
MORE THAN CHICKEN SOUP

1 Corinthians 15:12-20

EMPTY

Have you ever found yourself standing in front of the refrigerator with the door open, peering into the lighted shelves, and saying, "I'm hungry, but I don't know what I want."? We feel empty, but we don't know how to satisfy that emptiness.

Hunger is not the only kind of emptiness, you know. We look at our checkbook and realize we don't have enough money, and we feel empty. We count up or pack up all the material stuff that we have accumulated through the years, and (say it with me now) we feel empty. We wish that we had a boyfriend or girlfriend, a wife or a husband, and (say it with me now) we feel empty. We have a boyfriend, girlfriend, wife, or husband, and we feel empty. We want a child desperately, and we feel empty. We have children, and we feel empty. We want a college degree, and we feel empty. We receive one degree and another educational degree, and we feel empty. We go to our job day after day, and we feel empty. We retire after many years from a job, sit around the house and we feel empty.

And we even come to this place, maybe even today, and bring our emptiness with us; yet, some of us leave worship Sunday after Sunday . . . empty. "If the band had just sung the right song;" "If the children had not disturbed me;" "If someone had greeted me;" "If the preacher had just fed me with a spiritual word;" we think, we would not leave this place, of all places, empty. But some of us do, week after week. "I'm hungry, but I don't know what I want." Sometimes we leave VBC and we say, “We feel empty.”

This is not a new problem, of course. It happened in Corinth almost 2,000 years ago. Their faith and hope was empty, too. So Paul asks them a question in verse 12: "Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead [and in verses 1-11 Paul reminds them of this exact tradition of the preached gospel], now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead?" 

And Paul continues: "If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching has been empty and your faith has been empty." The word translated in some Bibles as "in vain" (kenos) is the word "empty.”


Paul begins and ends this whole chapter of Corinthians with this word "empty.” Look at the first sentence in verses 1-2: "Now I would remind you brothers and sisters of the good news that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received, in which also you stand, through which also you are being saved, if you hold firmly to the message that I proclaimed to you--unless you have come to believe in vain (emptily)." And Paul concludes the chapter with verse 58: "Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labor is not empty." 


Paul says in v. 19: If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied. If we come here to worship and leave only with our guilt and our emptiness, then we are of all people most to be pitied. Churches are usually very emphatic about sin and guilt but not so strong on filling the emptiness we feel.

When I came to interview at another church years ago, someone on the search team asked me, “What do you think about sin?”


I quickly said, “I’m against it!”(I thought that was a great answer! Don’t you?)

“No,” he said, “what I want to know is if you preach so that people will feel guilty.”


Then I became very serious and said, “No, I do not preach to help people feel guilty. Most people I know feel guilty enough already. I preach so that they will know what to do with the guilt that they already bring here.”


You see, I naturally feel guilty and want to do a better job of thanking God for forgiving love. I want to straighten up my life, to do better things, to show God that God made a good choice in loving me. And I spent the first twenty years of my life trying to prove to God that the cross was worth it for me. Yet no matter how hard I tried to be the nice guy, it was never enough. The emptiness was still there. As important as the cross is to the Christian life, any church that looks only to the cross will be empty. And all of us who are members of such a church will come and go as empty persons, too. 


What does it take to fill our emptiness? During my freshman year at Carson-Newman College, first base disappeared. We were glad that the first baseman and the rest of the team were not on the baseball field at the time. You see, underneath the campus was an abandoned mine shaft that suddenly collapsed. The hole was about 100 feet in diameter and took first base and quite a bit more real estate with it. Some Baptists in Tennessee said that God sent that hole because our Tennessee Baptist college had just had a dance on campus a few days before! I wondered why the Lord was upset with the baseball team. Did they go to the dance?

While practicing tennis one afternoon, I saw truck after truck bring junk cars and deposit them in the hole at first base. Why? They had to clog up the hole before pouring in dirt. Without the stopgap, the dirt would never have filled up the hole. All efforts would have only been pouring dirt down a long mine shaft deep into the ground. Because of the cars, they were able to block the hole and restore first base.

FILLED

I believe that much of what we do in church is to keep pouring dirt down a mine shaft. Despite all the Bible studies, prayer, worship services, mission activities, we still feel empty. Where are the junk cars—the stopgap—which helps us fill this hunger, this emptiness? We look all over for something to fill the emptiness.

Since 1993 many of us have read versions of the popular book, Chicken Soup for the Soul by Jack Canfield. What a concept! They have sold millions of copies for all ages and for all categories of persons—even golfers, gardeners, and NASCAR fans!


The principle is simple. Canfield and others gather true stories of optimism and courage as individuals and families face crises, pain, problems and even death. Like your grandmother’s chicken soup, these stories warm our hearts and we feel better after hearing them. We are hungry for hope and the Chicken Soup stories offer something for us to nibble on. 

Yes, they are heart-warming and yes, they are often more positive and uplifting than many of my sermon illustrations. I encourage you to read them and to gain from Chicken Soup stories for their happiness and optimism. 


Resurrection hope is more than Chicken Soup, however. These stories praise the power of the human spirit to prevail over tough circumstances and offer optimism that we, too, can rise above our own troubles. Paul does not offer resurrection faith as optimism. He offers the resurrection of Jesus as our source for hope. 


We sing, “Up from the grave he arose,” but Paul doesn’t. The New Testament does not say, “Jesus rose from the grave.” I can’t find that phrase anywhere. What does Paul say in verse 20? But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died. The New Testament writers consistently talk about the resurrection of Jesus with the phrase, “God raised Jesus from the dead.” Jesus did not raise himself up from the dead. Jesus was raised! 
Last week at the Stetson Pastor’s School I heard Will Willimon say that he is tired of sermons that give us biblical principles for living. As Willimon analyzes the sermons of some of the most popular preachers today, he notes that they mine the text for a few principles for a happy marriage, for financial security, for healthy living. 

When I think of principles for living, I think of actions I need to take to raise myself up so I will be a better Christian. The Bible does not give us biblical principles for living. The Bible gives us the story of a loving, seeking God who comes to us in human form throughout history. The Bible tells us that this God comes finally as the complete divine/human Jesus who dies on a bloody cross because of our sin—yours and mine. 
The New Testament proclaims clearly, “Death on a cross is not the end of Jesus. Jesus did not raise himself up because he was a good man. God raised up Jesus because death, destruction and emptiness do not have the last word in the Lord’s reign.” Resurrection is not a biblical principle to help us live our lives. Resurrection is not the attempt to be optimistic by saying, “Jesus rose from difficult circumstances and you can, too.” Resurrection is the power of God. The tomb is empty so that you and I don't have to be empty anymore.


The Lord has you, me and Vienna Baptist Church just where the Lord wants us. We are hungry. We realize we can’t make this church work on our own. We realize we cannot on our own fill the personal hunger each of us feels. We say, "I'm hungry, but I don't know what I want." We need more than pep talks like, “When the going gets rough, the tough get going.” We need more than Chicken Soup that tells inspiring stories about the human spirit. We need more than three biblical principles for a more fulfilling life. 
We need Divine help. We need resurrection faith. What is resurrection faith? Resurrection faith is not saying, “Up from the grave Jesus arose,” but is proclaiming, “But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead!” We need the power of Jesus’ resurrection. We need tombs opened, dead persons raised, endings made into new beginnings. When we realize we cannot fill our own hunger, when we realize we cannot raise ourselves up from the dead stuff in our lives, then we are right where God wants us. Now we are ready for someone to proclaim today, “But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died.” 
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