When the apostle Paul wrote his letter to the Corinthians, he addressed the citizens of a powerful city in the Roman Empire; a wealthy center of commerce in Greece, filled with cultured and educated people stressed by politics and economic challenges. Many of these men and women experienced spiritual emptiness. Some joined “mystery religions” which included secret ceremonies linking a person to a pagan god or goddess. Very popular in Corinth was a drama about the death of Adonis, a celebration of his resurrection, and an invitation to share his triumph. This makes his story sound a lot like the story of Jesus. 

Paul believed these secret ceremonies to be irrational, and he worried that the Corinthians would fall into the Funnel of Misbelief. Their high levels of stress and their deep need for understanding made the Corinthians vulnerable to these mystery religions and their false narratives. Paul wrote his letter to remind these new Christians of the power of Jesus to fill the empty places in their lives with great hope and new life. Paul offered them the truth about Jesus, not a myth.

“Now I want you to understand,” Paul begins, “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” (1 Corinthians 15:1-2). The good news is the death and resurrection of Jesus bearing forgiveness of sin and the promise of eternal life with God. Paul wants the Corinthians to “hold firmly” to this message and not to be distracted by theories about Adonis.

Paul wrote, “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 in accordance with the scriptures…” (vv. 3-4). Paul affirmed that the story of Jesus is not a myth, and it is connected to something much bigger than himself. Christ died for our sins “in accordance with the scriptures,” and he was raised from the dead “in accordance with the scriptures.” This is not irrational, according to Paul, for the promise of forgiveness and new life tracks with God’s actions and plan throughout all history, as reported in Scripture. This is good information, not fake news.

Aware that people fall for conspiracy theories when they feel unattached and ostracized, Paul sought to strengthen the social cohesion of the Corinthian Church. He wrote that Jesus “appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve…[and then] to more than five hundred brothers and sisters…” (vv. 5-6). The resurrection of Jesus is not some made-up internet meme or TikTok video; it is a real, historical event, witnessed by a long list of men and women. You can fact check me, says Paul: “most of [them] are still alive,” though he admits, “some have died” (v. 6). If you don’t trust me, ask around and you will find that the message is reliable.
“Our society relies a lot on trust,” says Dan Ariely. “It’s like fish in water. Fish don’t notice the water…because it’s all around them. Trust is the same. Trust is all around us. Because of that, we don’t often notice how big and important its effect is on our behavior.…But the reality is that people who go down the Funnel of Misbelief lose trust, and they pay a price — and we, as a society, pay a price.”

Paul knows how much the Christian community relies on trust. This is why he recaps for the Corinthians how Jesus appeared to people that they know about and trust, from Cephas to five hundred brothers and sisters. Paul goes on to say, “Then [Jesus] appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me” (vv. 7-8). Paul reminds the Corinthians of their deep connections with other followers of Christ, many of whom were eyewitnesses to the resurrection of Jesus. Paul then says that Christ “appeared also to me,” reminding them that the resurrected Jesus spoke to him on the road to Damascus, completely turning Paul’s life around.

Not that Paul is bragging. “I am the least of the apostles,” he says, “unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God” (v. 9). Paul does not want the Corinthians to trust him because he is a religious expert or a sinless saint or a super-apostle, but to trust him because the Lord worked through him in a powerful way. “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and [God’s] grace toward me has not been in vain,” he says (v. 10). God worked through Paul to spread the news of Jesus’ resurrection throughout the Roman Empire, and Paul gives all the credit to God, saying that “it was not I but the grace of God that is with me” (v. 10).

For Paul, everything good and trustworthy comes from the grace of God. Although Paul is “unfit to be called an apostle,” his message is true because God is faithful. God shows favor to Paul, even though Paul does not deserve God’s grace. God gives Paul the gift of God’s own Self, freely and unconditionally. By God’s grace Paul is what he is, an apostle of Jesus; and because of this, God’s message can be trusted.

At the end of the day, Paul hopes that the Corinthians will accept the forgiveness and new life that Jesus offers. Paul knows there is nothing irrational about the resurrection, since it is God’s grace-filled plan to relieve the stress of sin and death. Paul repeats that the resurrection was witnessed by a wide community and proclaimed by many apostles. “Whether then it was I or they,” says Paul, “so we proclaim and so you believed” (v. 11). Paul is trying to prevent the Corinthians from falling into the Funnel of Misbelief.

We need to hear this message, because we are very much like the people of Corinth. Many of us are feeling stressed and spiritually empty, and we are losing our social attachments. Today, according to a recent study, “more than one-third of adults 45 and older feel lonely, and nearly one-fourth of adults 65 and older are considered to be socially isolated.” This loss of social attachments can cause us to tumble into the Funnel of Misbelief. So, in a world filled with misinformation, we need a message we can trust. In a world that isolates and divides, we need a deeper understanding of our worth and purpose. In a world of lies and self-promotion, we need God’s assurance and hope.

Paul is speaking to us. He is telling us a story we can trust, one that promises that all who believe in Jesus “will be made alive in Christ” (v. 22). Paul predicts that one day Jesus will conquer every ruler and authority and power, and that the “last enemy to be destroyed” will be death itself (v. 26). Eventually, says Paul, we will be able to celebrate that “Death has been swallowed up in victory. Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?” (vv. 54-55).

In a world of misinformation and conspiracy theories, the story of Jesus is a trustworthy story. The story of Jesus is hope-filled and grace-full. The story of Jesus leads us to life, not death. The story of Jesus builds us up and does not tear others down. The story of Jesus is based on Scripture, not on internet speculation. The story of Jesus is grounded in the eyewitness accounts of a reliable community of Christians. The story of Jesus comes from the grace of God, the One who loves us and wants us to experience forgiveness and new life. So, put your trust in Jesus, the One who died for our sins, was buried, and was raised on the third day. His truth comes through faith, and your faith in him will not be misplaced.

Prayer: Faithful God, in a world that is seeking to undermine the very foundation of our Christian faith, I pray that Your Church would stand fast on the truth of Scripture; that Christ died for our sins according to the Bible, that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day. May the gospel of grace remain foundational to our faith, even in the onslaught of those that would seek to confuse and obliterate Your truth. May we stand fast on the truth of who Jesus is and what he did for us, and in the hope of what we might be through him. This I ask in Jesus' name, Amen.
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A Duke University professor was hospitalized with an injury. Then, someone made a video of him in his hospital bed and posted it on the internet. According to the professor, the video “described how my injury got me to hate healthy people, how that got me to join Bill Gates and the Illuminati in creating the Covid pandemic. It also caused me to attempt to try and kill as many healthy people as possible using the virus and the vaccines, to control people.” Every bit of it was false. But some people believed it. An acquaintance even emailed him and asked, “What happened to you?”

The experience led Professor Dan Ariely to write a book called Misbelief: What Makes Rational People Believe Irrational Things. The book is a very personal exploration of misinformation and conspiracy theories, and what causes people to fall into distrust. To explain our society’s loss of trust, Ariely writes about “The Funnel of Misbelief.” Huma beings have a deep need for understanding, but we fall into the funnel of misbelief when we are stressed, lose our social attachments, and begin to feel ostracized. Ariely writes: “This funnel of misbelief does an excellent job of attacking almost all our human weaknesses on several fronts starting with emotions and stress; moving to multiple cognitive biases; taking advantage of certain personality traits; and ending by hijacking the social forces that control much of our physical and digital life.” The result is a group of rational people believing irrational things.

The funnel of misbelief also leads to an “Us vs. Them” mentality. We believe that we are protected from misbelief while other people are at risk of accepting false narratives. “Once we understand that the breeding ground of misbelief is stress, it means that anyone unfortunate enough to experience a high degree of stress” from the economy, loss of a job, illness, or politics “is susceptible to the funnel of misbelief.” In fact, says Ariely, “I am willing to bet that you know someone who is smart, caring, and an overall wonderful person who, over the last few years, ended up adopting such views that you no longer feel comfortable in their presence.”

Ariely concludes: “a journey down the funnel of misbelief ultimately leads to distrust of institutions and each other. As such, it is becoming much harder for us to work together and even to care about what the others — the non-believers — want.” 

