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“The Final Enemy”
1 Corinthians 15:12-28, 50-57 November 2, 2014

In his book, Is Faith Obsolete?, Robert McAfee Brown 
notes that modern people have trouble with the Christian 
faith because they say it does not do justice to what we call 
“the hard facts” of human existence. They say the faith is 
simply “an impossible return to outworn convictions” (p. 
16).  Brown says that people either hold the faith to be 
important but not possible, or possible but not important.  
Take the Christian belief in the resurrection. The Christian 
understanding of death and resurrection is important, 
but it runs against our human experience of death. Death 
seems so final. Death is the unraveling of life, love and all 
human endeavor. We want some kind of proof, some kind 
of hard evidence, that what the gospel proclaims about the 
resurrection will meet the test of our so-called scientific 
world view. In some minds, belief in the resurrection may be 
important, but it just does not seem possible. Long before 
modern times, Paul faced this question in the Corinthian 
church. Some of the first generation of Christians were dying 
and Jesus had not yet returned. Some were skeptical. Paul 
wrote, “How can some of you say there is no resurrection of 
the dead?” In their minds, it was important, but it did not 
seem possible.

On the other hand, Paul also experienced in the 
Corinthian church the opposite concern. There are some 
who believed the resurrection, but who did not live as if 
it had any importance for their lives. The Corinthians 
accepted the gospel, but they continued to live as if it did 
not make any difference in their behavior. Even after the 
resurrection, some kept on living the same carefree, bigoted 
and immoral life they had lived before they knew Jesus. 
Does our faith lead us to be and act differently from the 
world around us? Is our faith in the resurrection simply a 
comfort at the time of death or does it shape how we live in 
this present moment? To some minds, the Christian belief 
in the resurrection seems possible, but it just does not seem 
that important.

Paul would say that our belief in the resurrection of 
Jesus is not only possible; it is also important. It is not only 
true; it is also essential for how we live today. Resurrection 
faith is not just a belief for “the sweet bye and bye.” It is 

a foundation for how we live now. Resurrection is the 
most important word of new possibility in the history of 
the universe. Some say that the universe is winding down, 
but in the resurrection God is winding things up. We 
cannot prove it by resorting to scientific experiments or 
philosophical arguments. We have the testimony of those 
who declared at the resurrection of Jesus, “We have seen the 
Lord!” We have the witness of those who have experienced 
in their own lives the power of the Risen Christ. They lived 
and died by the truth of his word.  

Tom Long tells of moving to teach at a new seminary and 
visiting a church that was known in town as the University 
Church. He struck up a conversation with a man who said 
that he had been a member for a long time. He described 
himself as the only non-intellectual left in the congregation. 
He said that he had not understood a sermon in twenty 
years, but he would never leave the church. Every Monday 
night he and a group from the church visited a youth 
correctional facility where they would play ball and hold 
Bible studies. As he got to know the youth, he got more 
and more out of it himself. He said, “I have found that you 
can’t prove the promises of God in advance, but if you live 
them you find them true for everyone (p. 47, The Senses of 
Preaching). The Holy Spirit confirms the truth of God’s 
promises in our hearts.  

Faith is trusting that the resurrection is the only truth big 
enough to make sense of both the tragedy and the beauty 
of life. Jurgen Moltmann has written, “With Easter, the 
laughter of the redeemed… begins” (p. 303, The Church in 
the Power of the Spirit). Resurrection faith is not just hope 
for the world to come. It is a living hope for this present age. 
Resurrection turns our world upside down. We see life with 
new eyes. In the resurrection, God defeats the final enemy, 
death. Paul writes, “Thanks be to God, who gives us the 
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

What does it look like when we as individuals and as 
a community live in the power of the resurrection? We 
become a people of hope. We hope in Jesus Christ who 
has defeated death, the final enemy. This hope gives us 
a particular and sometimes peculiar way of living in the 
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world. When we know how things end, we can live in the 
present on the basis of the future victory of Christ.  

Lake Fellow Alex Creager has been teaching a class on the 
book of Revelation. It is one of the most misunderstood and 
misused books of the Bible. When we served congregations 
in rural North Carolina, I remember driving through 
the countryside on Sunday evenings and listening to the 
radio. It seemed like every radio preacher was preaching 
from Revelation. As darkness fell, they used those texts 
to terrify listeners. I learned that you cannot scare people 
into heaven. I also learned that using Revelation to paint a 
terrifying picture of the future is a misuse of John’s vision.  
The message of the book is a message of hope to people 
suffering in agony and unsure about how things will end.  
It is a message of hope about the final triumph of Jesus over 
sin, evil and death. In short, Jesus wins. No matter what 
we experience in this life, what troubles we know, what 
dangers we face, what violence we see, Jesus wins. Our lives 
and the future of the world are safe in him.  

We are a people of hope. Hope in God is the gift we bring 
to our community and world when all hope is gone. You 
remember God’s servant Job. He lost everything – family, 
health, security. He poured out his deep anguish to God. 
Yet, he could declare in the midst of his spiritual, emotional 
and physical agony, “I know that my Redeemer lives, and 
that at the last he will stand upon the earth ...then in my 
flesh I shall see God.” We know that we, too, shall see God. 

When my mother died, we children gathered around 
her bed as death stole over her weakened body. Her 
breathing became more shallow. There was grief; there 
was frustration about the rapid progress of a mysterious 
illness that we could not control or cure; there was relief 
that long suffering was over for her. In those last minutes, 
the sitter said, “We are going to pray now.” We prayed as 
she breathed her last. I do not remember what words we 
uttered, but I remember that the power of God slipped 
into the kingdom of death and destroyed death.  Into the 
bleak struggle of that moment came the hope of the church 
and the victory of Christ. Death was unable to steal her 
away. Christ had taken hold of her and death was no more. 

As a people who hope in the Lord, we not only face 
death in hope, we face life in hope. We do not give up on 
our schools, our families in crisis, our hungry world, the 
Ebola crisis in West Africa or the hope for peace in the 
Middle East. This is why we serve as tutors and mentors 
in schools, support a preschool and afterschool program 
at Westminster. This is why we pray. This is why we have 
CenterPoint Counseling Center, a ministry that reaches out 

into the community to bring hope to those who have lost 
hope. This is why the Presbyterian Women work all year on 
the Bazaar because these faithful servants of Christ know 
there is work to be done to share hope through mission. 

More than fifty years ago, a Presbyterian Church in 
another city saw how the neighborhood around them 
was changing. Families were moving to larger homes in 
the suburbs; the congregation was getting older; property 
values were falling. In good Presbyterian fashion, the 
Session formed a committee to discuss the future of the 
church. Some wanted the church to move out of the 
community; others wanted the church to stay. After much 
debate, the Session decided that God had placed them in 
that community for a purpose. They believed that God was 
calling them to be a witness to the hope of Christ in that 
particular community no matter how it changed. So they 
began to meet their new neighbors. They formed a child 
development center and other ministries to respond to the 
needs of their community. They planted a stake for hope in 
that community. Over the years, they have watched their 
neighborhood continue to change. One thing has been 
constant: the church has remained strong because it is a 
community of hope. 

Today we remember with thanksgiving all those among 
us – the saints of God – who have entered the church 
triumphant during the past year. They have been a light 
to us; their faith has shown us the way; their courage has 
inspired us; their hope in the Lord has kept us strong. We 
know that through the resurrection of Jesus they too are 
raised from death to dwell with the Lord forever. One day 
we shall see them again. 

The resurrection of Jesus makes the impossible possible.  
The resurrection gives us hope not only for the life to come, 
but for the life we live today. The Christian hope is the only 
truth big enough to make sense of both the tragedy and the 
beauty of the world.   

“Thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our 
Lord Jesus Christ!”


