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Sermon Covenant Presbyterian Church 

November 3, 2019   Rev. Zeta T. Lamberson 

 

 Words for God’s Church: Of First Importance 

 I Corinthians 15:1-11 

 

 The first thing to remember is.... We have all heard this said and probably used the phrase 

ourselves.  What is meant is that this is the most important part of whatever is about to be said.  This is 

the crux of the matter.  The central message.  And it is significant that even though Paul has been 

writing for a good while now he chose this point in his letter - near the end -to discuss this issue.  He 

had been dealing with a wide variety of issues but this one was the most important.  For Paul is about 

to explain the resurrection and why it is the central belief of faith in Jesus Christ.  

 Paul began by reminding the Corinthians of the good news that he had shared with them when 

he had first been among them.  The news that they had received and claimed as their own.  The news 

that they shared with one another and that continued to change their lives.  The news through which 

they were being saved.  And yet even though he had proclaimed it before, he felt the need to state it 

again because it was so important and evidently some in that community were questioning their new 

found beliefs.  And as we look carefully at what he proclaimed we hear again the good news and find 

clues that can help us as we continue to share the gospel with others. 

 The first thing to notice is that Paul was handing down a tradition - a belief that had been 

around for a while.  This was not just his idea of what happened.  He was sharing something that others 

had shared with him and he was now passing that understanding and belief on to them.  He had used 

the same phrase - “I handed on to you.... what I in turn received” when he was describing the breaking 

of the bread and the sharing of the cup earlier in his letter.  In that case he told us he had received it 

from Christ himself but the ones who had handed this tradition on were different.  We often forget that 

after Paul’s Damascus road conversion he spent time with Barnabas and other Christ followers - 

several years in fact - soaking in their stories of walking and learning from Jesus before he set out on 
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the road as a missionary.  Paul had heard the details of this story recounted over and over again by 

those who had seen and experienced the resurrected Christ.  They had handed down the tradition to 

him.  And he had received their words and incorporated them into his life and faith. 

 Paul was writing some 25-30 years after Christ’s death and resurrection.  Over that time period 

those who witnessed the resurrection continued to tell the story of Christ and the consistent words to 

describe their shared experiences became known widely among believers.  Scholars believe that the 

words Paul used next may have been an early creed of the church:   

 Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 

 he was buried, 

 and he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, 

 and he appeared (to his disciples.) 

 Twice within these verses we hear the words “in accordance with the scriptures.”  It is 

important to note that the scriptures at the time this letter was written did not mean the four gospels or 

any of the New Testament for that matter.  For the gospels and the rest of the New Testament had not 

been written at this point in time.  When speaking of “the scriptures” here the reference is to the 

message of the Old Testament.  Note Paul was not citing scripture and verse noting exactly where this 

message was to be found but speaking of the overall message of the Old Testament.  The message that 

God has been at work throughout history leading up to this event.  In the first twenty to thirty years 

after Christ’s death it seems clear that the first believers scoured the Hebrew Bible in search of 

prophecies of the coming one and came to hear in certain scriptures, especially in the words of Isaiah 

and other prophets, the promise of the coming Messiah.  Probably when Paul had first come to Corinth 

he had taught those connections to this mostly Gentile community so that they would understand the 

bigger picture of how the message of Christ was a fulfillment of all that had come before.  Here he was 

reminding them of those earlier teachings.   
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 And yet it was not just the fact that Christ died and was buried and was raised on the third day 

that mattered.  What is at the center of his message is the fact that Jesus appeared as the risen Christ to 

many people.  Here in Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth, before the gospels are recorded, we have 

an amazing list of those Jesus appeared to that included many more than we hear about in the four 

gospels. Paul said: 

 “He appeared to Cephas.”  That is Peter.  “Then to the twelve.”   The twelve disciples.   

 “Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time.”  You may be 

thinking I don’t remember that story.  Well the problem is we don’t know anymore about Jesus 

appearing to five hundred brothers and sisters at one time for it is not recorded anywhere else in the 

New Testament.    But the very fact that Paul includes this appearance story tells us that there were 

other stories being told by people who encountered the risen Christ that have not been recorded.  And 

at the time that Paul wrote many of them were still alive and telling their stories throughout their 

communities.  You almost get the feeling Paul was saying if you go searching you can hear about this 

first hand from one of them for they have not all died.  Paul went on to say Jesus appeared to James 

who was Jesus’ brother and the leader of the church in Jerusalem.  And to all the apostles - seeming to 

imply that the apostles were a broader group than the twelve.  That’s a lot of appearances - no wonder 

the story had credibility.  But Paul was not finished - for he too had a story to tell.  Jesus Christ had 

appeared to him also.  And for Paul that was the most amazing part of the story for he truly believed he 

did not deserve to have that experience.   

 And yet it was his experience of the risen Christ that changed his life forever.  It was the grace 

of God that turned a persecutor of the church into a missionary - a proclaimer of the gospel. And in 

gratitude for that grace Paul worked hard to share the gospel with others for the grace of God 

compelled him to share the good news.  In the same way what Paul was reminding the Corinthians was 

that it was God’s grace that had worked in their lives so that they too had come to believe.   
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 And my friends, that is why this central message that Christ died for our sins, was buried, and 

was raised from the dead on the third day and appeared to his disciples matters still today.  For the 

mission of the early church became simply to tell what they had seen and heard.  To bear witness to the 

fact that they had seen the risen Christ and their lives had been changed.   They had experienced God’s 

grace and had come to believe that Christ had come to offer God’s salvation to the world. 

 And the fact is that for twenty centuries now there have been people who have heard the 

message of the gospel, encountered Christ in real and powerful ways, experienced God’s grace, and 

felt the Holy Spirit working in their lives in new and powerful ways.  And because someone 

proclaimed the gospel to them they came to believe and they told their story to others.  And my 

friends, we gather here this day because someone proclaimed this powerful message to us and we came 

to believe in God’s grace and love revealed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 Friday was All Saints Day - a day when the church has historically acknowledged the saints 

who have gone before us.  Scripture reminds us that all those who are faithful are the saints of the 

church.  And it seems only appropriate to me that as we turn the calendar to November and a season of 

thanksgiving that it begins by remembering those saints who through the centuries have continued to 

bear witness to the love of God purely revealed in the life of Jesus Christ.  For each one of us here 

there was a saint - a faithful follower of Jesus Christ - who told us this important truth and what that 

truth meant to them - how they came to know God’s grace.  We are here today because of their 

witness. Think a minute about who that person or persons were in your life who told you their story - a 

mother or father, a grandmother or grandfather, a neighbor or friend, a co-worker, a Sunday School 

teacher, a youth advisor or coach.  Give thanks this day that someone told them this story and they 

were compelled to pass it on so that you would come to believe and have the opportunity to tell the 

story to others.  

 At Vinje Lutheran Church in Willmar, Minnesota, wooden panels containing names of 
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historical witnesses to the gospel encircle the church.  It is a powerful reminder of the saints who have 

gone before us and yet in that church the last two panels are blank.  It is said that a former pastor 

would tell the confirmation class: “Those panels will one day have your names on them....”  

(https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1166) 

 Friends, the message we have received is of first importance and it is our task - our calling - our 

privilege to tell the world about a God who loved us so much he sent his son into the world for the 

forgiveness of our sins.  But that is only part of the story.   

 For it is the story of how Christ appeared to us - how Christ became real and powerful to us - 

how we encountered the risen Christ through another’s love for us or a life changing event or through 

years of experiencing over and over again the powerful grace of God. It is those stories shared one on 

one with others that paves the way for God’s story to be continually told throughout the world.   

 And my friends, it is these two stories combined - the story of Christ and our story together -

that have the power to change the world.  May we not only continue to tell God’s story of how Christ 

died for our sins, was buried, and raised on the third day but may we also proclaim the powerful story 

of how Christ appeared to us and how our lives have been changed through the love and grace of God.

         


