
04-12-09 Easter Sunday

“CHRIST: THE FIRSTBORN FROM THE DEAD”

1 Corinthians 15:20-23; Colossians 1:18

INTRODUCTION:

-please turn in your Bibles to a couple of different passages: 1 Cor. 15:20, and Col. 1:18

-on ABC’s Nightline program in early December, then President George W Bush was being interviewed as to his faith and beliefs

-he was specifically asked if the Bible was literally true; his response was ‘probably not...I’m not a literalist’ (http://www.breitbart.tv/?p=237253)

-unfortunately the Apostle Paul would take issue with that response; he wrote in 2 Timothy 3

2 Tim 3:16-17
16 All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, 17 that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work. NKJV

-I am a Bible literalist; I teach that the Bible is to be taken literally in its context

-this means when there is a vision, I believe that the author literally received that vision and put it in terms that described it as best he could in his day

-if it was a parable, then the parable was taken from a situation in life that the people then could easily understand

-if the passage was a narrative about things that took place, then I believe it to be so as written

-when God is spoken of in Scripture as having hands, feet, nose, ears, etc. these are called anthropomorphic terms

-these terms communicate certain truths about God’s character and nature in ways we can more easily relate to

-God is not confined to a body as such, but fills all things and is beyond all; Jesus Himself said, “God is spirit” (Jn. 4:24)

-so when I approach Scripture that gives the account of the Apostles’ record about the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, I believe it to be just as they stated

-when Jesus is recorded as teaching the crowds or instructing the disciples, I take that literally; I believe that the Holy Spirit had a hand in keeping the record accurate

-the reason I’m mentioning all this is because the passages we will be looking into this morning make declarations about Jesus Christ

-they state that He is the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep (died) and that He is the firstborn from the dead

-read 1 Cor. 15:20-23; Col. 1:18

1 Cor 15:20-23

20 But now Christ is risen from the dead, and has become the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.

21 For since by man came death, by Man also came the resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive. 23 But each one in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, afterward those who are Christ's at His coming.  NKJV

Col. 1:18 And He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence. NKJV
I.
THE FIRSTFRUITS OF THOSE WHO HAVE FALLEN ASLEEP - 1 COR. 15:20-28


A.
What are Firstfruits? 

1 Cor 15:20 But now Christ is risen from the dead, and has become the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. NKJV

-in v. 20 the term firstfruits refers to produce that first appeared at the beginning of the harvest in Israel

-it was to be brought to the temple in Jerusalem and presented to the Lord

-during the Passover season, on the day after the sabbath (i.e.: Sunday), a sheaf of green barley (earlier than wheat) from the firstfruits of the crop was waved as an offering before the Lord

-the first fruit was the best, that which was waited for all during the preparation time of tilling the soil, planting the seed, caring for it until the harvest

-but the very firstfruits of the harvest were to be given to the Lord as both a reminder of Who had provided the harvest, and Who was more important that bread itself

-this verse says that Jesus Christ was the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep or died physically

-He was the very first human--albeit He also was fully God--He was the first human to rise from the dead in an incorruptible body, never to die again

-He is the One who is seated at the right hand of the Majesty on high, being accepted of the Father as holy, righteous, the perfect Redeemer of man

-no one else in the history of man, no matter how revered or wise or spiritual--no one is His equal!

B.
What Does ‘Fallen Asleep’ Mean?

-Jesus is said to have become the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep or died physically

-the Bible describes physical death as sleep because physical death is not the end of a soul

-when a person is asleep he or she is motionless (at least for a little while), yet they are still alive

-so it is when a person dies; their body is motionless (permanently), yet their soul continues on and will exist forever

-where that soul spends eternity is of extreme importance; for the Bible states that once a soul dies the future is set forever

-a church’s tradition may teach differently, but the Bible is clear on this matter

-the Old Testament view of the state of the dead was very general; there was to be a period of ‘rest’ for every soul, righteous or wicked

-but there would be a day of resurrection when all the dead would be brought before the Living God for accountability for deeds done while on earth

-many people have clinically died on the operating table for a few minutes and then brought back to physical life through medical means

-yet they remained in their physical bodies until death finally took its toll

-the Biblical definition of death is separation, not annihilation

-when the spirit is finally cut from the physical body, final physical death occurs

-the Scripture in 1 Cor. 15 states that Jesus was the beginning of the resurrection from the dead of all souls, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep

-the Apostle Peter, in his first sermon recorded in Acts 2, proclaimed that ‘it was not possible that Jesus should be held by death’

-He is not only the first one who was raised to life with an incorruptible body, He is Lord over all resurrection; He is the resurrection and the life

-let’s look again at vv. 21-23

1 Cor 15:21-23

21 For since by man came death, by Man also came the resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive. 23 But each one in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, afterward those who are Christ's at His coming.  NKJV

-v. 22 says, “...in Adam all die”; in other words, we are flesh and blood; we are related to the first man, Adam, through DNA, which DNA has been defiled by Adam’s sin

-what then does Paul mean to be ‘in Christ’? just as literally as we are sons of Adam by conception, we become sons of the Living God by a spiritual conception

-the Apostle John records the words of Jesus concerning this spiritual conception

John 1:11-13

11 He came to His own, and His own did not receive Him. 12 But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, to those who believe in His name: 13 who were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God. NKJV

John 3:3 Jesus answered and said to him, "Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God." NKJV

-notice in these passages that being born physically does not make one a son of God; there must be a second birth, a spiritual conception through faith

-has this spiritual conception happened to you? have you been ‘born again’?

C.
What About Soul Sleep After Death?

-there are some churches which believe in soul sleep; according to that belief the soul simply goes into a deep sleep after death occurs

-then they are woken up at the resurrection of the just or the unjust

-some of this idea comes from the usage of the word ‘sleep’ as it relates to physical death; but as we’ve said before, sleep is from our viewpoint here

-the Apostle Paul clearly states on two occasions in his letters that a believer in Christ will be present with the Lord the moment he or she is absent from the body 

2 Cor 5:6-8

 6 So we are always confident, knowing that while we are at home in the body we are absent from the Lord. 7 For we walk by faith, not by sight. 8 We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent from the body and to be present with the Lord. NKJV

Phil 1:21-24
21 For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 22 But if I live on in the flesh, this will mean fruit from my labor; yet what I shall choose I cannot tell. 23 For I am hard-pressed between the two, having a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better. 24 Nevertheless to remain in the flesh is more needful for you. NKJV

-I believe and teach others that when a Christian dies they are brought into the very presence of the Lord

-they are not a disembodied spirit, but are given coverings of righteousness while they wait for the fulness of time when Jesus comes to receive His church unto Himself

-we see a hint of this in the book of Revelation when the Apostle John sees the believers who will suffer martyrdom during coming the tribulation period

Rev 6:9-11
9 When He opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the testimony which they held. 10 And they cried with a loud voice, saying, "How long, O Lord, holy and true, until You judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?" 11 Then a white robe was given to each of them; and it was said to them that they should rest a little while longer, until both the number of their fellow servants and their brethren, who would be killed as they were, was completed. NKJV

-when we physically die as Christians we go to be with the Lord immediately

-if we are alive when He returns for His church we will be changed in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye to meet our Lord in the air

-yes, the Bible teaches that before the Second Coming of our Lord Jesus to this earth to set up His earthly kingdom, He will come specially for His church

1 Thess 4:13-18

13 But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as others who have no hope. 14 For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus. 

15 For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep. 16 For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. 17 Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord. 18 Therefore comfort one another with these words. NKJV

-this ‘dead in Christ will rise first’ is a reference to the bodies of those believers who have died previous to Christ’s return for His church

-it doesn’t mean, though, that they are stuck in the grave until that resurrection takes place

-the idea here is that we as believers don’t have to be consumed with grieve over those who have died prior to Christ’s return for His church

-they will not miss His return even though they are not alive physically when He returns; they will already be with the Lord as redeemed souls

-but there is a need for those souls to be united with their resurrected, glorified bodies; this is what Paul meant in 1 Cor. 15 when he wrote:

1 Cor. 15:23 But each one in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, afterward those who are Christ's at His coming.  NKJV

-there is a fascinating account told by Jesus of the world of the dead in Luke 16

-both the righteous and the wicked are waiting for their resurrection

-but while they are waiting, they experience all the feelings and dynamics of being in a body; I don’t know how that happens but it is stated as fact

-when Jesus died and entered the world of the dead, He proclaimed the victory He had accomplished

-those who had died in faith of the coming Messiah were escorted into the presence of the Lord when He ascended into heaven

-those who died in unbelief and wickedness are still there in waiting for their resurrection to be judged and separated from God forever

II.
THE FIRSTBORN FROM THE DEAD - COL. 1:18

A.
The Living Word Made Flesh

Col 1:15-18
15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. 16 For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him. 17 And He is before all things, and in Him all things consist. 18 And He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence. NKJV

-the Bible states that before Jesus came to this earth, He was the Living Word of God

-imagine your own words having a life of their own, yet being totally consistent with who you are in every way!

John 1:1-4

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made. 4 In Him was life, and the life was the light of men. NKJV

-in Gen. 1, when God said, “Let there be light”, He spoke light into existence through His Word

John 1:14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth. NKJV

-Jesus was the firstborn of God, the Father; this term firstborn carries with it special position, preeminence and inheritance

-since God was His Father, Jesus is the Heir of all things that exist, seen or unseen; notice in Col. 1:16 it says that all things were created FOR Him

-He is the central figure, not man, not the universe, not this earth, not the angels

-v. 17 proclaims that in Him all things consist

-this word ‘consist’ means all things are ‘held together’ by Him; He is the ‘cosmic glue’ so to speak that holds all the atoms together

B.
The Living Lord Risen from the Dead

-v. 18 tells us that Jesus is the firstborn from the dead

-Jesus is the Head, the preeminent One, from whom all those who make up His church, the body of Christ, derive their source and identity

-right now as believers we are directly connected in a very real, tangible way, to Jesus, although He is there in heaven at the right hand of the Father

-but there is coming a day very soon when the Father will tell the Son, “It’s Time”

-Jesus will then return in the air with those souls who have died in Christ up to that point in time

-He will call His church to Himself as a bridegroom calls His bride for the wedding

-those who have already died in Christ will be clothed with their glorified bodies

-then those who are alive at that point in time will be transformed gloriously into their spiritual bodies to meet the Lord in the air

1 Cor 15:50-53
50 Now this I say, brethren, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; nor does corruption inherit incorruption. 51 Behold, I tell you a mystery: We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed —  52 in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. NKJV
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