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The Rise of Christianity: How the Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement Became the Dominant
Religious Force in the Western World in a Few Centuries, is a book by the late American
sociologist Rodney Stark.
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Stark, not a Christian, showed that the early Christians were remarkably different from their
neighbours.
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During two epidemics in AD165 and AD2S5, which killed up to a third of the whole
population of the Roman Empire each time, as others fled cities and left their loved ones to
die, Christians stayed ministering and caring for the sick.
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He also made the point that Christians did not fight against their persecutors by open violence
or guerrilla warfare but willingly went to their martyrdom while praying for their captors.
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A further reason was that as the Roman Empire expanded, it was Christians who crossed
racial and cultural and social barriers to form united communities where those markers were
of no importance.
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Why were the Christians so much more compassionate to the sick, forgiving to their
persecutors, and more ethnically inclusive than anyone had ever seen?
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Were they just ahead of their time? Were they more positive people? Were they just nicer
people? No, it all depended on their hope. What they believed their future to be changed their
lives in the present. As it does for all of us.
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Humans are hope driven. Whatever we perceive the future to be determines how we live in
the present.
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The hope that radically changed the early Christians, what they declared, what the Bible says,
and the Christian church has maintained throughout history, is that after Jesus was crucified,
he came back to life and appeared to his followers.
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The foundation and dynamic of the early Christian’s hope was the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
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The Christian faith is of no value, it is not liveable or plausible or good, if Jesus just left us
with a bunch of rules to follow and some morals to adopt, and if the resurrection of Jesus is
mere symbolism of good triumphing over bad.
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As we read in 1 Corinthians 15:14: if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless
and so is your faith.
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We can have the same certain hope that the early Christians had, and that Paul had who wrote
these sentences before us, if we allow the resurrection of Jesus to speak to our minds, our
conscience, and our hearts.
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A CERTAIN HOPE — 183 & ¢4 % 2

1 Corinthians 15:3-9 give us the historical case for the resurrection of Jesus. 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.
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There are three main lines of reasoning that draw the conclusion that the resurrection really
happened.
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The first line of evidence is the empty tomb. It says in v3-4 that Jesus was dead, was buried,
and on the third day rose again.
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The second line of evidence is the resurrection was witnessed by literally hundreds of people.
People who saw and touched Jesus. Paul was writing this letter somewhere between 15-20
years after the first Easter.
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That’s why he says in v.6: most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. In
other words, if you don’t believe me talk to them.
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The third line of evidence is the changed lives of the people who met the risen Jesus. Paul is
example of that himself in v.9, but he also could not have included this as a line of evidence if
the rest of the people who witnessed the resurrection had not been changed and were
testifying to it themselves.
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The empty tomb, the eyewitnesses, and changed lives are the three lines of evidence. Put
together they are quite powerful. The early Christians could not have publicly declared the
resurrection successfully if there wasn’t an empty tomb and there weren’t eyewitnesses.
FHE. BBRE ARG NAG LI ZMER., LEMESE—R, BRAMETERK, X
BRI R B, FMABRRTRAR S HE,

If there was only an empty tomb but no eyewitnesses, then people would believe the body
was stolen. If there were only witnesses claiming to have seen him, but the tomb had a body
in it then everyone would conclude they were hallucinating.
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Only if all were true — the empty tomb, the sightings, the permanently changed lives of the
eyewitnesses — could Christianity have ever begun.
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That was them back then, but how are we supposed to believe in the resurrection now? I’'m
glad you asked because Paul shows us how in Acts 26.
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Paul is a political prisoner in Caesarea and is on trial before Festus, the Governor of Caesarea.
Festus asks King Agrippa, the Roman appointed ruler of Judea and Galilee, for his opinion on
Paul because Agrippa had been there when Jesus was there.
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Paul talks about the birth, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. When he gets to the
resurrection, Festus just mocks him: “You are out of your mind, Paul!” he shouted. “Your
great learning is driving you insane.” (Acts 26:24). It's pretty derogatory. Paul, you 've got
PH.Ds, but you're crazy! That is the sense of it.
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Paul comes back respectfully in v25: I am not insane, most excellent Festus, Paul replied.
What I am saying is true and reasonable.
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Verse 26 is Paul’s appeal to the true and reasonable. He turns to Agrippa: 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.
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NOT DONE IN A CORNER! Paul is saying to Festus, I’'m not talking about philosophy, I’'m
talking about history. Paul did not have a subjective experience of Jesus; he had an objective
experience of Jesus. Paul didn’t want to believe in Jesus, but he had no alternative with the
resurrection.
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Unlike Festus, Agrippa knows the facts. His family dynasty had lived in Judea for generations.
The events surrounding around Jesus Christ were so significant that anyone living the area
around Judea in the past 20 years could not laugh off what Paul had just said. Agrippa
couldn’t escape that. The events were public.
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Agrippa knew the tomb was empty, and what the guards said, and what the eyewitnesses
claimed, but he didn’t want to deal with them.
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Paul says to Agrippa, you know all about this stuff; you can't laugh that off. You know I am
not crazy. You know there is a lot of evidence for what I'm talking about. You may not believe
it, but you can't ignore the fact there is public evidence.
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Notice that Agrippa doesn’t say, You are mad Paul! Notice he doesn’t argue with Paul about
the evidence, he jumps straight to a concession. Verse 28, “Do you think...you can persuade
me to be a Christian?”
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What’s more, in the last two verses of the chapter Agrippa, and others, declare Paul’s
innocence. Agrippa is dodging the real issue because he doesn’t want to submit to the
evidence.
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Christianity claims to be fact. It claims historical evidence that can be tested. Jesus Christ
rose from the dead; that’s the hearts of it.
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This is discomforting to modern people. Many people prefer to say if it works for you to
believe in Jesus then good for you, but don’t insist on others believing it because it might not
work for them.
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Paul didn’t believe in Jesus because it fulfilled him or worked for him. Jesus was a threat to
everything he held dear in life. He believed in Jesus because he had to. The evidence left him
with no choice.
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We are all in the same boat as King Agrippa and Festus. We must account for the evidence.
Let the public facts of the resurrection of Jesus argue with you.
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How do we account for the fact that the enemies of Christianity would have loved nothing
better than to be able to wheel the body of Jesus into Jerusalem in a wheelbarrow, and prove
that it was all a hoax, but they couldn't.
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The Romans stationed their own soldiers at the entrance of the tomb, and it was empty. There
was no dead body.
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The view that the scared disciples who abandoned Jesus for fear of their lives, would
suddenly agree among themselves to create a hoax and somehow steal the body, and then die
for it, is ludicrous.
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If we don’t want to grapple with the evidence as it stands then we must come up with another
historically plausible reason why the Christian movement exploded like it did and continues
to do so across the world.
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I mean historically plausible. To just say dead people don’t rise is to talk philosophy not
history. If that is the conclusion then it is despite the historical evidence.
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The point of all this is simply to say that when we Christians say Jesus is risen from the dead,
we are not speaking mythically, blindly, symbolically, spiritually, or emotionally. We are
speaking historically.
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Christianity, unlike any other religion or philosophical system, does not start with ‘Here is
how you are to live,” but ‘Here is what Jesus has done for you in history.” He died for our sins
and was buried; he was raised to life on the third day and appeared to many eyewitnesses.
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The first step to certain hope is to accept the fact that the resurrection of Jesus really
happened. However, accepting the facts doesn’t automatically produce a life changing hope.
We need to grasp also what it means if we are to know its power in our lives. The rest of 1
Corinthians 15 unpacks it.

WMRHR A LN E— S ARLIROEEATRANTR. A, BLFREREA
HERAEAGOHD, R ANBERRTERMNEG TN E, ANLEEER
CHE K. (FHEAME) H 15 THBID BT T 2L,

In v.9, Paul makes a reference to his past life where he persecuted, tortured, put in prison, and
approved of the murder of innocent people.
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When he looks at his past, he says I’'m not worthy to be an apostle. Then in vv10-11, he says
he is the most successful apostle. Why does he have such confidence with a past like that?
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Three times in vv9-10 he uses the word grace. It’s the gospel. The heart and centre of
Christianity.
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The gospel of Jesus Christ declares that people are so wicked that Jesus had to step in to our
shoes and die for us because we cannot save ourselves from God’s judgement, but also that he
was willing to do it.
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The Christian confidence is realistic. The Christian realises they are more sinful than they
ever imagined and more loved and accepted and affirmed than they think possible. At the
same time.
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Paul confidence is not because he is playing down his past, or simply ignoring it, or blaming
it on extenuating circumstances. He is not crushed by his past failure, nor is he affirmed
because of his current success.
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It would feel like a death for him to admit such a failure in writing, but the resurrection is the
guarantee he is forgiven. Easter Day declares the full debt of Paul’s sin, and our sin, against
God is paid.
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When a criminal completes his jail sentence they fully, completely, totally satisfy the sentence.
When they walk out of prison the law has no more claim on them. They are free.
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Jesus Christ came to pay the penalty for our rejection of God, but on Easter Day he walked
out free having satisfied it fully. In Jesus, God has stamped “PAID IN FULL” right across
history so that no one can miss it...the resurrection is the historical proof of that deep spiritual
reality.
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That is why he writes in v.17: if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised
either. And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins.
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Easter Day declares that Jesus has risen and because he has risen the debt of sin is paid in full.
The Christian is no longer in sin, they are in Jesus.

BEGHTEINKCEHEE, THRHARGEE, FROHLNMEE, AERTBA E,
e AP A2 AR ER AR & o

To be in Jesus Christ means that God doesn’t look at us in terms of our sin, he regards us in
terms of Jesus and his finished work of salvation for us.
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The more we grasp the reality of God’s affirmation and approval because of Jesus, the more
we are free from our past failure and our present moral and religious performance.
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Romans 8:1-2: there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because
through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin
and death.
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The resurrection of Jesus Christ speaks to our mind and worldview, and to our conscience,
but also the deepest desire of our hearts.
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The resurrection of Jesus doesn’t just give Christians hope FOR the future, they have hope
that comes FROM the future. Christian hope is a present hope that changes they way they live.
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Notice what Paul writes in v.30-32: as for us, why do we endanger ourselves every hour? I
face death every day —yes, just as surely as I boast about you in Christ Jesus our Lord. If 1
fought wild beasts in Ephesus with no more than human hopes, what have I gained? If the
dead are not raised, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”
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It's not clear what Paul is specifically referring to here. What is clear though is he is saying
that every day he faces death because of his service of the gospel. He doesn’t care what it
costs him to love people and share the good news of the resurrection of Jesus.
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He says here that there would be no reason to do any of that if it wasn’t for the resurrection of
Jesus. Without the resurrection of Jesus there is no reason to live how he lives for others.
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Without the resurrection he might as well just eat and drink because tomorrow we die.
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However, because Jesus has risen, not only has sin been paid, but death has been defeated.

The resurrection doesn’t just free the conscience, it frees us from fear because death has been
defeated.
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As he writes in v54: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.” “Where, O death, is your

victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is

the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.
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Many large trucks have driven past this morning on Fullers Road. If you were step out on to
that road right now, would you prefer to be hit by the truck or by the shadow of the truck?
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Jesus got hit by the truck of death so that those who put their hope in him only need to endure
the shadow. George Herbert, speaking about death, said that what was once an executioner is
not but a gardener.
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Only in the gospel of Jesus Christ do people find so much hope and confidence for life day by
day. The resurrection means you can face the worst things in life with joy and hope.
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If we allow the resurrection of Jesus to speak to our mind, then we can know the freedom of a
clear conscience, and the power of a life lived without fear of even death itself.
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The resurrection makes one free from this life enough to be brave and courageous and
sacrificial and generous and patient and joyful. Free now despite the circumstances,
because the resurrection of Jesus guarantees the best is yet to come.
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