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SUMMARY
They were unlikely disciples, every last one of them. And we’re unlikely candidates as well: just ordinary people, hesitant in our faith, wavering in our commitment, oftentimes difficult to live with. Yet these are the ones God calls. 

AT A GLANCE
There’s only one requirement for discipleship: a willingness to answer God’s call. You don’t have to be smart, strong, healthy, or even particularly religious. All you need to do is listen when God calls and say: “Here am I, send me.”

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Side Hustle,” February 10, 2019. 

“Last of all, as to one untimely born,
he appeared also to me.”
—1 Corinthians 15:8

An Unlikely Saint
He lived the lifestyle of the rich and famous. Born into wealth and privilege, he was a notorious party animal. He lived a life of selfish ease. Much to the dismay of his mother, an upstanding Christian, he haunted the low-life dives of the city. He kept company with disreputable characters. He had a son by his live-in girlfriend and made no move to marry her. He was, in short, an embarrassment.
One day, this entitled young man had a change of heart. Over the years he’d heard the rudiments of Christian teaching from his mother, but it had never stuck. On this particular day he found himself sitting in the garden of the family estate, a Bible in his hands. He felt troubled by the emptiness of his life.
The young man opened the Bible and read these words: “Let us live honorably as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy. Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires” (Romans 13:13-14).
Years later, the man wrote about how he felt that day: “Instantly, it was as if the light of peace was poured into my heart, and all the gloom of doubt vanished away.”
Not long after, this dissolute young man surprised his friends by training for the priesthood. Ultimately, he became not only a priest, but a bishop.
It is this very man — this one-time playboy — who is now called “Saint” in many Christian traditions. His name was Augustine, and he lived in the fourth century. He was as unlikely a candidate for sainthood as any you'll find.

An Unlikely Apostle
God has issued some other unlikely calls. Scan the pages of a Bible or a book of church history, and you’ll find all sorts of people who have been touched by God’s spirit … who hear God calling and respond.
Such a person wrote today’s Scripture lesson. His name is Paul, although he wasn’t always called by that name. So compelling was his call to discipleship that he dropped his old name of Saul and took on a new name.
In First Corinthians 15, Paul rolls the credits for his Christian faith. It’s like the end of a movie. The final scene has been played, telling the story of his conversion experience on the road to Damascus. The credits begin to roll. The names scroll by, from the mighty director to the humble best boy and dolly grip.
Paul’s credits begin with these words: “For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day.”
Then the names begin to scroll: “He appeared to Cephas — Peter, in other words — then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters. … Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles.”
It is only after this great litany of the faithful that Paul dares to list his own name: “Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.”
“Untimely born” is a euphemism: a phrase meant to cover up a grisly reality. The translators chose it to protect our sensibilities: Paul’s real language is more earthy than that. The Greek word Paul uses literally means, “abortion” or “miscarriage.” “Last of all,” Paul is saying, “as to a miscarried fetus, he appeared also to me.”
Paul, in other words, is not a legitimate son of the gospel. He’s not even an illegitimate heir. He’s a twisted, broken wreck of a human being.
If you grimace at the earthiness of Paul’s words, remember that Saul of Tarsus was not just indifferent to Christianity, as Augustine was. He persecuted the church. Saul was a religious bounty hunter; he rounded Christians up for execution. It was Saul who held the cloaks of the mob as they stoned Stephen to death.
“But by the grace of God,” Paul writes, “I am what I am.” Not by his own merits, but by the power of the living Lord who called out to him on the Damascus Road, who plucked him out of his hate-filled life and transported him into the light of the gospel. Paul is an unlikely apostle indeed!

An Unlikely Prophet
Then there’s the prophet Isaiah. We don’t know nearly as much about his life as we do about Paul’s, but today’s lesson from the Hebrew Scriptures hints at the inner turmoil this troubled believer felt.
Isaiah’s in the temple — doing what, we don’t know, but it was a common-enough thing for even less-than-faithful Israelite men to perform their duty in the temple. As he stands there, Isaiah has a vision. He sees the Lord himself, enthroned on high, a figure so immense that the hem of his robe touches the temple walls. And Isaiah sees angels — dozens of them, cherubim and seraphim — soaring on their six wings around the throne of God. The walls shake with their voices, and the cavernous hall is filled with smoke.
Isaiah is terrified. He shrinks back into a dark corner, cowering behind a pillar. “Woe is me!” he says to himself. “I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”
One of the seraphim flutters over, holding in a pair of tongs a live coal from the sacrificial fire. The angel touches it to Isaiah’s mouth and tells him his sins have been blotted out.
Then, Isaiah hears the thundering voice of the Lord: “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?”
“Here am I,” the newly minted prophet cries out, surprised that the voice has come from him. “Send me!” (Isaiah 6:1-8).
A man of unclean lips, dwelling amongst a people of unclean lips. Clearly this man considers himself a huge sinner and a most unlikely candidate for the Lord’s work. Yet, who does the Lord choose to deliver the sacred message? Not the high priest and not the king, but this sinner! It is to this unlikely candidate that the Lord sends an angel, bearing a white-hot coal hissing with purifying heat, to cauterize his wickedness. Then the Lord puts holy words in Isaiah’s mouth.
The Scriptures are replete with stories of men and women who are just as sinful and equally undeserving, and yet whom God calls anyway.

Unlikely Disciples
Jesus’ disciples are like that, too. They’re ordinary people, not the movers and shakers, the honored professionals of their world, but blue-collar laborers. None of them has had much in the way of education. None of them has ever been to seminary. Yet, these are the ones Jesus invites to join him on a fishing expedition — fishing for the hearts and souls of people.
Some say there’s an ancient scroll, discovered in Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth. They say it was written on papyrus, or maybe sheepskin.
At the top of the letter — it’s hard to read, because it’s so brittle with age — you can make out the shadow of a letterhead: “Jordan Management Consultants.” It reads as follows:
-----
Jesus, Son of Joseph
Woodcrafters Carpenter Shop
Nazareth, State of Galilee
Kingdom of Herod
Dear Sir:
We are pleased to have reviewed the resumes of the 12 men you have picked for management positions in your organization. They have taken our battery of psychological tests, and our vocational counselors have interviewed each one.
It is our staff’s professional opinion that most of your nominees are lacking in background, education and vocational aptitude for the enterprise you are undertaking. They are not team players. We recommend that you continue your search until you find better-qualified candidates.
· Simon Peter is emotionally unstable and given to fits of temper.
· Andrew has absolutely no qualities of leadership.
· The brothers, James and John, place personal interest above company loyalty.
· Thomas demonstrates a skeptical, questioning attitude that would tend to undermine morale.
· Our investigators have discovered that the Jerusalem Better Business Bureau has an inch-thick file of ethics complaints against Matthew concerning his former employment as a tax collector.
· James, son of Alphaeus, and Thaddeus definitely have radical leanings, and both register a low score on tests of psychological stability.
Only one of your candidates shows high potential. He is a man of ability and resourcefulness. He meets people well, has a keen business mind and has contacts in the highest places. He is highly motivated, ambitious and responsible. Therefore, we recommend Judas Iscariot as your chief operating officer.
Wishing you every success in your new venture,
Jordan Management Consultants
-----
You get the point. Had Jesus set out to found a smoothly functioning global nonprofit, he surely could have picked better people.
But Jesus didn’t set out to create an organization. He came into the world, like his cousin John, “as a witness to testify to the light” (John 1:6). Those who saw divine light reflected in his face followed him. By the power of the Holy Spirit, those feeble disciples did the most astounding things, amazing even themselves.

God Always Calls Unlikely People
Take Abraham, for example, a man who hears God telling him, face-to-face, that his wife will bear a son, and who disbelieves.
Then there’s Moses, a murderer on the lam, working odd jobs amongst the sheepfolds.
Rahab is another unlikely recruit: a temple prostitute of a foreign religion, who saves Joshua’s men from their enemies.
Samuel is a boy so dull that God has to call him three times, and then Samuel needs someone else to tell him who’s calling.
David is a mighty king — and a mighty sinner. He seduces Bathsheba, then has her husband killed so he can marry her. But his repentance is real, and he never stops loving the Lord.
Ruth is a widow from a foreign country, a worshiper of other gods. Out of love for her mother-in-law, she follows her to Israel, finds a husband and becomes Jesus’ ancestor.
Jeremiah responds to God’s call with hesitation, saying, “I cannot speak, I am only a boy” (Jeremiah 1:6). God makes up the talent deficit.
In the New Testament, there’s John the Baptist, the wild man of the wilderness given to outbursts of irrational anger.
Then there’s the tax collector, Matthew: a man so despised that when Jesus visits his house, the people complain. Jesus has to respond, “I have come not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matthew 9:13).
They’re unlikely disciples, every last one of them. Yet these are the ones God calls. If nothing else, God has a sense of humor!
There’s only one requirement for discipleship, in the last analysis: a willingness to submit to God’s call. You don’t have to be smart, strong, healthy, or even particularly religious. All you need to do is listen when God calls, and then get up and do what’s needed.
You don’t even need to respond immediately. The Bible is full of people like Jonah, who — as soon as they hear God calling — run off in the opposite direction. Yet, one thing you must admit about God’s call is that it’s persistent. God will stick with it, until finally we cease our resistance and give in.
There’s so much in us that would block God’s call — as if that were possible. There’s so much pride, so much determination to seek glory for ourselves. It’s only when we can heave a great sigh, like Paul, and turn ourselves over to God, that we can say, with him, “But by the grace of God I am what I am” (1 Corinthians 15:10). Only then can we take those first hesitant steps inthe direction of our calling.
This is a day for asking our people if there’s been something they’ve been meaning to do recently, but haven’t. Maybe there’s some volunteer effort where they know they can be useful, some lonely neighbor who could use some companionship, or some task in the church no one else is doing.
Maybe they’re feeling restless in their occupation — or even in their retirement — and they sense God tugging them in a new direction. Maybe they’ve even wondered if God is calling them to ordained ministry.
We’re all unlikely candidates for discipleship, every last one of us. Just look around the typical church sanctuary. There are no super-Christians — only ordinary people, hesitant in their faith, sometimes wavering in their commitment, oftentimes difficult to live with. As a collective group, they’re sinful, hypocritical, stingy, short-tempered, insecure — in short, no different from any other gathering of human beings on this globe.
Yet haven’t we all — somewhere, sometime — heard something of God’s call in our lives? Each time we reach such a vocational crossroads, we have a choice. We can say yes to God’s call — however hesitantly — or we can go our own way.
“Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” demands the voice of God. Isaiah says, “Here am I, send me.”
What say you?
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 6:1-8, (9-13) 
What Does the Text Say?
Some consider Isaiah 6 to reflect the prophet’s initial calling by God; others see it as his commissioning to a special task within that ongoing call. In either case, Isaiah was at first profoundly overwhelmed with awe and terror as he experienced the holy, majestic presence of God. Isaiah’s awareness of his unholy sin was exacerbated by being in the presence of the holiness of God. The first words out of his mouth (v. 5) were: “Woe is me! I am lost …” — or “destroyed” (NET); “doomed” (NLT); or “ruined” (NIV). The reason Isaiah gives for his distress is that he is a man of unclean/filthy lips who lives among a people of the same character. He feels unqualified to praise God: “His lips (the instruments of praise) are ‘unclean’ because he has been contaminated by sin.” God responds, not by destroying Isaiah, but by meeting him at his greatest point of need (vv. 6-7). A seraph touched Isaiah’s mouth/lips with a live coal from the altar and said, “Your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.” God fully forgives Isaiah. What better place to demonstrate pardon on a prophet’s body than on his mouth? Immediately, Isaiah overhears the voice of the Lord: “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” Isaiah may have been the Bible’s only eager volunteer, as he responded: “Here am I; send me!” Once Isaiah knew God’s cleansing, he more enthusiastically wanted to, and was able to, serve God and God’s people. 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Isaiah Applies for an Internship. Many college kids hope to find a summer internship in the area of their academic specialization. An internship might be crucial to landing a future job. About 70% of companies offer interns a full-time job, and 80% of students accept such offers. What happens in the text sounds like Isaiah is looking for a position in a field he’s never worked in before. He goes through several stages: Epiphany — he suddenly sees God, or the holiness of God, in a way he has not before. Despair — he confesses that he has little chance of getting on the inside track. How can he speak on behalf of God when the very lips to do so are unclean, impure because he is a sinner? Rectification — the problem is removed! It’s a miracle. An angel of God purifies these lips. Availability — When the job is posted, Isaiah enthusiastically makes himself available. “Here I am! Pick me! Choose me! Send me!” Hired — God chooses him and commissions him for service. Lessons for us? Perhaps we have been through some of these steps ourselves. We do not need to be a religious professional to be in God’s service. When we step into the world, we are representing and serving God. This service will be enhanced if it has been preceded by an awe-inspiring epiphany of the holiness of God, a frank understanding of our shortcomings and limitations, a sense of wholeness and cleansing, and the willingness to serve. Serving God requires humility. We must recognize that every action we do and every word we say is as God’s representative, one of millions, on earth.

Psalm 138 
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 138 is a psalm of lavish thanksgiving and praise to the Lord. Thanksgiving is offered with the whole heart (v. 1). See Psalm 9:1: “I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart; I will tell of all your wonderful deeds.” But the expression in verse 1b, “before the gods I sing your praise,” gives considerable pause to many. The faith of biblical Israel is typically regarded as strictly monotheistic (a belief in “the one true God” that denies the existence of other gods). But OT literature reveals a much more complex situation. Many polytheistic Israelites worshiped many gods and goddesses — those of their ancestors or those of the lands they occupied (see Joshua 24 passim) or gods of the surrounding nations. Some tried eclectically to combine worshiping the Lord God of Israel and other gods. See 1 Kings 11:33. Another possibility for understanding of “before the gods” is that occasionally the word 'elohim is understood and/or translated other than “God” or “gods” (the word is a plural form in Hebrew). In such a viewpoint, “gods” can be understood as a “divine council” comprised of the Lord God and other divine or divinely endowed beings around the Lord’s throne (Psalms 29:1; 82:1; 89:5-8). Verse 8 combines an affirmation and a prayerful plea. David believes that God will “fulfill his purpose” (complete or finish things) for him, out of God’s enduring steadfast love (hesed again). David implores God not to abandon him or cut him loose. God’s hands have both fashioned David (v. 8) and delivered him (v. 7).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Answering God. Ogden Nash, a poet of charming and clever verse in the mid-20th century, wrote the following little poem: “When called by a panther, don’t anther.” The author of this poem, Psalm 138, is no panther; indeed, he feels more like a pauper or like someone in peril. Therefore, he’s overjoyed that when he calls, God answers. “When I called, you answered!” Think of the relief you feel when, on that rare occasion, you make a call to customer service and get a human being rather than a voice recognition system. One would expect a king to grant an audience with the noble and those of high estate, but God, the poet says, “looks upon the lowly, but the proud he knows from afar” (138:6, NIV). The writer has two reasons for rejoicing. The first is the nature of God. The second is that this same God is an answering God. Everything that happens in the life of the psalmist derives from this fact: that God had answered him. Therefore, he is “bold and stouthearted” (v. 3); his life is preserved (v. 7); he is “saved” (v. 7). The poet’s conclusion is that God, having made us, “will not abandon the work of your hands” (v. 8).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Think of the many, many stories of God choosing people. There are Moses and Miriam, Abraham and Sarah; there is Deborah, David, Jeremiah, and Esther. There is Israel itself. Much later, there’s Peter, Paul, and most especially, Mary. God is always choosing concrete people. First impressions aside, God is not primarily choosing them for a role or a task, although it might appear that way. God is really choosing them to be and to image God in this world.
God needs images. God needs people to be willing instruments. It’s essential, though, for God’s instruments to know that they are not alone, that they are not just doing their own thing, but rather are doing God’s thing. When God chooses someone in the Bible, the standard opening line is, “Do not be afraid” (Genesis 15:1), and the final line usually includes the promise, “I will be with you” (Exodus 3:12).
Being chosen doesn’t mean that God likes one over another or finds some better than others. Almost always, in fact, those chosen are quite flawed or at least ordinary people. It is clear that their power is not their own. As Paul will put it, “If anyone wants to boast, they can only boast about the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:31).
The paradox is that God’s chosenness is for the sake of communicating chosenness to everybody else! … Here is the principle: We can only transform people to the degree that we have been transformed. … Only beloved people can pass on belovedness.
—Richard Rohr's Daily Meditation for July 2, 2021
Adapted from Richard Rohr, Things Hidden: Scripture as Spirituality (St. Anthony Messenger Press: 2008), 42–44.
https://cac.org/god-is-always-choosing-people-2021-07-02/.
Retrieved August 21, 2021.

##

God can call anyone, even an atheist. Emily grew up as an overachiever in an affluent community. Her parents gave her high expectations for success, but no personal faith. But then, at the age of 19, she experienced chronic health problems and her life became unglued. Talking to a friend of hers who had always had to struggle academically, Emily asked her how she coped with disappointed expectations. Her friend replied that she knew she was a child of God and that was all that mattered. She was loved. 
Emily found that response different from anything she had heard before. It set her on a journey of spiritual discovery that ultimately led to her becoming a Christian and later being ordained as a Presbyterian minister. She is now a chaplain at a children’s hospital.
Emily’s friend had no idea that her casual comment about her relationship to God would have such an impact on the life of another. But that’s how Christian witness works. Someone is always watching how we live our lives. What they see can make a huge difference.

##

“I’ve been here 26 years looking to make that perfect slice. So far, I haven’t done it, but I'll know it when I see it.”
So says Len Berk, age 91, who works at Zabar’s — New York City’s famous gourmet market. His job: hand-cutting lox, or smoked salmon, into diaphanously thin slices.
Len is much in demand. Some of his famously picky clients have included Jerry Seinfeld, Jerry Stiller and Woody Allen’s mother. “Some people say that I’m their lox slicer and they’ll always come to me, even if they have to wait extra time.”
To take knife in hand and slice the $49-per-pound lox just right, “you have to become one with the fish,” says Berk. “I found that slicing salmon is a very sensual experience. I slide my hands across the oily surface of the fish, and it’s so soothing and relaxing — it’s a very pleasant feeling.”
Len makes $18 an hour, but he doesn’t do it for the money. He used to make $200 an hour as a certified public accountant.
Why did he take this on as a retirement job? “I did it to have something to do,” he explains. “I felt like it was necessary as a human being to contribute to society. Sure, I made more money then, but I never had this much fun.”
In theological terms, we’d describe that as a calling. And when we connect with that calling — no matter what it is — it’s a beautiful thing.
—Adapted from Doree Lewak, “Zabar’s beloved 91-year-old lox slicer is back after year-long hiatus,” New York Post, April 23, 2021.
https://nypost.com/2021/04/23/beloved-91-year-old-lox-slicer-returns-to-new-yorks-zabars/.
Retrieved August 21, 2021.

##

One of the best pieces of career advice I’ve ever gotten was to think of jobs as verbs, rather than nouns. So, for example: I do journalism, rather than “I’m a journalist.” Or: I do youth education, rather than “I’m a teacher.”
Yes, it feels like a silly, arbitrary little word swap, and you’d never actually say that at a party. (Imagine how weird you’d come off telling someone, “I cut people open,” rather than, “I’m a surgeon.”) But it is a mental shift that can help to disentangle who you are as a person from how you spend your days to make money for rent and groceries.
That balance is difficult to strike even in normal times. But now the home has become the office for millions of Americans and working hours bleed into personal hours in ways that, a year into the pandemic, many of us are still struggling with. So, it’s more important than ever not to tie your entire identity — and, in particular, your life satisfaction — to the thing you do for money, experts said.
—Tim Herrera, “Remember: What You Do Is Not Who You Are,” The New York Times, February 6, 2021.
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/06/style/work-life-balance-tips-pandemic.html.
Retrieved August 21, 2021.

##
This is not a story about us. It is a story about God, and about God’s ability not only to call us but also to create us as people who are able to follow — able to follow because we cannot take our eyes off the one who calls us, because he interests us more than anything else in our lives, because he seems to know what we hunger for and because he seems to be food.
It is a miracle, and to look at it in any other way is to deform the story, twisting it into a tall tale about four courageous fishermen who sacrificed all to serve their Lord. They did no such thing. If they did anything under their own power at all, it was simply that they allowed themselves to fall in love. Jesus showed up, they took one look at each other, and the rest was history. God acted, and the disciples let their nets wash out to sea.
—Barbara Brown Taylor, writing about Mark 1:14-20, Jesus calling the disciples who leave their nets, in Home By Another Way (Cowley, 1997), 40.

##

Paul of Tarsus had no warning. As he told the story later, Paul was struck down until he realized who was calling him — and blinded until he undertook his ministry. Paul’s labor on behalf of the birth of Christianity was long, but it started with one bright flash.
Most of us, I suspect, were not “blinded by the light” in quite the way Paul was. Whatever our profession or vocation, “calling” likely happened over time and on a winding road.
In his work on Flourishing in Ministry, Matthew Bloom interviewed clergy regarding their call into ministry, and discovered out two different patterns. Some clergy described their calling as “a response to an imperative from above that in its urgency, skipped all the whys and the hows.” For others, the call came “at the end of a journey of discernment involving their identity, capabilities, and convictions.” …
I offer five reflective questions as a way to help you listen to your own soul’s signals. …
Willing: I sense that my heart is still in …
Waning: I sense that my motivation for this is subsiding …
Waiting: I sense I have put this on hold and that I wish I would …
Winding up: I sense that I am actually finding new energy in …
Winding down: I sense that I am definitely bringing this to a close …
Some of the most powerful calls that we receive in our lives, the calls that come from the deepest places in ourselves, are less like summonings than like awakenings. They call us to attention.
—Lawrence Peers, “Whose Calling?” Congregational Consulting Group blog, April 15, 2019.
http://www.congregationalconsulting.org/whose-calling/.
Retrieved August 21, 2021.

##

Vocation does not come from willfulness. It comes from listening. … That insight is hidden in the word vocation itself, which is rooted in the Latin for “voice.” Vocation does not mean a goal I pursue. It means a calling that I hear. … I must listen for the truths and values at the heart of my own identity.
—Parker J. Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation (Jossey-Bass: 2000), 4.

##

COMMENTARY 
1 Corinthians 15:1-11
Paul begins the last major section of this letter with a summary of “the good news” (euaggelion). His reminder in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11 is thus a retelling of what he had preached while in Corinth and a review of what he wrote previously in the letter. Furthermore, his précis on “the good news” prepares the Corinthians for Paul’s subsequent admonitions about the resurrection (viz., 1 Corinthians 15:12-58).
The opening words in 15:1 echo Paul’s earlier instructions in 1:17, namely, that Christ sent him “to proclaim the gospel” (euaggelizesqai). For whatever reason, the NRSV translates the verb form in 1:17 as “the gospel” rather than “the good news” as it does the noun in 15:1. This inconsistency, though minor, obscures the link that is found in the Greek syntax. Despite this unfortunate glitch, it is also significant to observe that Paul employs a number of word signposts to describe “the gospel.” They include: “the cross of Christ,” “the cross,” “Christ crucified,” “the mystery of God,” “Jesus Christ, and him crucified,” and “God’s wisdom” (cf. 1 Corinthians 1:17, 18, 23; 2:1, 2, 7).
These sayings, which occur in Paul’s initial exposition on “the gospel” and its relationship to the gifts of God’s spirit (viz., 1 Corinthians 1:17-2:15), function as catchwords that are easily remembered and which also summarize “the good news.” In other words, when Paul says in 15:1, “I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good news,” he hopes that they will recall these expressions.
To be sure, Paul’s brief allusion to “the good news” in verse 1 is not just an aside. On the contrary, it is a reminder of his earlier preaching. The gospel that he proclaimed is much more than a catch phrase, however. It is the message that they had “in turn received,” in which they now “stand,” and the means by which they “are being saved” (vv. 1b-2a). As expected, these words also resonate with Paul’s prior remarks that the Corinthians are among those “who are being saved” by “the gospel,” which is “the power of God” (cf. 1:18).
Yet despite their previous allegiance, Paul is uncertain about their steadfastness. His anxiousness is particularly conspicuous in two dependent clauses that temper his confidence — namely, “if you hold firmly to the message that I proclaimed” and “unless you have come to believe in vain” (vv. 2b-2c, emphasis added). In other words, his principal concern at this point in the letter is that they may have forgotten both the substance and meaning of the gospel or, worse, may not be resolute in their conviction.
In view of that, Paul reviews what is “of first importance” (en prwtoiV) to address his worries. Before he repeats the essential details about his message, however, he adroitly establishes a parallel between himself and the Corinthians — “For I handed on to you ... what I in turn had received” (v. 3a, emphasis added). In other words, both Paul and the Corinthians stand together in their relationship to the gospel — all had “received” it.
Having established common ground with them, Paul immediately enumerates three facts about the gospel: “Christ died for our sins,” “he was buried,” and “he was raised on the third day,” all of which took place “in accordance with the scriptures” (vv. 3b-4). On the one hand, these events obviously form the core of the gospel story, which Paul proclaimed. On the other hand, the story of the cross does not end there; rather, it continues with Christ’s appearances to “Cephas,” “the twelve,” “five hundred brothers and sisters,” “James,” “all the apostles,” and “last of all” to Paul (vv. 5-8). In other words, the gospel culminates with two types of events: one associated with Christ’s earthly death, burial and resurrection, and another associated with Christ’s post-resurrection appearances.
As many of us are aware, this passage is renowned for its ability to arouse passionate debate about Christ’s resurrection and the post-resurrection appearances. This dispute became particularly pronounced in the 20th century after Rudolf Bultmann’s demythologizing enterprise. He, along with others, pondered whether Christ’s resurrection and post-resurrection appearances were literal, physical, bodily events. For Bultmann, they were not. For him, “the gospel” was “the Christ of faith” not the “Jesus of history.” Even today it is commonplace for some scholars to claim that Christ’s resurrection and post-resurrection appearances were figurative and spiritual (e.g., Marcus Borg).
While it’s possible to view Christ’s resurrection and the post-resurrection appearances exclusively on a metaphorical, spiritual plane — especially in light of Paul’s later remarks (e.g., “flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable” [15:50; cf. vv. 51-57]) — such a one-sided conclusion is problematic. For instance, it seems somewhat inconsistent to regard Christ’s death and burial as bodily events, and then suddenly shift and speak of Christ’s resurrection exclusively in spiritual terms. Is such an abrupt change logical in this passage? In addition, although we might struggle to accept a literal, physical resurrection, would Paul have found it dubious given what he reportedly said in Acts 26:8?
Irrespective of one’s position regarding the preceding disagreement, it seems clear that Paul’s understanding of the gospel integrates not only Christ’s death, burial and resurrection, but also Christ’s appearances, especially to him. Consequently, Paul’s profound experience when he received the gospel is not incidental, but critical for the Corinthians. They must remember both the fundamental aspects of the cross — i.e., Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection — and the effects of the gospel.
To that end, Paul wanted them to hear how “the good news” had transformed him — a man who was “least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because [he] persecuted the church of God” (v. 9). If the gospel had changed Paul from a persecutor into an apostle, though he was “the least of the apostles”— then God’s “grace has not been in vain” (eiV kenh; v. 10a). And to further describe the gospel’s extraordinary results in his life, Paul adds, “I worked harder than any of them — though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me” (v. 10b).
Paul certainly hadn’t believed “in vain,” but what about the Corinthians? Both he and they had “received” the same gospel and were recipients of God’s grace (cf. 1:4; 3:10; 15:1, 10). But had they believed “in vain”? While the final outcome is not self-evident, Paul appears confident that their faith wasn’t “in vain,” since he concludes, “so we proclaim and so you have come to believe” (v. 11), this time omitting his previous qualifier “in vain” (eikh; v. 2).

CHILDREN’S SERMON 1 Corinthians 15:1-11
Have the children sit in a circle and tell them that you are going to play a hand-off game with a small Bible. Join them in the circle. Explain that you will hand the Bible to the person on your left and tell that person what you think is most important about Jesus. Then he or she will hand the Bible to the person on their left and tell that person what he or she thinks is most important about Jesus. Suggest that they might say “Jesus loves you” or “Jesus is risen!” or “Jesus forgives sins” or “Jesus is my friend.” Point out that the apostle Paul played this game when he was leading the first Christians. He told them, “I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins … and that he was buried, and that he was raised” (1 Corinthians 15:3). Let them know that Paul received all this good information about Jesus, and then he passed it on to others so that they could learn the good news of Jesus. Pass the Bible to the person on your left, tell him or her “Jesus is alive today!” and encourage them to hand off the good news to their neighbor. Let the Bible go around the circle and then close with a prayer of thanks.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Come now into God’s presence.
People: We call upon God.
Leader: Let us lift our voices in song.
People: We listen for God.
Leader: Let us open our hearts to God.
People: We sense God’s spirit moving now here with us.

Prayers — General
Open our hearts and unblock our ears to hear the voices of your poor. Help us to share in their struggle. Help us to remember the challenge of the prophets to seek justice and show compassion. Help us to be loyal disciples. Help us to live and minister throughout our lives to all people everywhere. Amen.

Benedictions — General
My friends, no matter how reluctant we might be to serve, be assured that we do not serve alone. No matter how dim we feel our light may be, know that we shine brighter because we go forth with the light of Christ. Remember that no matter where we go or what we do, we do so with the certainty that God has called us by name, and we are his. Go forth therefore in the love, grace and peace of God through Christ our Lord. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
The Voice of God Is Calling
Whom Shall I Send?
Here I Am, Lord
Worship and Praise* 
Here I Am Send Me (Macken, Zschech)
Make Me a Servant (Willard)
I Will Follow (Tomlin)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fifth Sunday After the Epiphany, Cycle C
Isaiah 6:1-8, (9-13)
Psalm 138
1 Corinthians 15:1-11
Luke 5:1-11
