You 
can stand pure before God clothed in Jesus’ righteousness.  And if you want this then 
there aren’t any magic words to say, all you have to do is tell Jesus you trust Him for 
your salvation and commit yourself to living for His glory. 
… 
Or maybe you are someone who realizes you’ve believed in Jesus for a long time, but 
your belief hasn’t made a change in your life.  It hasn’t transformed you like it 
transformed Paul.   
 
If this is you, and you want to be free from your sin, and you want to be in Christ then 
Easter Sunday is the perfect day to recommit yourself to living for His glory.  God 
doesn’t want you to be miserable, He wants good things for you so much He died to 
make it possible.  So with these two things in mind I’d invite you to pray along with me. 
 
Father, I thank you for coming to earth as Jesus to take my sin upon Yourself and pay 
the debt on my behalf.  I trust You to be my Saviour.  I believe You want abundant life 
for me and I want to live for Your glory.  Please fill me with Your Spirit and enable me to 
do this.  In Jesus’ name amen. 


