Christ’s Resurrection and Ours
(1 Corinthians 15)

Stephen J. Wellum is an associate
professor of Christian Theology at The
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.
Dr. Wellum received his Ph.D. degree in
theology from Trinity Evangelical Divin-
ity School, and has also taught theol-
ogy at the Associated Canadian Theo-
logical Schools and Northwest Baptist
Theological College and Seminary in
Canada. He has contributed to several
publications and a collection of essays
on theology and worldview issues.

To any astute observer of contemporary
culture, it is hard not to notice the current
interest in and preoccupation with “spiri-
tuality.” Whether one attends the latest in
movies, watches the current TV talk shows,
or peruses the magazine racks or the New
Age sections at local bookstores, one can-
not miss the fact that “spirituality” is alive
and well today. As Christians what are we
to think about this present-day trend?
D. A. Carson answers this question suc-
cinctly and correctly when he writes: “The
current interest in ‘spirituality’ is both
salutary and frightening.”

On the one hand, it is salutary. Chris-
tians should rejoice in the fact that people
are beginning to realize that rampant
materialism, individualism, and philo-
sophical naturalism are not sufficient to
explain our humanity and satisfy our deep-
est longings. There must be more to life
then merely the pursuit of personal peace
and affluence. As Christians, we know that
God has made us in his image and for his
own glory and that without the pursuit of
knowing him and enjoying him forever, we
are truly a lost and empty people.

On the other hand, it is also frighten-
ing for the simple reason that not all
“spirituality” is necessarily Christian

spirituality. As Carson reminds us: “‘spiri-
tuality’ has become such an ill-defined,
amorphous entity that it covers all kinds
of phenomenathat an earlier generation of
Christians, more given to robust thought
than is the present generation, would have
dismissed as error, or even as ‘paganism’

or ‘heathenism.”? It is at this point that
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Christians need to be particularly vigilant.
If we are not careful we may, even with the
best of intentions, adopt contemporary
views of “spirituality” as Christian, with-
out realizing that these very same views
are rooted in an alien worldview structure,
and as such, in the end, will lead to a
denial of the gospel.® This temptation is
especially strong today. Living in what has
been dubbed a postmodern and pluralis-
tic culture, our present danger is to adopt
notions of “spirituality” that downplay the
exclusive nature of the gospel, which alone
leads to true spirituality.*

Of course, it must be stressed that this
temptation towards syncretism is nothing
new. Even in her earliest years, the church
faced these same kinds of temptations,
particularly the church at Corinth. In fact,
when we compare our present-day danger
of compromising the gospel due to our
adoption of a false spirituality, there is an
uncanny resemblance between us and
them. As is well known, the Corinthian
church prided itself on being a very “spiri-
tual” church. But sadly it had adopted alien
views of spirituality from the surrounding
culture that eventually led to disaster
from within its ranks such as: divisiveness
(chs. 1-3), immorality (ch. 5), lawsuits
between believers (ch. 6), abuse of the
Lord’s Supper and spiritual gifts (chs. 11-
14), and so on. If ever there was a perfect
example of the maxim—*ideas have con-
sequences”—it was in Corinth. In chapter
fifteen we discover another sad example
of how false ideas of spirituality lead to
disastrous consequences; the situation was
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so serious that the apostle Paul warns
them that they are in danger of denying
the gospel.

What was the false idea that the Corin-
thians were adopting? Verse 12 gives us the
answer: they were denying that there was
a future resurrection of the dead. It is not
as if they were denying the reality of an
afterlife. Rather, they were denying the res-
urrection of the dead in terms of its bodily
features. They were, in other words, con-
fused about both the reality and nature of
the resurrection body of believers. How
did they come to such a belief? The answer
is found in their adoption of a false view
of spirituality, of what it means to be
pneumatikos (“spiritual’’). As Gordon Fee
elaborates, “In their view, by the reception
of the Spirit, and especially the gift of
tongues, they thought that they had
already entered the true spirituality that
is to be (4:8); already they had begun a
form of angelic existence (13:1; cf. 4:9; 7:1-
7) in which the body was unnecessary
and unwanted, and would finally be
destroyed.” Thus, for them, life in the
Spirit seemed to entail that the future
bodily resurrection of believers was both
undesirable and unnecessary.

Itis hard to know for sure, but Fee thinks
that at least two historical realities merged
to bring about the Corinthians denial of a
bodily resurrection.® First, it is possible that
the doctrine of the resurrection was not
well articulated in the early years, espe-
cially among the Gentiles. No doubt,
Christ’s resurrection was affirmed as cen-
tral in securing our salvation from sin and
grounding our hope for the future. But
would that hope necessarily have been
thought of in terms of our resurrection,
especially given the fact that so few Chris-
tians would have yet died, coupled with a
longing for an imminent parousia? Second

and probably more significant, in Corinth,
after Paul’s departure, it seemed that a false
theology began to gain ground that not
only denied the value and significance of
the body, but also was “over-realized” in
its eschatological focus. The Corinthians
rightly saw that in the coming of Christ,
the blessings of God’s kingdom and the
“age to come” realities had now dawned,
but they failed to grasp that there was a
“not yet” reality tied to the second coming
of Christ. In so doing, they so exaggerated
their present “spiritual” state that they
thought that they had already entered
into the final consummated state. Conse-
guently, some of them not only denied the
reality of a future bodily resurrection, but
also became careless about their present
lives in terms of how they lived and what
they did with their bodies.’

Needless to say, Paul was not pleased
with this turn of events. He was deeply
concerned about their false ideas of spiri-
tuality since their denial of a future bodily
resurrection was, if properly understood,
a denial of the gospel. For if the gospel is
anything it is a gospel that is centered in
Jesus Christ, his cross-work, and his resur-
rection. But as Paul will argue, Christ’s
resurrection is not just any old resurrection.
It is the resurrection, that which the Scrip-
tures anticipated; that which was the
“firstfruits” of the final consummated state
still to come. Across the sweep of redemp-
tive history, Paul views Jesus’ cross and
resurrection as the event that restores what
was lost under Adam, and thus that which
ushers in a new creation, which we as
believers, participate in—indeed, must par-
ticipate in. But that full participation in
Jesus’ resurrection will not be until the
consummation, when King Jesus returns
to finalize what he has already begun, by
defeating all of our enemies, including sin
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and death, raising us from the dead in
completion of God’s redemptive plan for
the universe and returning everything to
God the Father so that he may be “all in all.”

In one sense, we should be thankful for
this sad confusion in Corinth. Not because
we rejoice in the Corinthians’ errors, but
rather because in 1 Corinthians 15, under
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, we have one
of the greatest theological treasures for the
church. In Paul’s response to the Corin-
thians’ denial of the future bodily resur-
rection of believers, we discover afresh
both the centrality and utter significance
of Christ’s resurrection to God’s redemp-
tive purposes and the glorious hope that
is ours as those who are found in Christ.
Let us unpack this treasure as Paul him-
self does in three steps: (1) Verses 1-11: A
reminder of the central facts of the gospel
rooted and grounded in the objective real-
ity of Christ’s resurrection; (2) Verses 12-
34: An argument establishing the internal
logical inconsistency of the viewpoint of
the Corinthians, namely that there would
be no future bodily resurrection for believ-
ers even though Christ was raised bodily;
and (3) Verses 35-58: A powerful set of
arguments addressing the issue of the
certainty, necessity, and nature of the res-
urrection body of believers.

The Objective Reality of Christ’s
Resurrection (Verses 1-11)

Paul begins his address of the Corin-
thians’ aberrant theology by reminding
them of what both of them hold in com-
mon: the objective reality of the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ. Unlike some so-called
Christian scholars today, there is no evi-
dence that the Corinthians denied the
reality of Christ’s resurrection. For both
Paul and them, Christ’s resurrection was,
in the language of contemporary episte-

mology, “basic.” That is why in vv. 1-2, 11
Paul appeals to what they both believe and
upon which they have taken their stand.
And, as we shall discover, it is from this
common, basic conviction that Paul will
then argue against their assertion that there
is no resurrection of the dead.

Furthermore, there is probably a note of
irony as Paul begins. Literally, in v. 1, he
says, “l make known to you.”® He reminds
them of the gospel message that had been
preached to them, indeed that which the
whole church has believed. By this use of
words, he underscores their “ignorance”
of the great realities of the gospel. It seems
that they do not “know” them as they
ought, otherwise, as he will argue, they
would not be denying the future resurrec-
tion of believers. Something has desper-
ately gone wrong in their thinking. As Fee
comments, “To those who think of them-
selves as ‘spiritual’ over against Paul, he
pronounces the judgment that their ‘igno-
rance’ of his word as the commandment
of the Lord meant they would be ‘ignored’
by God himself. Now he ‘makes known’
to them what they already know, but seem
to have forgotten.”

With an explanatory “for” (gar) in v. 3,
Paul proceeds to introduce the gospel mes-
sage that he had received and which he had
passed on, that “of first importance.”°
Most commentators acknowledge that
what Paul is probably stating is a very early
creedal formulation or “tradition,” thus
underscoring what was common to the
entire church, including the Corinthians.™
What is significant about this early confes-
sion is its clear grasp of the significance of
the cross work and resurrection of Christ.
“Christ died for (hyper) our sins.” In this
simple statement the horrific realities of
human depravity, alienation between God
and human beings, and death as the just
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penalty for sin are assumed, built upon the
OT Scriptures. Christ’s death is viewed as
substitutionary and vicarious, linked to
God’s plan in redemptive history as evi-
denced by the expression “according to the
Scriptures.” This latter phrase is probably
not intended to point to any single text,
even though such texts as Isaiah 53 come
immediately to mind, but rather the larger
story line of the OT rooted both in typo-
logical structures and specific verbal pre-
dictions, which ultimately finds its climax
and fulfillment in the saving work of Mes-
siah Jesus.*?

In v. 4, Paul stresses both the burial and
resurrection of Christ. In linking both of
these together, it is clear that Paul empha-
sizes the reality of Christ’s death and thus
the bodily nature of his resurrection.
Christ’s resurrection was not to be viewed
as some bodiless “spiritual” renewal of life
after death. This emphasis is also under-
scored by the stress placed upon the resur-
rection appearances (vv. 5-8). For just as
Christ was truly dead and buried, so he
was truly raised from the dead and seen
by a large number of witnesses on a vari-
ety of occasions and circumstances includ-
ing: Cephas (Peter); the twelve;** more than
five hundred people at one time, some of
whom are still alive;** James, most certainly
the brother of Jesus;®® the apostles;** and
then to Paul.

As Paul introduces himself in v. 8 as a
witness of Christ’s resurrection, he most
certainly is referring to his Damascus road
experience where the risen Jesus appeared
to him and literally stopped him in his
tracks (cf. Acts 8:1; 9:1-2).1 Due to his hav-
ing persecuted the church of God (v. 9),
Paul views Jesus’ appearance to him as an
act of grace. His own self-understanding
is that he is “last of all,” “one abnormally

born,”® “least of the apostles,” even

“unfitto be called an apostle” (vv. 8-9). Yet,
God reached down to him and took the ini-
tiative from beginning to end—an example
for Paul of nothing less than God’s sover-
eign electing grace. And this grace, Paul
stresses, did not lead to laziness of life,
rather it had the effect of leading him to
work harder than the rest of the apostles
(v. 10). And, in v. 11, as he comes back
full circle to vv. 1-2, he underscores that
whether it was he or the rest of the apostles,
what they preached was the gospel, rooted
and grounded in the death, burial, and
resurrection of Christ. This is the common
confession and foundation of the church;
this is what the apostles preached; this is
what the Corinthians had believed and it
was what the Corinthians were to continue
to believe and rest in. And now, as Paul
transitions to the next stage of his argument
in vv. 12-34, it is on this common confes-
sion and faith that he will confront the
Corinthians with their inconsistent
acceptance of Christ’s resurrection and
their denial of a future bodily resurrection
of believers.

Before we turn to the second part of
Paul’sargument, it is important, especially
in our day, to make one crucial observa-
tion. Even though Paul’s point in vv. 1-11
is not to prove the resurrection of Jesus in
any formal sense—instead it is to remind
the Corinthians of what they hold in com-
mon with Paul and the whole church—it
is certainly imperative to be reminded of
the fact that for Paul the resurrection of
Jesus Christ is an objective space-time
reality. For Paul (and the whole NT), it
would have been utterly inconceivable to
argue as some have done in our own day
that the resurrection belonged to the
category of myth, or that the explanation
of it was found in some individual and/or
collective hallucinations, or that Jesus’
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disciples went to the wrong tomb, or even
worse, an intentional deceit by these early
witnesses including himself.* Rather, for
Paul and the whole church, what was
believed and proclaimed, what had been
received and passed on was that Jesus
Christ had died, been buried, and now, by
God’s mighty action in human history was
alive ruling and reigning as Lord in fulfill-
ment of God’s salvific plans. This fact is
part of the non-negotiables of the Chris-
tian faith. To deny Christ’s resurrection and
then attempt to retain the name “Christian”
is simply a contradiction in terms. Whether
we live in the first century or the twenty-
first, we too need to take our stand on these
same gospel realities. And especially liv-
ing in a pluralistic world that promotes
many gods and saviors, that attempts to
convince us that all religions at heart are
basically the same, we must, with Paul and
the whole church, proclaim only one Lord
and Savior, Jesus Christ our Lord.

The Logical Inconsistency of
Denying the Resurrection of
Believers (Verses 12-34)

After having reminded the Corinthians
of their common grounding in the resur-
rection of Christ, Paul now turns to a
reductio ad absurdum kind of argument.?®
The purpose of his argument is to demon-
strate to the Corinthians that their view is
logically inconsistent and thus should be
rejected. In both believing in Christ’s
resurrection (vv. 1-11) yet denying their
own future resurrection (v. 12), Paul estab-
lishes that there is an internal contradic-
tion between these two beliefs. Both beliefs
cannot be held simultaneously, if one is to
remain consistent in one’s overall theology.
And even worse, in the case of the Corin-
thians, if they consistently deny the future
resurrection of believers, this will inevita-

bly lead to a denial of the resurrection of
Christ, and thus the gospel. Indeed, the
stakes could not be higher! Interestingly,
Paul, unlike those in our own postmodern
era, is an exegete and theologian who
has no problem in demanding of the Corin-
thians logical consistency and coherence
between their beliefs, as well as affirming,
as already stated, certain beliefs as non-
negotiable. It is a lesson that we would do
well to follow.

Paul proceeds in three steps: (1) He
begins by hypothetically granting their
viewpoint for sake of argument and then
drawing the logical entailment of that view,
namely that Christ is not raised (vv. 12-
19); (2) He then reverses the argument by
appealing to what the Corinthians and he
have in common, namely the conviction
that Christ is indeed raised. But if this is
the case, Paul argues, then this belief logi-
cally entails that there will be a future
resurrection of believers, something the
Corinthians deny (vv. 20-28); (3): Paul
finishes his argument by once again
hypothetically assuming the Corinthian
viewpoint and then drawing the conclu-
sion that if they are correct then both his
and their present practices are inconsistent
with their viewpoint (vv. 29-34). Let us look
at each of these steps in turn.

If Christ Is Not Raised...
(Verses 12-19)

Paul first begins by hypothetically
assuming the Corinthian viewpoint for
sake of argument. In v. 13, he then draws
the entailment of such a view: Christ has
not been raised. But, of course, given the
common confession of the church that
Christ has indeed been raised (vv. 1-11), the
Corinthian position is contradictory and
thus impossible. What Paul assumes, even
though he does not fully argue for it until
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vv. 20-28, is an intimate, indissoluble,
covenantal relation between the believer
and Christ. Thus if Christ is raised, then
the believer must too be raised; if the
believer is not raised, then Christ is not
raised.

Paul then begins to flesh out at least four
disastrous implications of denying Christ’s
resurrection (vv. 14-19). First, if Christ has
not been raised then both the people’s faith
and the apostolic preaching are “in vain,”
that is, without basis.? Second, if Christ is
not raised, then the apostles who have
proclaimed the resurrection are false wit-
nesses, distorters of the truth (v. 15). Third,
if Christ is not raised then there is a sense
in which God is implicated as well (vv. 15-
16). As Fee states, “Since for Paul Christ’s
resurrection is not his (Christ’s) own
doing, but God'’s vindication of the work
of the Son, that means that a denial of the
resurrection of the dead leads ultimately
to adenial of the gospel altogether and lev-
els an accusation against God himself that
he did what in fact he did not do—if they
are correct.”? Fourth, if Christ is not raised
then Christian faith is futile in a further
sense: “you are still in your sins” (v. 17) and
dead believers are forever lost (v. 18). For
if Christ has not been raised then what
guarantee is there that his death “for our
sins according to the Scriptures” (v. 3)
accomplished anything? A dead Savior is
no Savior atall. And, if Christ is not raised,
all those who have trusted him for the
forgiveness of their sins and who have now
died are forever lost (v. 18).

These are disastrous implications
indeed! Paul concludes in v. 19 by stating
that “if only for this life we have hope in
Christ, we are to pitied more than all men.”
As Thiselton correctly points out, Paul is
saying more than that we are to be pitied
because there is simply no postmortem

existence awaiting us. Rather we are to be
pitied, Paul argues, because the whole
chain of consequences in vv. 13-18 would
be entailed: “(i) the gospel has no sub-
stance; (ii) faith is ineffective; (iii) the
witnesses are liars; (iv) sin retains its
destructive and damaging control; and (v)
believers who have died are irretrievably
lost.”2

But Christ Is Raised! (Verses 20-28)

Now Paul reverses his argument by
appealing to what the Corinthians and he
have in common, namely the resurrection
of Christ. Since Christ has been raised (vv.
1-11) and Christ’s resurrection is the resur-
rection, that is, the “firstfruits” of the full
harvest awaiting the consummation, then
the inevitable implication is not only the
defeat of death itself, but also the future
resurrection of believers. Of course, what
grounds Paul’s argument in these verses
is a whole biblical theology following the
story line of Scripture, rooted in the God
of creation, providence, and redemption.
In fact, at least three truths are assumed by
Paul that are utterly crucial to his argu-
ment, which are all unpacked in vv. 20-28.
Let us look at each of these in turn.

First, Paul views the coming, life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ in
thoroughly redemptive-historical and
eschatological categories.® As God’s Son
(cf. Rom 1:1-4), the Last Adam (vv. 21-22),
Christ has inaugurated a new creation,
supremely evidenced in his death, resur-
rection, and gift of the Spirit. As such, he
has ushered in the “age to come”—that
which the OT prophets longed for and
anticipated; an age characterized by the
defeat of God’s enemies, sin, death, and
Satan himself. Even though this age has
“not yet” been consummated in its full-
ness—for that awaits his second coming
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(parousia)—it nevertheless is “already” here
in both its reality and power. In fact, the
resurrection and the gift of the Spirit are
proof positive of this fact. That is why Paul
conceives of the resurrection of Christ (and
the gift of the Spirit) in the category of
“firstfruits” (vv. 20, 23; cf. Rom 8:23). Just
as the first fruits of the harvest are a fore-
taste of the full harvest (cf. Lev 23:9-14), so
the resurrection of Christ anticipates and
ensures the resurrection for all those who
belong to him. In this sense it functions
similar to a “down payment” (arrabon)—
a pledge on the part of God for the final
eschatological harvest or payment.?® Even
though the resurrection of believers is not
until the parousia, Christ’s resurrection
serves as the ground and guarantee that
all those who are “in Christ” shall be raised,
patterned after his glorious resurrection.
Second, as already stated and related to
the first point, Paul assumes an indis-
soluble union between the resurrection of
Christ and the bodily resurrection of
believers. This makes sense in light of the
Adam-Christ typological contrast in vv. 21-
22 (cf. Rom 5:12-21). Just as Adam was the
covenantal head of the old creation, and
by his disobedience brought death to us
all, so Christ is the covenantal head of the
new creation, who brings life and salva-
tion for all those who believe in him, by
his obedient work on their behalf.?” The use
of this typological contrast is to underscore
the indissoluble union between these two
heads and their people and thus the inevi-
tability of the believer “in Christ” sharing
in the resurrection of the dead. As Fee
correctly observes, “Thus Christ is the
firstfruits; he is God’s pledge that all who
are his will be raised from the dead. The
inevitable process of death begun in Adam
will be reversed by the equally inevitable
process of “bringing to life” begun in

Christ. Therefore, it is not possible for the
Corinthians to say there is no resurrection
of the dead. Such a resurrection is necessi-
tated by Christ’s.”?

Third, Paul views the resurrection of
Christ in light of God’s sovereign purposes.
In this interim period between the firstand
second coming of the Lord Jesus, not all of
God’s enemies have been subjected to him
and destroyed, in particular the enemy
death. In this sense, the day when God is
“all in all” has not yet arrived. That is why
Paul elsewhere can speak of believers,
indeed the whole creation, groaning as it
awaits the consummation and the resur-
rection of our bodies (cf. Rom 8:18-27). But
precisely because God® raised Jesus trium-
phantly from the dead, Paul is confident
that God has set in motion an “inevitable
chain of events™® that will only be com-
pleted when all of God’s enemies are
destroyed, including death itself. That is
why Christ’s resurrection demands our res-
urrection since if we are not raised bodily
from the grave, then death is never truly
defeated and God can never be “all inall.”
Ultimately, unless death is destroyed and
we are raised, God as sovereign Lord of
creation, history, and redemption is placed
in question. That is the point Paul stresses
in vv. 23-26 by emphasizing the “order” of
events that leads to the consummation—
Christ’s resurrection is the first fruits (v. 23);
then (epeita) at his coming, believers will
be raised (v. 23); then (eita) there will be the
end or goal (telos) of human history when
the Lord Jesus hands over the kingdom to
God the Father after having destroyed
every foe and enemy, including the last
enemy, death (vv. 24-26).3

Paul alludes to two OT texts to buttress
his point—Psalm 8:6; 110:1—texts rich in
Messianic significance and used elsewhere
inthe NT (e.g., Matt 22:41-46) but especially
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in Hebrews (e.g., Heb 1:13; 2:5-9; 5:6; 7:17-
20). Psalm 8:5-6 is a commentary on
Genesis 1:26-30 emphasizing the exalted
status of human beings as God’s image
bearers and vice-regents over the earth.
However, due to Adam’s disobedience and
thus the entrance of death into the world,
human beings have failed to achieve what
God purposed and intended for them. But
as Paul emphasizes here (cf. Heb 2:5-9),
through the obedience of Jesus, the Last
Adam, the God-man, the original intention
for human beings and the sovereign rule
described in Psalm 110 have been restored.
Paul’s use of these texts buttresses his
conviction that what follows from Christ’s
resurrection is the inevitable destruction of
death and thus the resurrection of the
dead.®? Fee admirably summarizes this
point when he writes:

The resurrection of Christ has deter-
mined our existence for all time and
eternity. We do not merely live out
our length of days and then have the
hope of resurrection as an adden-
dum; rather, as Paul makes plain in
this passage, Christ’s resurrection
has set in motion a chain of inexo-
rable events that absolutely deter-
mines our present and our future.
Christ is the firstfruits of those who
are his, who will be raised at his
coming. That ought both to reform
the way we currently live and to
reshape our worship into seasons of
unbridled rejoicing.®

If Christ Is Not Raised... Further
Implications (Verses 29-34)

Paul finishes his powerful argument by
once again hypothetically assuming the
Corinthian viewpoint and then drawing
the logical conclusion that if they are cor-
rect then both his and their present prac-
tices are inconsistent with their viewpoint.
Here, then, is a kind of practical inconsis-
tency: a particular viewpointis affirmed in

theory but denied in practice.®

One of the most famous and puzzling
practices that Paul mentions in this
regard is found in v. 29—a kind of proxy
baptism for the dead. The debate over what
exactly is going on here has spawned nu-
merous theories and much speculation. As
Fee observes, “the normal reading of the
text is that some Corinthians are being
baptized, apparently vicariously, in behalf
of some people who have already died.”*
But what exactly does this mean or entail?
Nowhere do we find any precedent in the
NT for this kind of baptism nor in the early
years of the church, except maybe among
some heretical groups.® In addition, taken
at face value Paul does not seem to criti-
cize this view. What shall we say about
this issue?

At least three points need to be stated.
First, a disputed text such as this must not
be used to erect a whole theology and prac-
tice, especially given the fact that we sim-
ply do not know enough about what Paul
is referring to in Corinth. In other words,
there is no justification for making this
practice, whatever it is, normative for the
church.®” Second, if | were to venture a
guess as to what the meaning of this prac-
tice is, probably Anthony Thiselton’s view
that “baptism for the sake of the dead
refers to the decision of a person or per-
sons to ask for, and to receive, baptism as a
result of the desire to be united with their
believing relatives who have died” is best.®®
But, in the end, | simply do not know.
Third, no matter what speculation
surrounds the meaning of this “proxy
baptism,” Paul’s argument is clear: the
behavior of the Corinthians in this matter
is inconsistent with their denial of a future
bodily resurrection of believers. Paul does
not necessarily endorse or condone their
behavior. Instead, he is attempting to
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demonstrate that the Corinthians are
living contradictions in the sense that their
professed beliefs and behavior contradict
each other, a kind of practical absurdity.

In vv. 30-33, Paul turns to his own expe-
rience and behavior. Why does he risk
literally life and limb, if there is no resur-
rection of the dead? Why would he face
peril and trials “every hour,” that is, con-
tinually? What would he gain in facing
opposition, even to the point of fighting
wild beasts in Ephesus (probably to be
taken metaphorically for a variety of rea-
sons)® if there is no resurrection of the
dead? Of course, the answer is “nothing.”
His labors as an apostle would be a living
contradiction if the Corinthians were cor-
rect. In moving to his own experience, Paul,
as he does elsewhere (cf. 2 Cor 11:23-29),
not only contrasts their view of apostleship
with his own, but he also indicates how
Christ’s resurrection played a central role
in his life. He is willing to give up every-
thing for Christ, even to the point of death.
But Paul also acknowledges that if there is
no resurrection, then he has played the fool
with his life; all of his labor has been in vain
and it would be better to live as the Epicu-
reans suggested: “Let us eat and drink, for
tomorrow, we die” (v. 32; cf. Isa 22:13). But
Paul immediately rejects such logic because
Christ is raised. His labors as an apostle
are not a living contradiction because
what he has believed, preached, and lived
out, is true. And as such, he commands
the Corinthians not to be deceived, to
come to their right mind, and to stop sin-
ning (vv. 33-34).

In a final note of irony, he underscores
their utter® ignorance of God in their
failing to grasp the significance of Christ’s
resurrection and its implications for them,
both now in terms of their lives, and in the
future (v. 34). In doing so, Paul puts his

finger on the problem. What they have
failed to realize is the sovereign power of
God, who through Christ’s resurrection
has set in motion that chain of events
which will ensure the fulfillment of all of
God’s redemptive purposes, including our
resurrection.

The Certainty and Nature of the
Resurrection Body of Believers
(Verses 35-58)

In this last section, Paul takes up a new
issue. In spite of his appeal in v. 34 to the
knowledge of God, and hence the sover-
eign power of God, he anticipates a skep-
tical objection introduced by a strong
contrastive “But (alla) someone will ask,
How (pos)* are the dead raised? With what
kind of body will they come?” (v. 35). Up
to this point Paul has argued for the neces-
sity of the future resurrection of believers
if there is to be any Christian faith at all.
Now he turns to the subject of the nature
of the resurrection body and addresses
their skeptical outlook. Specifically, he
wants to make it clear that the resurrection
is not only future, but that it is a physical
resurrection in a transformed body, patterned
after the resurrection body of the Lord Jesus
Christ.

Due to the intimate relationship
between Christ and his people, since Christ
was raised bodily, there must of necessity
be a bodily resurrection for believers. But
the resurrection body is not merely the
re-animation or resuscitation of a dead
body, rather itis a body adapted to the new
conditions of the future. In this sense,
there is both continuity and discontinuity
between the present body and the resur-
rection body. The present body is earthly,
natural (psychikon), subject to decay. The
raised body is heavenly, spiritual (pneu-
matikon), and incorruptible. The final result
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is a glorious resurrection transformation of
both the dead and the living wherein the
final enemy, death, is swallowed up in
victory. There are three interlocking and
ascending steps that Paul takes to argue his
case: (1) An appeal to the natural order that
God has made, in order to argue for the
reasonableness of the resurrection body
(vv. 36-44); (2) An appeal to the nature of
Christ’s resurrection body to argue for the
certainty of the resurrection body (vv. 45-
49); and (3) An appeal for the absolute
necessity of the resurrection in order for
believers to enter our heavenly existence
and for God’s plan of redemption to be
complete (vv. 50-57). Let us look at each
step in Paul’s argument.

The Reasonableness of the
Resurrection Body (Verses 36-44)

In order to respond to the question of
V. 35, Paul appeals to what God has made
in the natural order, to seeds and kinds of
bodies (soma)—an appeal not only from the
known to the unknown, but also an anal-
ogy—something the Corinthians did not
seem even to consider. His strong rebuke
in v. 36—“Foolish man”—challenges the
Corinthians not to forget God in their
thinking of these matters as the Creator and
sovereign Lord.*? In appealing to the analo-
gous relationship between the seed and the
resurrection body, Paul establishes the
utter reasonableness of the resurrection
body from the way God has ordered the
natural world. He develops the analogy in
three steps.

First, if one observes the way God has
designed a seed, one has to notice that it is
only when the seed is sown and dies that
“life” comes (v. 36). Thus, for example, if
one wants an apple tree to grow, one must
first plant the seed and then the seed must
die so that the tree will grow. In one sense,

death is the precondition for life. One must
hasten to add that this does not mean that
Paul thinks that all must die in the sense
that death is an inevitable fact of the uni-
verse. Paul knows, as Scripture teaches,
that death is an abnormality in God’s
universe due to Adam’s disobedience.
Rather, what he is developing is an anal-
ogy: if one observes how God has so
ordered nature, in this case the seed, it
“demonstrates that out of death a new
expression of life springs forth.”* Even in
death God’s purposes are not thwarted. As
with the seed, what is sown in death is
brought forth into life. By analogy, why
should the Corinthians find it incredible
that in the case of their death, the resurrec-
tion body comes as a new expression of
life? In God’s universe, even in the natural
realm, death does not have the final word.
Thus Paul concludes: “So it is with the
resurrection of the dead. What is sown is
perishable; what is raised is imperishable”
(v. 42).

Second, not only does the seed in the
natural realm demonstrate that life arises
out of death, it also displays that the life
that comes forth does so in a transformed
body (vv. 37-38). In other words, the end
product of the seed planted in the ground
does not look like the original seed, even
though there is some kind of continuity
between it and the end product; Paul does
not doubt that fact. However, his stress here
is on the massive discontinuity and trans-
formation that takes place. So by analogy,
if God has so arranged and ordered the
natural realm in this way, then why is it
hard to imagine that God, the sovereign
creator and Lord, is able to transform our
present body, which will die and be
buried, into that of a transformed, resur-
rection body? It is entirely reasonable. So
Paul concludes: “It is sown in dishonor, it

85



is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness, it
is raised in power” (v. 43).

Third, in reflecting on seeds and bodies
in the natural realm he also observes the
fact that God gives to each seed its own
kind of body adapted to its own kind of
existence (vv. 38-41). There is, for example,
a specific kind of body designed for
human existence as well as animal exist-
ence. Even in the realm of animal existence
there are different kinds of bodies designed
for different kinds of animals appropriate
for their own kind of existence, such as
birds and fish. There are also different
kinds of bodies depending upon whether
a created thing is designed for celestial
existence or earthly existence, thus his
appeal inv. 41 to the sun, moon, and stars.*
And each body, Paul adds, has its purpose,
design, and glory. By analogy; if this is how
God has ordered and arranged the natural
realm, then why is it hard to imagine God
doing this in the case of the resurrection
body? Just as God creates every seed or
thing with its own kind of body adapted
to its own kind of existence, so God makes
our resurrection bodies adapted to a future
resurrection existence. So Paul concludes:
“It is sown a physical body;, it is raised a
spiritual body” (v. 44).

The mention of “spiritual body” (soma
pneumatikon) must not be misunderstood,
especially when contrasted with the
expression “natural body” (soma psychikon).
It is clear from the context that Paul is not
thinking of “spiritual” as referring to an
immaterial view of the resurrection body.
Rather he is attempting to argue that our
future existence is an existence that will
require a body adapted for that final, con-
summated state dominated by the Spirit
of God. That final state will be a physical
state, yet it will be a transformed existence,
fitted for our glorified state living in the

new creation.” Craig Blomberg rightly
suggests that in this context, the contrast
might better be indicated by translating
the adjectives as “natural” and “super-
natural.””*

But, of course, as with any analogy there
are inherent weaknesses. No doubt, God
has so structured and ordered the natural
order that these truths are evident in them,
but Paul wants to move his argument from
merely a reasonable basis to a more certain
one. So that leads him to argue for the
certainty of the resurrection body from the
nature of Christ’s resurrection.

The Certainty of the Resurrection
Body (Verses 45-49)

Already in vv. 21-22, Paul has made
mention of the typological relation
between Adam and Christ. Here, as else-
where in Scripture (cf. Rom 5:12-21), Adam
is presented as a covenantal head of the
human race. Due to his disobedience,
Adam brought sin and death into the
human race; all human beings have died
in him (cf. Rom 3:23).#” But, by God’s plan,
initiative, and grace, God has sent another
man, the Last Adam, our Lord Jesus Christ,
the covenantal head of the new creation.
And by his obedience, he has won our
salvation. In him—in his cross work and
resurrection—he has begun to reverse the
disastrous effects of Adam’s sin, which will
eventually culminate in the destruction of
death itself. And because he acts as our
covenantal head, both in his representative
and substitutionary work, all those who are
found “in him” will be raised just as he was
raised. For, as Paul has already outlined,
Christ’s resurrection is the first fruits, the
anticipation of the end, the assurance and
guarantee of the believers’ future resurrec-
tion.

Now in this section, Paul once again
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picks up the Adam-Christ link, not so much
to demonstrate that our resurrection is
guaranteed, but to show the kind of body
that we will have as believers, patterned
after Christ’s resurrection body. Paul
guotes from Genesis 2:7 (. 45). Paul’s main
pointis that Adam was given a certain kind
of body at creation—a natural (psyche)
body; a body of the earth; a body, which as
a result of sin, is subject to death and
decay. Since Adam is the covenantal head
of the old creation—our representative—
then we bear his likeness in our fallen state.
But Christ is different. He is a life-giving
spirit (pneuma zoopoioun). His life is the life
of heaven itself, for he is the God-man. And
as the covenantal head of his people,
his resurrection body becomes the pattern
of our resurrection body—a “spiritual”
(pneumatikon) body—that is, supernatural
and glorified. That is why, Paul argues,
Christ’s resurrection renders it certain that
it will be so.

Paul nevertheless reminds the Corin-
thians that the reality of our resurrection,
patterned after Christ’s resurrection, is still
future. Just as we have worn the image of
Adam, so we shall wear® the “image of
the man of heaven” (see v. 49). Even though
the new order that Christ has inaugurated
has already broken in and we already are
new creations in Christ (2 Cor 5:17), we still
must await the future when our lowly
bodies will be transformed, fitted for the
condition of the consummated state. This
is what the Corinthians have failed to
understand and grasp. They had adopted
false views of spirituality that have led
them to believe that they had assumed the
“heavenly” existence now, hence their
denial of the future resurrection of the
dead. But Paul says no; that final reality
still awaits the second coming of the Lord
of Glory. The fact that it will happen is

certain, but itis still future. But there is still
one last point Paul wants to stress before
his final word of exhortation.

The Absolute Necessity of the
Resurrection Body (Verses 50-57)

Paul, having argued for the reasonable-
ness and then certainty of the believers’
resurrection body now completes his
argument by insisting, in the strongest of
terms, for the absolute necessity of it—our
perishable and mortal body must (dei) be
clothed with that which is imperishable
and immortal (v. 53). Believers, whether
dead or alive, must be transformed in
order to enter the kingdom of God in its
fullness (see vv. 50, 53-54). As Anthony
Hoekema comments: “It is impossible for
us in our present state of being, in our
present bodies, weak and perishable as
they are, to inherit the full blessings of the
life to come. They must be changed.”*
This, once again, was something the
Corinthians forgot. Sadly, they had been
influenced by false and alien beliefs, pos-
sibly the belief that the physical order was
not really that significant after all. As a
result, there was no great need for a physi-
cal resurrection body. Their present body;,
as part of this fallen order, did not have to
be redeemed and transformed.

Paul does not agree, for he realized
something the Corinthians had forgotten:
the God of redemption is also the God of
creation. And in creation, as Genesis 1
stresses repeatedly, God made everything
good, including physical, material reality.
But due to the disobedience of the first
man, sin and death have now entered this
world. And, what is crucial to stress—since
sin and death affect both physical and
spiritual reality, so redemption, if it is to be
complete and God is to be “all in all,” must
also affect both the physical and spiritual
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realm. Sin and death must be destroyed.
And for death to be destroyed completely
there must, of necessity, be the resurrection
of the dead.

The problem in Corinth, unfortunately,
is too often with us today. In adopting false
notions of “spirituality,” they had also
trivialized the reality of both sin and death.
They did not view death as Scripture views
it—as an abnormality, an intrusion into
God’s good universe, a robber, an enemy
to be defeated, the just penalty due to our
sin and rebellion against God. Thus they
failed to understand why;, if God is truly to
redeem his people and this world; if God’s
plan of salvation is truly to be complete,
then not only must Christ be raised as a
demonstration that sin has been dealt with
in his cross and death has been defeated,
but we too, must be raised with him. For
without Christ’s resurrection; without our
resurrection in him, there is no biblical
salvation in the complete sense of the word.
God'’s good creation would not then be
restored and God'’s plan of salvation would
not encompass all that sin had affected,
namely both spiritual and physical reali-
ties. That is why all those who die in Christ
and those of us who are alive when Christ
returns will, and must, be raised and trans-
formed. God’s plan of salvation is only com-
plete when these events have happened.

Inv. 51 Paul describes this glorious event
in terms of a “mystery” (mysterion). For
Paul “mystery” is tied to the concept of
revelation and redemptive history in the
sense that what was once hidden is now
made known due to God’s unfolding plan
in redemptive history brought to fulfill-
ment in Jesus Christ. Thus, now that Christ
has come, and has risen from the dead, we
now know what was once hidden.®*® As
Paul proclaims: “Lo! I tell you a mystery.
We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be

changed” (v.51). What is now made known
is that both those who have died in Christ,
and those in Christ who are still living
when he returns, will be transformed.

How will all of this take place? When
will it take place? At the end. In an instant.
When the trumpet sounds.’! Those who are
alive when Christ returns will be trans-
formed (v. 51). Those who are dead will
come out of their graves—transformed
(v. 52). And it must be so. Our bodies,
whether dead or alive, in their present
“natural” form must be transformed into
the image of our Lord Jesus Christ and his
glorious resurrection body. For it is only
then that what Christ inaugurated in his
first coming will be consummated in his
second. As Fee states so well: “The long
chain of decay and death inaugurated by
the first Adam will finally be irrevocably
broken by the last Adam™? Death itself,
the last enemy, finally and definitively will
be destroyed.

How should we think of our resurrec-
tion bodies? Not much is stated to answer
this question but there are a number of
hints, especially in v. 53; we shall be raised
imperishable (phtharton) and immortal
(athanasian).%® Like Christ’s resurrection
body, our resurrection bodies will be fitted
for the new creation. They will not be
susceptible to disease; they will not be sus-
ceptible to death. As we saw earlier in vv.
43-44, they will be physical bodies that are
raised in “glory,” “power,” and “domi-
nated and directed by Holy Spirit” (pneu-
matikos).>* Will there be continuity between
our present body and the resurrection
body? The very fact that we are raised
assumes some kind of continuity between
them. In fact, as Hoekema argues, “the very
language of v. 53 implies and demands
continuity: ‘For this perishable nature must
put on the imperishable, and this mortal
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nature must put on immortality.””% Yet,
there is certainly discontinuity as well.
Probably the best place to notice this is with
our Lord himself. As we compare and con-
trast his pre-resurrection body to that of his
post-resurrection body, there are some
obvious differences which will also be true
of us. But other than thinking through the
presentation of the post-resurrection body
of our Lord, we know very little about the
exact nature of the resurrection body,
except that it will be fitted to live in a new
heavens and new earth—a reality that is
glorious beyond our wildest imagination.

Given these incredible realities, is it any
wonder that Paul taunts death by citing
Isaiah 25:8 and Hosea 13:14 before he turns
to exuberant praise? (vv. 54-57). In so
doing, this brings Paul’s argument to a
powerful end. He knows that if Christ does
not return before he dies that he will be laid
in the grave. But in spite of that, he looks
in the face of the reality of death and makes
mockery of it. Why? Because of God’s
redemptive purposes in Christ Jesus our
Lord. Jesus who died for our sins is now
alive. In his death and resurrection, death
has been destroyed because sin has been
paid for and the demands of the law have
been met (v. 56). Jesus has nailed our sin to
his cross thus securing our justification,
reconciliation, and redemption. In break-
ing the power of sin, paying it penalty, and
satisfying the demands of the law, he has
destroyed the power of death and removed
its sting. Is it any wonder that Paul taunts
death? Ours is the victory in Christ Jesus.
In his resurrection the End has dawned.
And even though we may die before he
returns, we shall—indeed we must—be
raised for we are in Christ, safe and secure.
Even though we still bear the marks of this
present, fallen age, Christ’s coming,
Christ’s death, Christ’s resurrection is our

surety and guarantee.

“Therefore,” Paul concludes, “stand
firm. Let nothing move you. Always give
yourselves fully to the work of the Lord,
because you know that your labor in the
Lord is not in vain” (v. 58). What a fitting
way to end this theological treasure. To a
church that was wracked with aberrant
theology, divisions, and discord, Paul
brings them back, as he has done time and
time again, to the sureties of the gospel.
This is where they were to take their stand.
And, we must add, this is where we must
take our stand as well. If they were to
remain faithful to the Lord in the midst of
a pluralistic and pagan culture, they had
to remove from their thinking the syncre-
tistic ideas that they had adopted and
return once again to the truth of God’s
Word. The same is true for us as well. Liv-
ing in a pluralistic and postmodern culture
has incredible dangers if we do not keep
our theological bearings, but it also poses
wonderful opportunities. May we heed
seriously Paul’s exhortation to stand firm,
to give ourselves fully to the work of
the Lord, for in our risen and glorified
Redeemer our labor is never in vain, rather
it is that which will last for all eternity.
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