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CHAPTER 1

CERTAIN HOPE


Now, brothers and sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you. … For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born. For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.

—1 CORINTHIANS 15:1,3–10
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The heart of the Christian faith is the gospel. “It is the power of God that brings salvation,” Paul says in Romans 1:16. The gospel is infinitely rich and can be expounded at great length, as we see in the books of Galatians and Romans. But the value of this passage in 1 Corinthians is that Paul gives us the gospel briefly, and this enables us to get a clearer view of all of its constituent aspects and points. The passage tells us that Christianity is a historical, reasonable, and gracious faith.

A Historical Faith

The gospel begins with the reporting of certain historical events. Christianity is rightly seen as a life-changing experience, but it will transform you only if you accept as facts that certain events occurred in history.

When I was in college I took courses studying the religions of the world. Looking back on my studies, it became clear than no other faith started by saying, “Above all and before everything else, you must believe that these historical events happened.” Certainly all the religions had origin stories and accounts of various heroes of the faith. But such stories were provided primarily as examples to emulate. The main message was “Live in this way and find the path of wisdom and you will find unity with the infinite.”

Christianity opens not with “Here’s how you have to live,” but “Here’s what Jesus did for you in history.” First, he died for our sins and was buried, and second, he was raised to life on the third day and he appeared to many eyewitnesses.

An Ahistorical Faith?

One reason to stress the historicity of the crucifixion and resurrection is to provide a note of caution about the ongoing effort that started two centuries ago to create a liberal Christianity that is more like other religions.

In the early part of the nineteenth century there was a movement to remove the supernatural elements from Christianity in order to align it more with modern sensibilities. Friedrich Schleiermacher taught that Christianity was not a matter of faith in historical events but rather an internal feeling of dependence on God. Albrecht Ritschl taught that we could no longer believe in miracles, and so we had to reread the reports of Jesus’s incarnate birth, death, and resurrection not as historical events but as legends and parables and examples of how to live. The basic reasoning of this movement went something like this: “There are many superstitious, miraculous elements in the Christian faith. Modern people can’t believe these things actually happened. So if we are going to appeal to the modern world, we will have to reinterpret them as fiction, but fiction that preserves the essential principles of living that are in the Christian faith.”

How did this program of modernization treat Easter, the doctrine that Christ was raised bodily from the dead? The new account went like this: “We can’t believe in a literal, physical, historical resurrection anymore. Ah, but we still have the idea of Easter. Doesn’t nature itself teach you that after winter comes spring? That even in a disaster and after death there can be new beginnings? That even in our misfortunes we can discover lessons and we can grow and we can begin afresh? That’s the principle of Easter.”

Liberal Christianity has taught that it doesn’t matter whether these events in the story of Jesus’s life actually happened. All that matters is that Christians be good, ethical people who love others and make the world a better place. This is an effort to create a non-historical faith, one that isn’t grounded in what God has actually done in history, but only in what we do and how we live. Liberal Christianity even tries to read itself back into history as the original, true Christianity. It claims that the original Jesus was simply a human teacher of justice and love. Only decades later did these miraculous, supernatural elements get introduced into the legends about his life, and only then was he presented as a Son of God who rose from the dead. In this telling, the original faith was not about miraculous historical events but rather was simply an ethic of love.

This narrative, however, is not actually an updated version of Christianity. Rather, it is the creation of a different religion altogether. Christianity’s unique message—that you are saved not by what you have to do but by what God has done—is swept away. The crushing weight of self-salvation is put squarely back onto the believer, whereas the historical gospel took that burden off of us.

The stark difference between liberal Christianity and the original faith was put famously by H. Richard Niebuhr. He described liberalism thus: “A God without wrath brought men without sin into a Kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of Christ without a Cross.”1 And, he could have added, without a resurrection. Liberal Christianity—a message of simple ethical love and hope—could never have turned anyone’s life, much less the entire Roman world, upside down.

The electrifying original message was this: God’s power has come from outside of history into this world. Jesus died for our sins in our place so that through faith we can know his love and receive a guarantee of eternal life—all by grace, as a gift. He also rose from the dead to bring into history the powers of the age to come, in which we will all be resurrected and every tear will be wiped away (Hebrews 6:5; 2 Peter 3:13; Romans 8:18–25). Because Jesus’s death for sin and resurrection happened in history, everything has changed. Everything.

In 1 Corinthians 15:14 Paul says, “If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless,” and the Greek word for useless is kenos, without power. Paul is saying that mere ethical exhortations—that “we need to work against injustice” or “we need to keep up hope in the face of anxiety”—as right as they are, are nonetheless impotent if Jesus hasn’t been raised from the dead in history. If he was raised, we have not only every reason in the world to work for the good, but also the actual inward power to do so. But if he was not raised, then, both the ancient philosophers and modern scientists agree, the world will eventually burn up, and no one will be around to mourn for it, and nothing anyone does will in the end make any difference.

Liberal Christianity, though now in steep demographic decline among believers, is nonetheless highly popular with the modern media, which sees it as the only viable version of the faith.2 But a non-historical faith—a non-supernatural faith—simply won’t do. It did not change lives and the world at the beginning, and it won’t do so now. As John Updike wrote:


Make no mistake: if He rose at all

It was as His body;

If the cells’ dissolution did not reverse, the molecule reknit,

the amino acids rekindle,

the Church will fall.

It was not as the flowers,

each soft spring recurrent;

it was not as His Spirit in the mouths and fuddled eyes of the

eleven apostles;

it was as His flesh; ours.

The same hinged thumbs and toes,

the same valved heart

that—pierced—died, withered, paused, and then regathered

out of enduring Might

new strength to enclose.

Let us not mock God with metaphor,

analogy, sidestepping, transcendence,

making of the event a parable, a sign painted in the faded

credulity of earlier ages:

let us walk through the door.

The stone is rolled back, not papiermâché

not a stone in a story,

but the vast rock of materiality that in the slow grinding of

time will eclipse for each of us

the wide light of day.

And if we have an angel at the tomb,

make it a real angel,

weighty with Max Planck’s quanta, vivid with hair, opaque in

the dawn light, robed in real linen

spun on a definite loom.

Let us not seek to make it less monstrous,

for our own convenience, our own sense of beauty,

lest, awakened in one unthinkable hour, we are embarrassed

by the miracle,

and crushed by remonstrance.3



A Reasonable Faith

Because Christianity is a historical faith, it is also a reasonable one, and 1 Corinthians 15 is brimming with reasons to believe. Many modern theories have been developed to explain away the claim of the resurrection, but these verses provide answers to them all.

One of the oldest theories is that the legends of Jesus’s resurrection developed only many decades after the actual events had faded from living memory. But the 1 Corinthians text is itself an important piece of evidence against that view. Verses 3–7 are now seen by most New Testament scholars as not an original Pauline composition but rather an early gospel summary used by the earliest church in its evangelism and instruction which Paul is citing. As he says in verse 3, these words were “received,” not created by him, and then “passed on” to others. Scholars also show that the vocabulary in these verses—“according to the Scriptures,” “on the third day,” “the Twelve” are not terms Paul uses elsewhere in his writings. So this was a gospel summary that was already in widespread use by Christians all around the Mediterranean world when Paul wrote. Since this letter to the Corinthians was written only fifteen or twenty years after Jesus’s death, the eminent biblical scholar James Dunn concludes that “we can be entirely confident” that this summary in 1 Corinthians 15:3–7 “was formulated … within months of Jesus’s death.”4

That disproves the theory that Jesus’s resurrection was a legend developed only after all the people who were present at his death were gone. Instead, this text demonstrates that almost instantly thousands of Jewish men and women were worshipping Jesus as the Savior and risen Lord (Acts 2:41). Unlike the Romans, the Jews “did not believe that a man might become a god. … [Such] claims [were] as stupefying as they were … repellent. … Not merely blasphemy, it was madness.”5 A growing movement of Jews who worshipped a human being as the Son of God was completely unprecedented. And it happened immediately after Jesus’s death. Something momentous must have happened to bring this about. If it was not the resurrection, what else could it have been?

Paul also says Jesus was raised “on the third day,” which undermines a second modern theory, that the earliest followers of Jesus did not literally see the resurrected Christ with their eyes but only experienced his continued presence with them in their hearts. “The third day” shows that Jesus’s resurrection was an actual event with a time stamp.

Paul then goes on at length to report that the risen Jesus appeared “to Cephas (Peter), and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born” (1 Corinthians 15:5–7). This list challenges a third modern hypothesis, namely, that the resurrection was a hoax. The problem is not only that Peter, Jesus’s brother James, and Paul himself all claimed to have literally seen Christ back from the dead. Jesus also appeared to five hundred people at one time. There were literally hundreds of corroborating eyewitnesses.

Contemporary readers might think that in Paul’s day everyone was highly credulous and superstitious. So if you wanted to claim that the founder of your religion had risen from the dead, all you’d have to do is say, “He rose, and you must believe it because I say so.” Instead, Paul writes as if his readers would be unwilling to accept such a claim without evidence—much like people today. So over 75 percent of the words in this gospel presentation are dedicated to listing the eyewitnesses of the resurrection. When he gives their names and says “most of [them] are still living,” he is inviting anyone to seek them out and hear their eyewitness testimony for themselves. In other words, Paul is not what has been called a “fideist,” someone who says, “I have no arguments or reasons for you; you must just take a wild leap of faith in the dark and believe what I’m telling you despite the lack of evidence.”

We might ask why an ancient audience would be so slow to believe in something like the resurrection. Surely people in those days were less skeptical about claims of miracles than people are today? But in his book The Resurrection of the Son of God, biblical scholar N. T. Wright explains at length that both Greco-Roman culture and Judaism of that time had strong beliefs that made the claim of an individual bodily resurrection incredible. Jews of Jesus’s day either did not believe in resurrection at all or believed only in a general resurrection of the righteous at the end of time when the whole world was renewed. What they did not think possible at all was a single, individual resurrection in the midst of history while evil, suffering, and death continued as before.6 This then refutes a fourth modern belief, that Jesus’s followers were so grief stricken and desirous for him to be alive that they convinced themselves he was resurrected. Wright makes the strongest case that this could not have happened. Such a resurrection was too unimaginable for Jews. It was only the evidence of the empty tomb and all the eyewitness accounts that overcame their deep skepticism about the claim of resurrection.


Any first-century historian should recognize … that whatever it was that the early Christians were expecting, wanting, hoping and praying for, this was not what they said, after Easter, had happened. … Something had happened, something which was not at all what they expected or hoped for, something around which they had to reconstruct their lives.7



Paul’s Evidence for the Resurrection

In Acts 26 Paul spoke to King Agrippa and Festus, the Roman governor. He talked about Christ’s death and resurrection. In the middle of his discussion, Festus cried, “Paul, your great learning is driving you insane” (Acts 26:24). Paul’s response was respectful but surprisingly confident.


“I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied. “What I am saying is true and reasonable. The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner.”

(Acts 26:25–26)



Paul says that his faith in the resurrection is “reasonable”—a word that refers to careful, rational thought. He is not making mere assertions but is offering arguments. Paul can also say confidently to Agrippa that he knew the facts of Jesus’s death, of the empty tomb, and of the reports of the eyewitnesses to the resurrection, because these things were “not done in a corner.” They were public knowledge and so there was substantial evidence for what he was saying.

Paul is doing in 1 Corinthians 15 for all readers, present and future, what he did before Agrippa and Festus. To summarize, he provides two main arguments for the resurrection.

First, the tomb was empty. The gospel summary does not merely say that Jesus died but also “that he was buried.” That would be redundant unless to make the point that this was not a “spiritual” event, that the body was gone and the tomb empty.8 The fact of the empty tomb is accepted by most scholars, including those who don’t accept the resurrection. It was extremely important to Jews to bury people and not leave bodies out simply to decay.9 And the text of 1 Corinthians—as well as this gospel summary—proves that the very earliest Christians believed and proclaimed Jesus’s resurrection from the dead. Therefore, “it is hard to imagine belief in a risen Jesus getting very far if one could easily point to the grave in which he was still present.”10

The second main argument is that a large number of people, across a diversity of circumstances, testified that they had seen the risen Jesus. We are not talking about one single sighting, or several appearances in one remote location where they could be staged. Peter Williams gives the list:


The resurrected Jesus is recorded as appearing in Judea (Mt 28:9; Lk 24:31, 36) and in Galilee (Mt 28:16–20; Jn 21:1–23), in town (Lk 24:36) and countryside (Lk 24:15), indoors (Lk 24:36) and outdoors (Mt 28:9,16; Lk 24:15; Jn 21:1–23), in the morning (Jn 21:1–23) and the evening (Lk 24:29,36; Jn 20:19), by prior appointment (Mt 28:16) and without prior appointment (Mt 28:9; Lk 24:15,34,36; Jn 21:1–23), close (Mt 28:9, 19; Lk 24:15,36; Jn 21:9–23) and distant (Jn 21:4–8), on a hill (Mt 28:16) and by a lake (Jn 21:4), to groups of men (Jn 21:2; 1 Cor 15:5,7) and groups of women (Mt 28:9), to individuals (Lk 24:34; 1 Cor 15:5,7–8) and groups of up to five hundred (1 Cor 15:6), sitting (Jn 21:15 implied), standing (Jn 21:4), walking (Lk 24:15; Jn 21:20–22), eating (Lk 24:43; Jn 21:15), and always talking (Mt 28:9–10, 18–20; Lk 24:17–30, 36–49; Jn 20:15–17, 19–29; 21:6–22). Many are explicitly close-up encounters involving conversations. It is hard to imagine this pattern of appearances [recorded] in the Gospels and early Christian letters without there having been multiple individuals who claimed to have seen Jesus risen from the dead.11



Many have sought to explain away these eyewitness accounts. The most common theory is that they were simply made up by the New Testament writers. But here in this well-attested, early public document, Paul says that most of these witnesses were still alive and readily accessible. Such claims would have been impossible if the witnesses never existed. In addition, as is often pointed out, the gospels claim that the very first witnesses of the resurrection were women. Since women in that patriarchal culture were not allowed to give evidence in court,12 there would be no plausible reason that the gospel writers would have invented them. The only historically plausible reason that women would have been recorded as seeing the risen Christ is: they did.

As previously noted, some explain the resurrection appearances as psychological wish fulfillment or hallucinations or ecstatic visions on the part of the witnesses. But the variety of times and circumstances of the encounters makes that highly unlikely. For example, how could five hundred people have the same hallucination at once?13 And as Wright has argued, the Jewish worldview made it inconceivable that a single person could be resurrected in the middle of history. It would have neither occurred to Jesus’s disciples to make up such an idea nor to think they could get other Jews to believe it if they did. It would have required some extraordinary, impossible-to-deny, powerful evidence to get first-century Jews to overcome all they had been taught and to believe that Jesus was the resurrected Son of God. According to 1 Corinthians 15, that is exactly what they received.14

So we are left with two hard-to-refute facts: that the tomb was empty and that hundreds of people claimed to have seen the risen Christ. If we had only the empty tomb, then we could plausibly claim the body was stolen. If we only had the testimonies, we could say they had to be fantasies. Together, however, they give evidence that something extraordinary happened. N. T. Wright says that if you rule out a resurrection, you have a formidable challenge—to come up with a historically possible alternate explanation for these two facts, as well as for the birth of the church itself. He writes:


The early Christians did not invent the empty tomb and the meetings or sightings of the risen Jesus. … Nobody was expecting this kind of thing; no kind of conversion experience would have invented it, no matter how guilty (or how forgiven) they felt, no matter how many hours they pored over the scriptures. To suggest otherwise is to stop doing history and enter into a fantasy world of our own.15



The Gospels’ Evidence for the Resurrection

To these two most basic pieces of evidence we can add a third, one to which we alluded in the introduction and that comes from the gospels’ resurrection accounts themselves. We could call this category “the strangeness of the risen Jesus.” In his Gifford Lectures, John Polkinghorne says that the inability of the first eyewitnesses to recognize the resurrected Christ was remarkable. He argues that if people of that time (or ours) were to make up a story about someone resurrected, they would have drawn from the two kinds of legends about people returning from the dead, depicting him as either “a dazzling heavenly figure or a resuscitated corpse.”16 N. T. Wright agrees. There were stories in the Jewish apocalyptic tradition of figures appearing “in blinding light or dazzling radiance, or wreathed in clouds.” Daniel 12:2–3 describes the resurrected at the end of time as “shining like the brightness of the heavens.” 1 Samuel 28 tells about King Saul speaking with the ghost of the dead prophet Samuel, who appears as “a ghostly figure” (verse 13). Surely if Jewish gospel writers wanted to make up a story to teach that Jesus had risen from the dead, they could have drawn on those accounts and depicted him as too bright to look upon or as a frightening phantasm. Instead the risen Jesus appears to be completely ordinary—“as a human being among human beings.”17

On the other hand, Polkinghorne says that if the gospel writers conceived Jesus not as being divinely transformed or as a spirit but merely as resuscitated, brought back to life as Lazarus was, then surely he would have looked exactly the same. There is no indication that anyone had any problem recognizing Lazarus after he was resurrected (John 11). Yet in these resurrection narratives Jesus looks different enough that his disciples don’t recognize him—until they do. The closest analogy would be meeting a childhood friend in your fifties whom you have not seen since you were both in your teens. You would not recognize her at first, until you looked more closely. So here Jesus is being shown to have a resurrected body—very human and continuous with his former body (he still has wounds where the nails were used in his crucifixion, John 20:27)—but now transformed.

Wright adds that Jesus’s body is also “trans-physical.” It can be touched, and he can eat a fish (Luke 24:36–43), and yet twice the gospels speak of him entering through locked doors (John 20:19,26). Jesus is neither a ghost nor a dazzling apparition, nor does he have a revived, normal human body. There simply was nothing like this in Jewish and Greco-Roman literature and legend for the gospel writers to draw on. These were wholly new conceptual categories, major departures from anything any religion or culture had ever imagined before. It was an entirely new way to think of body and spirit.

Wright and Polkinghorne argue that it is extremely unlikely that anyone fabricating stories about the resurrection would have conceived of a risen Christ like this. No one could have thought this up. “This would be a strange motif to recur in stories that were merely made up,” concludes Polkinghorne. “It seems likely to me that, on the contrary, it is the kernel of a genuine historical reminiscence.”18

Finally, we can add a fourth kind of evidence for the resurrection from the history of the early church. N. T. Wright looks at the inexplicability of the early church’s resurrection faith. Modern people assume that ancient people believed that resurrections from the dead were possible “but that now, with hundreds of years of scientific research on our side, we know that dead people stay dead.” But Wright then adds that this modern way of understanding ancient people’s views “is ridiculous.” He argues: “The [historical] evidence was massive and the conclusion universally drawn Ancient paganism contains all kinds of theories, but whenever resurrection is mentioned the answer is firm negative: we know that doesn’t happen.”19

But what about Judaism? Wright says that a majority of first-century Jews believed in a bodily resurrection of the righteous at the end of time. And yet Christians’ belief in the resurrection almost overnight developed “remarkable modifications” or what he calls “mutations.” Unlike in Judaism, which contained a range of beliefs and emphases (and skepticism) about the resurrection, all Christians immediately believed in the resurrection, and it was central to their faith. Judaism had speculated that resurrected people would have a resuscitated but basically identical body. But as we have seen, Christians believed the resurrected body would be physical but have a range of new properties and powers. Judaism had also taught that if the resurrection happened, it would all happen at the end of history, but Christians insisted that it has already happened to one person in the middle of history. Finally, no Jews believed that the Messiah would die and rise again, nor that any human being could possibly be the Son of God. Yet the early Christians, most of them Jews, did believe just that.20

In all these ways the belief of the early church about resurrection was a radical departure in the history of human culture and thought. And there was no debate within the early church over this—this new belief was instant. Wright says: “These mutations are so striking in an area of human experience where societies tend to be very conservative, that they force the historian … to ask, ‘Why did they occur?’” If historians tackle that question, they will find it difficult to find a plausible explanation for Christians’ overnight break with all other beliefs including their own upbringing. Wright concludes that it is “impossible … to account for the early Christian belief in Jesus as Messiah without the resurrection.”21

Can We Know That the Resurrection Happened?

Does all this prove beyond a shadow of rational doubt that the resurrection of Jesus Christ actually occurred? As Wright and others point out, no event in past history can be empirically proven the way something can be tested in a laboratory. We can’t know that William the Conqueror invaded England in 1066 in exactly the same way we know that a compound liquefies at such and such temperature. However, once we make that distinction, we can still say we know that things in history happened if there is a great deal of historical evidence that they did.

So what about the resurrection? If you ask historians to answer the question “What explanation do you have for the rapid development of this new view of resurrection and for the explosive growth of the church?” they must answer historically. Even if they hold a philosophical presupposition that disbelieves in miracles, they still have to find some alternative explanation that is historically possible and, as Wright argues, that is not at all easy. “No other explanations have been offered, in two thousand years of sneering skepticism … that can satisfactorily account for how the tomb came to be empty, how the disciples came to see Jesus, and how their lives and worldviews were transformed.”22

What this means is that, on the one hand, the use of human reason alone cannot force us to believe in the resurrection. There is room for intellectual doubt of most any historical event. On the other hand, we can see that belief in the resurrection of Christ is not a blind leap of faith. It has left an enormous footprint, as it were, in history. This is why it “poses that kind of challenge to the larger worldview of both the historian and the scientist.” Resurrection faith is not blind belief that rejects human reason—it “transcends but includes what we call history and what we call science.”23

Indeed, almost nothing important that we base our lives on can be demonstrably proven. Our moral values, our beliefs about human nature, our beliefs about whether the material universe was its own cause or was created by God—all of these fundamental assumptions about reality come through a combination of reasoning, evidence, and faith.24 Can we know, for example, that all human beings have equal dignity and human rights? Although there is much evidence for that belief, human rights cannot be scientifically proven so that any skeptic would be forced to accept them. And can we know that the resurrection happened? Even if you come to believe, on rational grounds, that the resurrection of Jesus probably happened, you still must exercise faith to become a Christian.25

A Gracious Faith

So while Paul has emphasized the historical and rational side of Christianity, he does not mean that it is sufficient to merely give mental assent to doctrines and principles. We must appropriate these truths personally, by faith. Belief or nonbelief in the resurrection is never merely an intellectual process. We are not computers. We are flesh-and-blood human beings, and when we confront the claim of the resurrection, we address it not only with logic but with a lifetime of hopes and fears and preexisting faith commitments. And we will never be able to accept it until we see our need for God’s grace.

That is why immediately after the summary of doctrine in 1 Corinthians 15:3–8 Paul adds a testimony of how these truths changed him personally.


For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.

(1 Corinthians 15:9–10)



What was it that made Paul into a completely different person? Three times he uses the word grace. The man formerly known as Saul in no way thought he needed mercy and forgiveness. He was, in his mind, far more zealous for the truth and for God than anyone he knew (Philippians 3:6). But when life humbled him and he saw his flaws and insufficiency and that he needed God’s grace, that made him open to claims and truths to which he was previously closed.

Before we become Christians, most of us also think of ourselves as sincere seekers after the truth. We feel like we’re pretty good people. But most Christians, like Paul, look back on their lives and see that they had never really been sincere seekers after truth at all. They had wanted a truth and a God that fit their desire to be in charge of their own lives. And yet God came after them, found them, and graciously helped them see their own blindness and their unwarranted distrust of him.

This is what happened to Paul. He thought he knew who God was and who Jesus was, and he got it all wrong. There is a 1992 movie titled Hero starring Dustin Hoffman. Hoffman plays Bernie LaPlante, who, at the risk of his life, rescues fifty-five people out of a crashed, burning airplane. The plot of the rest of the movie hinges on the fact that he is such an unheroic, unimpressive character that no one believes he did it. Instead the public chooses a more photogenic and attractive person and convinces itself that he was the one who saved everyone. All the people around Bernie LaPlante say he couldn’t possibly have done that. But he did. They thought they knew him. But they didn’t. Their eyes were blinded by superficialities and they could not discern true heroism.

Paul (like the rest of us) was just as spiritually blind to the nature of salvation. He thought that he could save himself, that he could make God bless him because of his zeal and righteousness. And he thought that Jesus—that uneducated, homeless, unemployed carpenter who died a cursed criminal’s death—could not possibly have been a Savior. Nor could he have been raised from the dead. Not only did Paul get it all wrong, but looking back he knew he had wanted God to be a God he could control, and that he had wanted Jesus to be a false teacher. That put him in the driver’s seat of his life. He had not been a sincere seeker after truth. He deserved to be judged and condemned by God.

Instead he was confronted by God, forgiven for everything, and made an apostle! Despite how spectacular Paul’s turnaround was, he insists that, in the end, all of us are in the same basic spiritual condition. He writes:


There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands; there is no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.

(Romans 3:10–12)26



When he says “no one is righteous,” he does not mean that there are not millions of people who, like Paul, are leading moral lives. What he denies, however, is that in so doing they are actually seeking the true God. Unless we come to see our spiritual blindness and our need for God’s help, we are all, like Paul, living good lives primarily for ourselves, in order to stay in control of our lives. We do so with distorted views of God we have devised out of our own self-interest.

Paul was brought to see the inadequacy of his conceptions by a visual encounter with Jesus. For the rest of us, there are other ways that we may be “mugged by reality.”

The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 was something that modern people, with their faith in science and technology, did not believe could happen. It brought death to our doors in ways we thought would be impossible in modern times. There have been a variety of responses to the threat. Many, to prove their fearlessness and freedom, refuse safety precautions of any kind. Some have been highly self-protective without regard for others. There were bitter fights between parents and teachers over whether schools should reopen. Each side accused the other of self-preservation at the expense of other people’s lives. During the crisis many churches took their Sunday and other gatherings online, and to their surprise they often got many times more viewers than they had members. It meant that at least some people were “looking in” who previously had not thought they needed spiritual resources. What we all need in such frightening times is faith in the resurrection.

In 1527 the bubonic plague was spreading across Europe, and Elector John (Luther’s sovereign) ordered Luther to leave in order to save his life. Instead, Luther remained and stayed to minister to the sick and dying. He eventually turned his own home into a field hospital. In the midst of it, Luther wrote a public letter—“Whether One May Flee from a Deadly Plague.” It is a remarkably prudent and nuanced document but, above all, it exhibits a fearlessness in the face of death. He begins by saying some Christians believed they should flee and others that they should stay. Luther responds that both can be right.

First, “to flee from death … is a natural tendency, implanted by God and not forbidden. … Appropriate it is therefore to seek to preserve life and avoid death if this can be done without harm to our neighbor.”27 Luther argues that to risk your own life needlessly, just to supposedly demonstrate your freedom from fear, is proud and reckless. Your life is not your own—it is God’s—and all human life is precious. The Bible demands quarantine for infected people (Leviticus 13–14), and so it is wrong to refuse the precautions and measures necessary to stop the spread of disease. Therefore, to “distance” and do everything to preserve your life and those of others is right and good.28

On the other hand, if Christians find themselves in situations where their retreat from the plague would leave anyone else defenseless to it, for the same reason (the infinite value of human life) they should stay. “Christ does not want his weak ones to be abandoned [by the strong].”29 If the sick in your home, neighborhood, or town would not get sufficient care because of your withdrawal then you should not go. In particular, Luther argued that ministers, mayors, judges, “and the like” must stay and “remain steadfast before the peril of death.”30 He knew the disorder into which communities can descend if “frontline” workers abandon their posts out of self-preservation. “To abandon an entire community … to all kinds of danger such as fires, murder, riots, and every imaginable disaster is a great sin.”31 Luther concludes that it may be right to flee the plague and it may be wrong to flee, and that therefore all people should assess their situation and no one should condemn the other for their decision. How different from the combination of panic, recklessness, and constant recriminations that we have seen in our own world during the pandemic.

The foundation of Luther’s remarkably calm yet realistic response to the plague was his complete lack of fear of death. Fear of death can lead you either to a strident protestation of your freedom from safety precautions as a way to conquer your anxieties or else to a panicky capitulation to them. If the fear is conquered, however, it enables you to then ask the important question with more objectivity: What is the most loving thing for me to do in my circumstances? And then you can do it.

Luther explains where that fearlessness comes from. The gospel has given us freedom from “the real and spiritual pestilence” of sin and Satan through the death of Jesus. And now we can regularly “reverently meditate … upon death and the resurrection.”32

We can draw strength from the resurrection, however, only if we believe it happened.

In May of 1970, when President Richard Nixon escalated the Vietnam War by sending U.S. troops into Cambodia, many university campuses held “student strikes.” I was at Bucknell University, where for many days students gathered on the central quadrangle with an open mic where anyone could come and speak. It was a peaceful time of intense discussion and dialogue. Only months earlier I had found vital faith in Jesus myself, and I was part of a fairly tiny group of ten to fifteen Christians who sat together on the quad and wondered how to break into the conversation. Finally one of our number made a sign and put it up, and all day one or two of us sat under it at the edge of the crowd. It read:


THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS CHRIST IS INTELLECTUALLY CREDIBLE AND EXISTENTIALLY SATISFYING.



Most people ignored it, and one or two gave us only expletives. But I had many good conversations that week. That was when I came to realize that each doubter faced two issues—the rational and the “existential” or the personal. One female student admitted that she didn’t need to look at the evidence because it wouldn’t matter to her even if it happened. She didn’t need a savior. A male student said something like “But I don’t want the universe to be like that, and I doubt that it is.”

When Paul met the risen Christ, it challenged him both rationally and personally. He not only had to overcome his deep rational doubts that a resurrection could happen in the midst of history, and that such a weakling could be the Messiah. He also had to see that his righteousness was insufficient, that he was spiritually lost, and that nothing less than the death and resurrection of the Son of God could save him. Only when Paul, who thought he was the best, finally came to see he was the least (1 Corinthians 15:9) did he become someone great.

Look at the remarkable self-image Paul had, grounded in the living hope in Christ’s death and resurrection for him. Paul does not say that he was the least of the apostles but now is the most successful. Nor does he say he is an unworthy sinner and therefore of course he’s not really accomplished much of anything. No, he says he is the least of the apostles (and “the worst of sinners,” 1 Timothy 1:16), and at the same time says he has borne the most fruit. We know little of such a self-image. We think that either you think highly of yourself or you think little of yourself. Paul is able to hold together two true assessments, namely, that in himself he is still a flawed, sinful man deserving of rejection and that at the very same time, in the grace of God, he is loved and fruitful. How can Paul do that? How can Paul say in one place, “I’m the worst of sinners,” and then confidently laugh in the face of death, challenging kings who could snuff out his life, and lead this history-changing movement?

You may think, “If I thought I was the worst of all sinners, I would be on the verge of suicide.” If you say that, you still don’t fully understand the gospel. When you believe that in Jesus Christ the Father loves and fully accepts you, then you can admit your sin and weakness and at the same time know he’s going to forgive you and use you in spite of it. That’s the reason why Paul has his incredible self-image. It’s astonishing. There’s nothing like it.

Did the resurrection happen? Yes, but you will be able to accept it only if you let it confront not only your reason and head but also your self-image and the commitments of your heart.




CHAPTER 2

FUTURE HOPE 


“The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!”

—MARK 1:15
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The resurrection of Jesus Christ actually happened. But a fair question is—“So what?”

The Bible records several miraculous resurrections (1 Kings 17:17–24; 2 Kings 4:32–37, 13:20–21; Matthew 27:52–53; Mark 5:35–43; Luke 7:11–17; John 11:39–44; Acts 9:40, 20:9–10). They are all dramatic and moving, and they give testimony to the power of God. But is that all Jesus’s resurrection is, a proof that God exists and that Jesus is the Son of God? I devoted the first chapter to the argument that the resurrection is at least that, but the rest of this book is dedicated to showing that it is infinitely more.

It has been common for Christians to believe that the cross alone saves us from our sins. Then the resurrection is viewed as a wonderful miracle that proved Jesus was the Son of God, but nothing more than that. I became a Christian during my undergraduate years and, looking back, I realized that I adopted that same attitude. I was glad to argue for the historical evidence for the resurrection, but I did not see it as something that affected how I lived my daily life now. I had not noticed Paul’s statements that Jesus was “raised … for our justification” (Romans 4:25) and that to be a Christian is to “know the power of his resurrection” (Philippians 3:10). These verses are saying that the resurrection of Christ is a source of salvation, life, and power to us right now. But I hadn’t grasped the magnitude of the promise.

It was not until I entered seminary in preparation for ministry that I learned something that I should have been taught as a new believer. The resurrection was indeed a miraculous display of God’s power, but we should not see it as a suspension of the natural order of the world. Rather it was the beginning of the restoration of the natural order of the world, the world as God intended it to be. Since humanity turned away from God, both the human and natural worlds have been dominated by sin and evil, disorder and disease, suffering and death. But when Jesus rose from the dead, he inaugurated the first stage of the coming of God’s kingdom power into the world to restore and heal all things.

The resurrection means not merely that Christians have a hope for the future but that they have hope that comes from the future. The Bible’s startling message is that when Jesus rose, he brought the future kingdom of God into the present.1 It is not yet here fully but it is here substantially, and Christians live an impoverished life if they do not realize what is available to them. So Paul prays for the Ephesians that “the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know … his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is the same as the mighty strength he exerted
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