
The Heart of the Matter 

Read: Luke 6:17-26; I Corinthians 15:12-20 

 I was with my son Mark for two days last week for a quick visit.  I serve as 

Mark’s itinerate lumberjack.  We cut down two very large but dead oak trees.  It’s 

always a big adrenalin rush when a huge tree comes crashing down.  And it’s 

always so satisfying when it falls exactly where Paul Bunyan, oops, I mean where 

Bill Gaskill said it would.  In addition to doing manly man things that require 

chainsaws, sledge hammers and wedges, we also engage in preacherly things, 

talking about church matters. 

 Mark is active in a local ministerial group that meets regularly to work and 

pray together.  It is made up of pastors from a wide variety of traditions and styles 

of doing church.  He said there is one pastor there who is the leader of one of the 

big, mega-churches in the area with all the bells and whistles, everything from a 

praise band to a coffee bar.  By all of our cultural metrics, his congregation has it 

going on; it’s big and it’s successful.  But recently he confided in Mark that he felt 

something was missing.  The pastor feared that much of what they did was just 

for show.  He felt that they were in the grip of many things that were superficial. 

The pastor was feeling the lack of grounding in a tradition that would supply them 

with a sort of theological ballast that would take them below the surface waters 

of many of the contemporary fads that tend to shape congregations that simply 

spring up from the vision of a few individuals.  Something more may be needed 

than personal vision.  The Body of Christ is deeper and wider than that.  

What Mark and I both have and find strength in is the depth of our 

theological root system.  Neither of us are traditionalists {as in, “We’ve always 

done it this way,” or “We never did it that way before,”) but both of us have a 

deep appreciation for the wealth of our traditions.  It turns out that we are more 

vibrant and alive when we are connected to the vast choir of Christian voices and 

the devoted work of committed Christians in both worship and work.  We are 

indeed standing on the shoulders of countless others who have loved Jesus Christ 

as well as they could and whose contributions have facilitated the growth of our 

family tree. 



 Back in the early days of the charismatic movement which hit the mainline 

churches in the sixties and seventies of the twentieth century, in the time that I 

came to Christ and came back to church, there was much admonition that we all 

had to get back to the way it was in the first century church, the church we read 

about in Acts and several of Paul’s letters, like those to the church in Corinth.  We 

charismatics wanted a return to being openly free and sufficiently gifted in the 

exercise of spiritual gifts like speaking in tongues, prophesying, delivering words 

of knowledge, and even witnessing miracles as part of our normal church life.   

We made snarky comments about the frozen chosen, the dead 

traditionalists, and the nominal Christians (meaning believers in name only, who 

“observed the form of religion but denied its power” as Paul wrote to Timothy).  

Some of the critique was warranted but it was often delivered lovelessly and 

without the wisdom of respect and mutual forbearance and many traditionalists 

pushed back hard.  Church fights broke out and churches split asunder, all in the 

name of the Holy Spirit versus orthodoxy.  What a mess. 

 If you want to take an honest look inside the life of the early church you 

couldn’t find a more instructive case study than the Corinthian congregation.  

They had the full wealth of gifts of the Spirit on display.  They were truly a 

charismatic church.  But they also had a craw full of spiritual pride enough to 

make a real mess of things.  They were the quintessential first century church. 

  Think about their situation for a minute.  As yet there was no New 

Testament.  They lived and worshipped and tried to think about their new faith 

before any of the great church councils were called to work out theological 

problems.  There was no Nicene Creed, no Apostle’s Creed, no Chalcedonian 

definition, no Westminster Confession of Faith, no Heidelberg Catechism.  They 

had what we now call the Old Testament but they had yet to figure out what to 

do with it.  Should they scrap it or try to discover how their new revelation fit with 

it.  Eventually they came to see the life of Jesus the Christ as the fulfillment of the 

Hebrew Scriptures and thank God they had the wisdom to keep and integrate the 

Old and the New covenants.  Then there were the traditions available from the 

numerous spiritualities with which they were surrounded in the pagan world. The 



chief among those was Greek Gnosticism which viewed matter as evil and spirit as 

good.  The task of spiritual life was to climb up out of the world and enter the 

realm of pure spirit.  The incarnation of Jesus Christ revealed a truth that was just 

the opposite.  The creation was made by God and pronounced to be very good.  

For Christians, material reality is not the problem, sin is the problem. 

 Paul had come to Corinth and proclaimed to them the matters which he 

said were of first importance, the heart of the matter so to speak.  We read them 

last week: Christ died for our sins, was buried, was raised on the third day, then 

he appeared to many people on numerous occasions.  These were the facts 

central to Paul’s preaching.  You would think it simple enough and that these 

tradition-less Christians would be able to hold on to them as the revealed truth 

that had brought them into a new life.   

But the tempter tempts and is good at what he does.  Coming, disguised no 

doubt as an angel of light, the devil began to help the sophisticated intellectuals 

and cosmopolitan Christians in Corinth begin to spiritualize the faith.  He went for 

the jugular attacking the heart of the matter, the resurrection.  “The resurrection 

is only a symbol, a metaphor for the spiritual life, not as Paul would have it, a 

historical occurrence that took place three actual days after the Christ was 

crucified on a real Roman cross just outside of the real city of Jerusalem. Christ 

lives on in our memories of all the wonderful things he did, all the miracles, signs, 

and wonders, all the ethical teachings, and in the example he set to show us how 

to live.”  It all sounded so reasonable and many of the ungrounded Corinthians 

began to fall for the devil’s crooning.  To which Paul said, “Absolutely not!”   

Listen to Eugene Peterson’s rendering of our passage in The Message: Now, 

let me ask you something profound yet troubling.  If you became believers because 

you trusted the proclamation that Christ is alive, risen from the dead, how can you 

let people say that there is no such thing as a resurrection?  If there’s no 

resurrection, there’s no living Christ.  And face it—if there’s no resurrection for 

Christ, everything we’ve told you is smoke and mirrors, and everything you’ve 

staked your life on is smoke and mirrors.  Not only that, but we would be guilty of 

telling a string of barefaced lies about God, all these affidavits we passed on to 



you verifying that God raised up Christ—sheer fabrications, if there’s no 

resurrection.  If corpses can’t be raised, then Christ wasn’t, because he was indeed 

dead.  And if Christ wasn’t raised, then all you’re doing is wandering about in the 

dark, as lost as ever.  It’s even worse for those who died hoping in Christ and 

resurrection, because they’re already in their graves.  If all we get out of Christ is a 

little inspiration for a few short years, we’re a pretty sorry lot. But the truth is that 

Christ has been raised up, the first in a long legacy of those who are going to leave 

the cemeteries. 

It doesn’t happen often, but every once in awhile I am asked to conduct a 

funeral for someone who quote, “was not very religious.”  Usually the family 

members when meeting with the funeral director say, “Tell the pastor we don’t 

want anything too long and involved, just something short and sweet.”  I always 

say, “Sure, I can do that.”  What I mean is, the sweetness I’ll be bringing is the 

good news of the resurrection.  We can talk about the deceased, tell heart-

warming and funny stories, but if I’m the preacher I’m going to tell of the most 

heart-warming story there is, about the resurrection of Jesus Christ and his 

promise to us that if we die with faith in him, we too will be raised to receive a 

brand new, resurrection body. The resurrection is the heart of the matter. 

There are always people in every age who are like the mistaken teachers in 

Corinth who said there is no resurrection.  To repeat Paul’s words: “If for this life 

only we have hoped in Christ we are of all people the most to be pitied.”  What 

profit is there basing your life upon something no better than a made up fairy tale 

that has no basis in fact. But what comfort to we have to offer when a loved one 

dies if all we have to talk about is what a fine person was the deceased.  In real 

grief, people need more, much more.  People need the Lord, alive and present to 

give the consolations of our faith.  To settle for less is foolish at best.  Paul without 

wavering said, “The fact is, Christ has been raised from the dead.”  Whenever I 

conduct a funeral where the faces before me appear to not be comprehending 

the Gospel or believing it I experience a real sadness.  Of course it is not mine to 

judge and I have no way of knowing what is going on in the hearts before me.  

Just as I entrust the deceased to the mercy of God, I also entrust those still living 



to the same mercy.  God has ways of getting to the heart of the matter in matters 

of the heart. 

One of the qualifications that the first disciples required to authenticate 

one as an apostle was that the person had to have encountered the risen Christ.  

Paul had the distinction of being singled out for that honor well after the other 

twelve apostles had been identified.  God gave Paul the specific assignment of 

preaching the Gospel to the Gentile world and because of his ministry the faith 

spread all across the Roman Empire all the way to Rome itself.  

And his ministry wasn’t easy.  In several places he catalogues the hardships 

he endured and he told of them especially to the Corinthians.  If the whole 

resurrection thing was a sham, Paul would have suffered untold hardships and 

persecutions for no good reason.  Can you blame him for being both insulted and 

astonished at the false teaching that had taken root among the very people 

whom he had brought to Christ through the proclamation that Jesus was raised 

from the grave and encountered him on the Damascus Road? Paul’s letters to 

Corinth have some pain filled passages.  He doesn’t want them to drift so far into 

error that he would have labored in vain. 

My dear brothers and sisters, there are many things about church life about 

which we may in good conscience disagree.  There are many issues in our 

surrounding culture in which our beliefs are routinely at odds. But when it comes 

down to the heart of the matter, about whether or not the resurrection is a literal 

reality or not, we must not be seduced away from what is of first importance, that 

Christ died for our sins, was crucified, dead, and buried, was raised up on the 

third day and created a band of eye witnesses to his resurrected life whose 

testimony has gone out into all the world.  We are heirs of their testimony.  And 

we who believe discover every day that Jesus is alive and well, present in the 

world, and working toward that great day when he will make all things new and 

when the former things, the sinning, suffering, crying and dying, will all pass away.  

Stick close to the heart of the matter as you live the life God gave you as a gift. 


