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Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead… 
In the name... 
In the medical world, I am told, there is an important distinction to be made 

between curative treatments and palliative care. Curative therapeutic interventions 
are what we traditional think of as the aim of medicine: namely, to make the sick 
well. This includes everything from a suture that aids in the healing of a wound to 
antibiotics that kill bacteria causing infection to chemotherapy that destroys 
cancerous cells in the body. All of this falls under the heading of curative care: 
medical intervention applied with the hope and expectation that it will restore a 
patient to health. But of course, not all diseases can be cured and not all medical 
treatments are given with the aim of curing disease. Many of these fall under the 
heading of palliative care; that is, medical treatment applied with the aim of 
improving quality of life for a patient by relieving symptoms and pain associated 
with a disease. For most of us, we tend to think of palliative care as pain 
management and other end-of-life measures aimed at comfort. Often, these are 
associated closely with hospice. Indeed, that is central to the discipline. But even 
things like taking aspirin during a bout with influenza falls under the broad heading 
of palliative medicine. That is, aspirin will not destroy the virus making us ill; it 
will not contribute to our return to health. It will, however, make us feel some 
better while we are ill. And this is one of the graces of modern medicine: when we 
are sick — particularly if we suffer from an incurable, life-limiting disease — there 
are interventions available to us that in many cases dramatically improve the 
quality of life. And yet, for all these therapies contribute to human wellbeing, they 
are not, at the end of the day, curative. They will not affect health. 
This distinctive between curative and palliative intervention in medicine is similar 

to a distinction Paul is trying to draw out in today’s Epistle lesson. What difference 
does it make if Christ has been raised from the dead? It turns out, the difference is 
whether God’s grace is palliative or curative for us. 
In his letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul is weighing in on a number of the 

Corinthians’ beliefs and practices that have grown confused or harmful since he 
was last with them. The trouble for historians is that he doesn’t always describe the 
nature of that confusion, instead only offering the correction absent some key 
context. Even still, from today’s Epistle lesson, we learn that there is some debate 
going on about whether Christians believe in bodily resurrection. Indeed, for 
several generations before Jesus, much debate was had among the people of God 
surrounding the question of resurrection. It was a theological and philosophical 
debate that had established positions, views, arguments, and parties. During his 
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public ministry, Jesus was frequently questioned himself as to his views on the 
debates surrounding resurrection. And so, it is perhaps not surprising that early 
Christian communities were aware of such debates. How or to what degree that 
were drawn into doubt about the resurrection is unclear. Whether it was a denial of 
resurrection all together or a belief in mere spiritual or metaphoric resurrection, we 
do not know. 
But in this tightly reasoned passage, Paul argues that the whole promise of 

Christianity falls apart absent the bodily resurrection. 
“For if the dead are not raised,” he writes, “then Christ has not been raised. If 

Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.” 
To Paul, in other words, resurrection is the linchpin in the Gospel. While we often 

say that Jesus died for our sins, Paul would have wanted to make a much larger 
claim. To him, Jesus accomplished the forgiveness of sin not just through his 
death, but also through his life and his resurrection to new life. By his incarnation, 
the Son of God became one of us and forever bound our shared fates together. 
From that point on, whatever happens to us happens to him; but, crucially, 
whatever happens to him will happen to us also. So, for St. Paul, that Jesus died 
was not a surprise. All of us who are human beings east of Eden will die and this is 
part of what God took on when he took on human flesh. That death is not merely 
spiritual or metaphorical, it is bodily. Death is an entailment of sin because sin is 
separation from God who is the source of life. To be born as a human being after 
the fall, then, entails dying, and Jesus was no exception to that. 
No, the surprising part is that for Jesus — and for each of us now in Christ — 

death is not the end. This is the real and final defeat of sin: that Jesus was raised to 
new life and thereby broke the power of sin and death forever. And since death is 
not only spiritual and metaphorical, but also bodily, in order for resurrection to be 
the final defeat of death, it must also be bodily. Resurrection is God’s categorical 
refusal to let sin and death any longer separate human beings from himself, first by 
rescuing his Son from its grips and thereby rescuing us also. In Jesus’ resurrection, 
the historic, hypothetical, theological question — do you believe in the 
resurrection? — is answered definitively. Suddenly, the resurrection of the dead 
ceases to be a belief and becomes a reality. And since he shared with us in death, 
we will not share with him in resurrection, death’s defeat. As St. Paul writes, “But 
in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have 
died.” 
A clever man, Paul is nonetheless not at all interested in engaging the finer points 

of science or philosophy to prove that resurrection is possible. This, after all, was 
already a well-worn road by his day, and remains frequently travelled in ours. Even 
before the advent of modern, medical science, everyone knew that resurrection was 



 

Page 3 of 3  

scientifically impossible. That’s what made the claim of resurrection both 
surprising and powerful: this thing that shouldn’t have been able to happen has 
now happened in fact No, Paul’s argument in favor of resurrection is instead aimed 
at its effects and the promises of God it uniquely fulfills. 
Since the world fell into chaos and disarray at the sin of our first parents, God had 

promised to bring about its salvation. He had promised a cure to the disease call sin 
that now infected us and all of creation. And Paul’s argument in today’s Epistle is 
simply this: no matter how great Jesus was and no matter how much you have 
learned from him, if he was not raised from the dead, the medicine he offers is 
merely palliative. Since death is an entailment of sin, resurrection is the only 
curative therapy around. And since God has been promising a cure since the very 
beginning, to the degree that we believe and trust in God, we can trust the medicine 
he offers accomplish what was promised. 
This is the good news of the resurrection: God aims to make us well and not just 

comfortable. He promises new life and not just reprieve from the suffering of 
dying. There are many strategies and therapies available in this life to palliate the 
pains and struggles and difficulties of it. These should not be discounted because, 
just as palliative medicine can be for very ill patients, these also can be central to 
our flourishing as human beings. But there is only one curative therapy finally 
available to us, without which we will all finally succumb to the illness called sin 
that is common to us all. That medicine is Jesus, the one who was raised from the 
dead, the first fruits of those who have died. 
I have said...  


