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Returning from Death Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor 

1 Corinthians 15:1-8, 12-20 29 August 2021 
 
 
 
As humans, we long to know what happens when we die. We all want to believe that there is 
something beyond this mortal life. 
 
And that has been true throughout history, even in prehistoric people. Anthropologists have 
found the graves of Neanderthals from approximately 100,000BC. Their ochre-covered bodies 
were buried with food, clothing, stone tools and decorative shells and bones, suggesting they 
believed there was something after death. The archeological record is similar for early homo 
sapiens from 30,000 years ago. 
 
Today every major world religion also has some concept of life beyond death, whether the 
heaven and hell of Christianity, Judaism and Islam; or the reincarnation that Hindus, Sikhs and 
Buddhists believe in.  We all long for something beyond this physical and temporary existence. 
We long for something beyond death… 
 
And so that’s where our sermon today is going to take us. Today we’re thinking about what 
happens when we die, and whether we can trust the story we’ve been told about life and 
death, especially the Christian story. 
 
So why don’t we pray that God would speak to us now as we open the Bible.  
 
Our heavenly Father, help us now to hear your word and believe what it says. Teach us why the 
resurrection of Jesus is fundamental for the Christian faith. We pray this in the name of the risen 
saviour, Jesus. Amen. 
 
I’m always interested in what ‘the world’ thinks about Jesus. 
 
So I searched up some statistics about the beliefs of Americans, and this is what I found: 
 

- 87% of Americans believe in God1 
- 92% of Americans believe that Jesus was a real person2 

 
The other two are a bit more interesting. 
 

 
1 https://news.gallup.com/poll/268205/americans-believe-god.aspx 
2 https://www.barna.com/research/what-do-americans-believe-about-jesus-5-popular-beliefs/ 
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- 66% of all Americans believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus3 
- 48% think that the Bible is mythological rather than literal4 

 
It’s an interesting mix of beliefs, isn’t it? There is a God, and there was a Jesus. But people are 
suspicious about the Jesus story as recorded in the Bible. 
 
Think about your neighbours, your work colleagues who aren’t Christians… Does this ring true 
for them? Or for other people you know?  
 
I was actually surprised that so many Americans say that they believe in the resurrection! I 
thought that number would be smaller… In Australia, only 21% of the general population 
believes in the resurrection, and overall there is much less belief in God than here in the US. 
 
But on the whole, I’m not surprised by the results. 
 
And it makes me wonder, if that’s what the world believes, does any of the same thinking creep 
into church circles? See I think 100% of us would say we believe in the creator God. And I think 
100% of us would agree that Jesus was a historical person who lived in Palestine in the 1st 
century and was crucified on a Roman cross. 
 
But would 100% of us be completely confident that Jesus rose from the dead? (I hope so but 
I’m not sure.)  
 
And would 100% of us be convinced that the Bible is completely reliable and trustworthy (as a 
source of finding out about God and Jesus)? 
 
Now we only have about 20 minutes so I want to focus in on the resurrection, and what the 
Bible says about the resurrection. So that as a church we can be clear what God’s word says. 
And so that we can be clear about what happens when we die. 
 
So let’s get into it. 
 
I’ve never met a dead person who came back to life. I don’t think so, anyway. Is there anybody 
in the room who has died and come back to life? 
 
We hear stories from operating theatres & heart stops. Technically dead for a minute or more 
and then resuscitated. Almost routine in heart surgery? 
 
Or people falling into frozen rivers, and being submerged for up to 40 minutes. Then being 
resuscitated.  
 

 
3 https://lifewayresearch.com/2021/03/26/what-do-americans-actually-believe-about-the-resurrection/; https://thestateoftheology.com/  
4 https://thestateoftheology.com/ 



 3 

But normally dead people don’t come back to life. They die and we say goodbye to them and 
we never see them again. 
 
And I think that’s why it’s so hard to imagine a resurrected Jesus. 
 
It was hard even for the disciples, and those closest to Jesus.  
 
The disciple Thomas is the classic case. Doubting Thomas, as we often call him. He just couldn’t 
believe that Jesus had come back from the dead. 
 
You see, Jesus had appeared to Mary.  
 
Then he’d appeared to the rest of the disciples in a locked room, but Thomas wasn’t there.  
 
The disciples had told Thomas that they’d seen Jesus but he just couldn’t believe it. 
 
Thomas said to them,  
 

"Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put 
my hand into his side, I will not believe it." (John 20:25) 

 
I think a lot of us are like Thomas. It’s too hard to imagine someone coming back from the 
dead… It doesn’t seem possible. Maybe even for Jesus… 
 
But you remember what Jesus did next, don’t you? Reading from John 20:26 
 

26 A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. 
Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be 
with you!"  
27 Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand 
and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe."  
28 Thomas said to him, "My Lord and my God!" (John 20:26-28) 

 
We get Thomas, don’t we? We want to see and touch Jesus, just to be sure for ourselves. To 
get a picture in mind of what the resurrection looks like in the flesh. After all, Jesus had 
appeared in the middle of a room with the doors locked. What kind of body does he have that 
lets him do that?  
 
Is he a ghost? No, Jesus had a real body. Thomas reached out and touched it. And Luke tells us 
that Jesus ate a piece of fish in front of the disciples, as if to prove that his body was physical 
and real… (Lk 24:43) 
 
But we don’t get to see and touch Jesus for ourselves, do we?  
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And Jesus says we shouldn’t have to. 
 
Look what Jesus says to Thomas next: 
 

Then Jesus told him, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those 
who have not seen and yet have believed." (John 20:29) 

 
You see, Thomas only believed because he saw Jesus. But Jesus says we are blessed if we 
believe even when we haven’t seen him. 
 
I guess that’s faith, right? Believing what you haven’t seen.  
 
But it’s not blind faith. 
 
Because we are actually in the same boat as Thomas during that week before Jesus appeared to 
him – we have the testimony of witness after witness that Jesus rose in the flesh. The question 
is whether we believe them. 
 
I went to school with some incredibly intelligent boys, and sceptical too. There was one guy 
who was particularly scathing about the Bible, and its historicity – and he made a lot of fun of 
me when I became a Christian. 
 
I remember one of his big problems with the Bible was this – he believed that the Bible we have 
today was passed down by word of mouth over centuries, just like the game Telephone, so that 
we the message we receive is nothing like the original. For him, the Bible was just a book of 
myths. Just like the survey we saw at the beginning, right? 
 
My friend’s name was Charles. What do you say to the Charles in your life, when he tells you 
that your faith is blind faith? 
 
Let me give you a bit of an answer… 
 
Come with me to 1 Corinthians 15. This whole chapter is about the resurrection. I don’t have 
time to read it all with you today, but this is Resurrection 101 for Christians. Go and read the 
rest this week. But today we’re going to look at vv1-20. 
 
Paul is writing to the church in Corinth which he had planted just 3 or 4 years earlier. So these 
are new Christians, but Paul their first minister has moved on, and now they’re wavering about 
this fundamental of the faith. They’re wavering in their belief about resurrection. Perhaps 
someone smart, and sceptical had used persuasive arguments to make them question their 
faith… 
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So listen to what Paul says to his church. He’s helping them remember how they can know what 
they know about the resurrection: 
 

1 Now, brothers & sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which 
you received and on which you have taken your stand. […] 3 For what I received I passed 
on to you as of first importance: (1 Corinthians 1:1,3) 

 
Do you see what Paul is doing here? Paul is establishing a (kind of) chain of knowledge – where 
somebody tells Paul the message of the gospel, which he receives (v3). And then Paul preaches 
that message to the church in Corinth, which they receive (v1) and stake their lives on it. Paul 
reminds them that the message they received from him is trustworthy, because he received it 
from a trustworthy source. And he’s passed it on to them v3 as a matter of first importance – 
that is, he’s been super careful to pass on exactly what he received. This isn’t Telephone, it’s 
careful instruction. 
 
And who did Paul hear this gospel message from? Because he wasn’t one of the original 
disciples, was he?  
 
Listen to the how Paul received the message: 
 
3 For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins 
according to the Scriptures, 4 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according 
to the Scriptures, 5 and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. 6 After that, he 
appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still 
living, though some have fallen asleep.  7 Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, 8 
and last of all he appeared to me also. (1 Corinthians 15:3-8) 
 
Paul’s chain of knowledge comes directly from Jesus, down to Paul, when Jesus appeared to 
him on the read to Damascus. Jesus himself taught this gospel to Paul, then Paul passed that 
message on to the church in Corinth. 
 
In other words, they can trust the message that Paul has given them. 
 
The message that  

- Christ died for sins 
- that he was buried 
- and that he was raised on the third day 

 
And it’s not only Paul who was an eyewitness to the resurrection. The risen Jesus appeared to 
Peter, then to the Twelve Apostles, and even to a group of 500 brothers. And Paul says that at 
the time of writing the letter, you could have gone to Jerusalem and met some of those 500. 
They’d still be alive. Then Jesus had appeared to James and lastly to Paul… 
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That’s a lot of witnesses to the resurrected Jesus, who you could go check with if you were a 
member of the Corinthian church. 
 
Pretend you’re my friend Charles for a moment. Charles would say, that’s a nice tradition but 
when was that letter written? 100AD? 90AD at the earliest… 
 
Well actually Paul established the church in Corinth in 50 AD and he was there for a year and a 
half, then left. And he wrote this letter to the church between 53 and 57 AD (we can tell that 
because of historical details in the letter.) 
 
So it means that Paul was teaching that Gospel message of Christ crucified and resurrected 
within 20 to 25 years of Jesus’ death – a firm and established gospel, not only about the 
historical facts, but also about the reason behind Jesus’ death and resurrection – namely the 
forgiveness of sins according to the scriptures.  
 
Brothers and sisters at Yountville Community Church, this is the gospel that I plan to preach to 
you week in and week out, the gospel of Christ crucified for our sins and resurrected according 
to the Scriptures. I received this gospel just the way that Paul taught it to his church in 50AD, 
and now I’m passing it on to you as a matter of first importance.  
 
We don’t believe that the resurrection was a myth. We believe in a historical event, and we 
have a chain of witnesses who have testified to us that we can believe what we haven’t seen 
with our own eyes, because they’ve seen it with theirs… 
 
There are many Charles’ in this world, and they try to undermine our faith with fine-sounding 
arguments (Col 2:4). But don’t let them! You can believe in the historical resurrection of Jesus, 
even without seeing it for yourself. And you’ll be blessed, says Jesus. 
 
Now for some here, I think you probably don’t mind whether Jesus was raised from the dead. 
All this worry about whether he did or didn’t rise from the dead, you wonder, does it matter 
either way? If he did, that’s great. But if he didn’t, does it make any real difference? Does it 
really matter that Jesus was resurrected? 
 
If that’s you, I want to say, Oh, it matters. 
 
It absolutely matters whether Jesus rose from the dead… And this passage in 1 Corinthians 15 
tells us that if Jesus didn’t rise, then everything about our faith collapses in a heap of broken 
dreams… 
 
Read with me from v12 and we’ll see just how comprehensively Christianity crumbles if the 
resurrection is not true: 
 

12 But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you 
say that there is no resurrection of the dead?  
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Here’s the first thing that goes if Christ hasn’t been raised. 
 
13 If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised.  
14 And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.  

 
If Jesus hasn’t been raised, the gospel itself is useless – This is the gospel back in v2 by which 
we’re saved, because Christ died, and was buried, then rose again according to the Scriptures. 
But if Christ hasn’t been raised, then that gospel can’t be trusted, and it has no power to save. 
And so preaching the gospel also useless, if Christ has not been raised. Because if the gospel 
isn’t true, then (V2) you have believed in vain. 
 
So if Christ hasn’t been raised, then the gospel is useless. 
 
It says in v14 
 

14 And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith.  
 
If the gospel is a hoax, and it has no power to save, then our faith in that gospel is also just a 
delusion. God tells us that he has given us his Holy Spirit to transform our hearts to be more like 
Jesus, so that we’re no longer slaves to sin but slaves to righteousness. And by faith God works 
that transformation in us.  
 
But do you see that if Jesus wasn’t resurrected, and the gospel is powerless to save, then the 
faith we have in that gospel is also powerless to change us. If Jesus wasn’t resurrected, then 
faith is just a placebo, a mere psychological crutch. 
 
More than that, if Jesus wasn’t resurrected, then it discredits everything the apostles said. It 
would make them false witnesses about God. And if you can’t trust the words of the witnesses 
in the Bible, then you can’t trust anything about the Bible, can you? 
 
The resurrection matters. I hope you’re seeing that. 
 
And it matters for us personally, too. It’s not just a matter of doctrine. Look at v17 with me… 
 

17 And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. (1 
Corinthians 15:17) 

 
In this chapter Paul calls death ‘the last enemy’. The Bible teaches us that death is not a natural 
part of life, but actually an unwelcome intrusion into the world as a result of sin. Sin brings 
death, and for each of us, we live under the reign and rule of sin and death.  
 
But Jesus’ resurrection signalled an end to that reign of sin and death. Because Jesus’ death 
made atonement for human sin completely, it means that death no longer has any claim over 
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us if we are in Christ. Though we die a mortal death, we can expect to be raised to new life, just 
like Jesus was, if we have our faith in him. 
 
But if Jesus wasn’t raised, then the last enemy has not been defeated. Death still reigns over 
this world, and if Christ hasn’t been raised then we will still be held accountable for our sins. 
 
And so will every other Christian who died with their faith in Jesus. Because if Jesus wasn’t 
raised, then the entire gospel project is a fraud.  
 

19 If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men… (1 
Corinthians 15:19) 

 
It really matters whether or not Jesus was raised to life. If he wasn’t then we have believed in 
vain, and we’re to be pitied. 
 
PAUSE  
 
But read v20 with me. 
 

20 But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have 
fallen asleep. (1 Corinthians 15:20) 

 
Jesus has been raised. And because he has been raised, we have the answer to our questions 
about what happens when we die. Jesus’ resurrection was the firstfruits, the forerunner, the 
early proof of our own resurrection to eternal life, if we align our lives to his. 
 
The resurrection takes the sting out of death, when we know it is not the end. In fact the very 
last book of the Bible paints a picture of the new heavens and the new earth, it’s a picture of 
the afterlife. And it is a bit of a dreamlike picture – I think God doesn’t want to ruin the surprise 
for when we get there! But it is very clear on one thing.  
 
Heaven is a place where death and mourning and crying and tears are no more.  
 
The pain of the loss of our loved ones, the pain of broken relationships, the pain of decaying 
bodies, all the pain that comes from life this side of heaven, that will all be gone on the day 
when we open our eyes, and when we see and feel and touch our own resurrection bodies, 
bodies that are raised imperishable. 
 
That will be something, won’t it?  
 
That’s the hope that we want to share in the Napa Valley and beyond. The hope of new life in 
Jesus. Not just in the future, but a new life lived even today in the presence of Jesus, a life 
where we look forward to the future by living the resurrection life now. But that’s my sermon 
for next week… 
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The resurrection of Jesus was the greatest ‘return’ story of all time. And that story can be your 
story. 
 
Will you pray with me? 


