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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 24: The Resurrection of Christ 

 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

D. Spiritual Gifts, 12:1–14:40 

E. The Resurrection, 15:1–58 

Paul has now finished with the various issues dealing with problems of their worship that 
required correction (14:40, “But everything should be done in a fitting and orderly way”). But 
not only was their worship “out of order,” so was their belief, or lack thereof in a vital doctrine 
of the faith—the bodily resurrection of believers. The Corinthians were not denying life after 
death, but life in a body.  

Paul tackles this issue in chapter 15, though we do not find out what triggered this lengthy 
dissertation on the resurrection until we get to verse 12, “How can some of you say that there is 
no resurrection of the dead?” How Paul came to be informed of this error, he does not reveal, 
though it may have come through their letter (“Now for the matters you wrote about,” 7:1) since 
he has referred to it a number of times in previous chapters (“now about” (peri de; 7:1, 25; 8:1; 
12:1) and does so again in chapter 16 (16:1, 12). 

Paul does not say the Corinthians denied the resurrection of Christ, but that of believers. The 
Corinthians’ error is probably not rooted in some deliberate doctrinal rebellion but in honest 
confusion, given their Greek worldview, which was a belief in the immortality of the soul—but 
of the soul only. They failed to comprehend how an earthly body that is physical and perishable 
can be made suitable for a heavenly realm that is spiritual and imperishable. Paul’s rhetorical 
questions, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body will they come?” (15:35), may 
not be sarcastic, but simply state a serious inquiry. 

As we noted, probably the reason the Corinthians were having such difficulty with the idea of 
the bodily resurrection was that it was contrary to the one of the central tenets of Greek 
philosophical thinking. Traditional Greek thought divided the human being into body and soul, 
and the soul was considered to be in the prison of the body. At the time of death, the soul 
escaped the body and was free from that prison to inhabit the spiritual realm. So why would 
anyone want to have a body again and imprison the soul a second time? This is the same type of 
thinking that made some of the people in Athens sneer at Paul when he broached the 
resurrection of Jesus (Ac 17:31–32; cf. v. 18). 

1.  The resurrection of Christ, 15:1–28 

It is probably thought by most of us that Paul begins his discussion by setting forth proof 
for the resurrection of Christ since he lists numerous occasions on which the resurrected 
Christ appeared to numerous believers, including himself. Instead, Paul is simply reminding 
the Corinthians of the early consensus concerning the preaching on the resurrection of 
Christ and the testimony of witnesses to that resurrection—a consensus the Corinthians 
were in agreement with. Paul’s point is that if one believes in the resurrection of Christ, 
which is central to the gospel, that in itself proves that the resurrection of the dead is 
possible. 
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a. Christ’s resurrection is an essential part of the gospel, 15:1–5 
 

(15:1) Now, brothers and sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, 
which you received and on which you have taken your stand. (15:2) By this gospel you 
are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have 
believed in vain. 
 
Paul’s purpose in verses 1–19 is to explain the gospel he “preached” to the Corinthians 
and the importance of the resurrection to that message. In verses 1–12 Paul lays out 
what he preached and what they believed. What Paul “preached,” the content of the 
gospel, is not explained until verse 3. Instead, he digresses momentarily to remind the 
Corinthians that the gospel he preached is also the one on which their past (“you 
received”), present (“you stand”3), and future (“you are saved”3) are based. But this is 
only true if they “hold firmly” to “the word” Paul preached, that is, the gospel. If they 
do not “hold firmly,” they “have believed in vain,” meaning their faith is worthless. 
Failure to do this betrays a temporary and therefore inadequate faith. 

 
Verse 2 is teaching the doctrine of perseverance, sometimes called the perseverance of 
the saints. Grudem says: “The perseverance of the saints means that all those who are 
truly born again will be kept by God’s power and will persevere as Christians until the 
end of their lives, and that only those who persevere until the end have been truly born 
again.” The doctrine of the perseverance of the saints emphasizes both God’s 
preservation of the believer (God keeps us) and the believer’s need to persevere, that is, 
to continue in their Christian faith. The parallel concepts of preservation and 
perseverance are set forth clearly in 1 Peter 1:5, “Who are kept by the power of God 
through faith unto salvation.” The believer is kept by God; he is eternally secure, but 
that keeping includes the continuing faith of the believer. The believer is not kept 
irrespective of their faith. If one does not continue in faith, that is proof that they are not 
being kept by God. 
 
A genuine believer will never, voluntarily, deny Christ. Hebrews 3:14 says: “We have 
come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original conviction firmly to the very 
end.” This verse is saying that if we continue to believe as we did at the beginning of 
our salvation experience, then this is proof that “we have come to share in Christ,” that 
is, that we are genuinely saved. Those who permanently give up their profession of faith 
prove that they were never true believers to begin with. In Colossians 1:22-23 Paul 
says: “But now he has reconciled you…if you continue in your faith.” 
 
(15:3) For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for 
our sins according to the Scriptures, (15:4) that he was buried, that he was raised on 
the third day according to the Scriptures, (15:5) and that he appeared to Cephas, and 
then to the Twelve. 
 
With an explanatory “for,” Paul begins to introduce the gospel he preached. The words 
“received” and “passed on” are technical language in Judaism for the transmission of 
religious instruction from one human to another. Paul uses the word “received” in that 
sense in 15:1 (“I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you 
received”) and in 11:23 in connection with his instruction about the Lord’s Supper (“For 
I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you”). But rather than receiving these 
truths from a human being as the language would seem to indicate, Paul claims he first 
got these truths by direct revelation from Christ. He says in Galatians 1:11–12, “I want 
you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel I preached is not of human origin. I 
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did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation 
from Jesus Christ.” We can resolve this seeming conflict if we remember that in 
Galatians stresses that the essential truth of the gospel was revealed to Paul by Christ 
and not taught to him by any human being, but here in 1 Corinthians 15 he wants to 
remind the Corinthians that Christ’s death for sins and especially his resurrection are the 
common teaching of the early church. And so he points out that he has handed on to 
them the common teaching that he also received. These basic facts go back to the very 
beginning of the Christian era. Before Paul became a Christian himself these truths were 
established as matters of “first importance.” These are the basic facts of the gospel 
message. 
 
It is commonly understood that there are three basic truths in the gospel message: Christ 
died; he was buried, and he rose again. However, as one reads these verses it might 
appear there are four elements: (1) the death of Christ, (2) his burial, (3) his 
resurrection, and (4) his appearance to Cephas and the Twelve. But we should probably 
understand that there two primary elements. First is his death, with his burial given 
because it is the proof of his death. Second is his resurrection, with his appearance to 
Cephas and the Twelve cited as proof of his resurrection. 
 
That Christ “died for our sins” is the central tenet of the Christians faith. The added 
phrase, “according to the Scriptures,” probably refers to numerous passages in the Old 
Testament. This might begin with the truth that God provided the death of a spotless 
lamb as part of Israel’s rescue from the bondage of Egypt. This in turn became part of 
the sacrificial system in which animals bore the sins of the people on the Day of 
Atonement. And this language is picked up once more in Isaiah to describe the one who 
“was led like a lamb to the slaughter” (53:7) to take away the sins of the people. Thus, 
the death of Christ was according to “God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge” (Acts 
2:23). 
 
When Paul says, “Christ died for our sins,” the preposition “for” (hupér) indicates 
“substitution.” Christ died as a substitute for us. He died in our place. His death was a 
penal substitution in that he suffered the penalty for our sins. Without penal substitution 
there is no good news. 
 
As mentioned, the fact “that he was buried” functions to verify the reality of Christ’s 
death. There was a dead corpse that was laid in the tomb. 
 
Paul’s main point and the purpose of this discussion is that Christ “was raised on the 
third day.” This is a matter of “first importance.” The previous verbs, “died” and 
“buried” are in a tense that indicate a completed past event. When speaking of the 
resurrection, the verb “was raised” is in a tense that indicates that not only was Christ 
raised but that he still lives. There is a question whether phrase “according to the 
Scriptures” modifies “on the third day” as would seem from our English translation or 
“he was raised” (“that he was raised according to the Scriptures on the third day”). 
There are Old Testament references which were understood by the early church to point 
to the Messiah’s resurrection (Ps 16:8–11; 110:1; Is 53:10-12), so that one can easily 
say “he was raised…according to the Scriptures.” But it is difficult to find in the Old 
Testament reference to that resurrection “on the third day.” However, it is possible that 
Hosea 6:2 and/or Jonah 1:17 might be what Paul has in mind. Jesus makes reference to 
the Jonah passage in Matthew 12:39–40. 
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The fact that hat the resurrected Christ “appeared to Cephas, and then to the Twelve” 
functions to verify the reality of Christ’s resurrection. That Christ “was raised” and then 
he “appeared” to various individuals is so crucial for the present argument that Paul will 
add four more appearances to these first two (vv. 6–8). Paul commonly refers to Peter 
by his Aramaic name, “Cephas.”  
 
Some have thought that Paul was or should have been the twelfth apostle and thus the 
proper replacement for Judas, but with his reference to “the Twelve,” Paul distinguishes 
himself and his apostleship from that group. 

 
b.   Christ’s resurrection was historically attested by many witnesses, 15:6–10 
 

(15:6) After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at 
the same time, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. (15:7) 
Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, 
 
These three additional items are designed to emphasize the validity of the tradition that 
in Jesus’s case a real resurrection was involved. These witnesses also form a chain from 
Cephas to the Twelve, to the five hundred, to James, to the apostles, to Paul himself (v. 
8). This helps establish a continuity in the message that Paul passed on to the 
Corinthians that goes back to the very beginning. It is generally assumed that the 
“James” in v. 7 is the brother (half-brother) of Jesus, leader of the Jerusalem church 
(Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Gal 1:19), and writer of the book of James (Jas 1:1). 
 
The appearances to the “five hundred” and “James” are not mentioned in the Gospel 
accounts, but, of course, they are selective in what they report (John 21:25). The 
appearance to “all the apostles” could have been at Christ’s ascension (Luke 24:44–48; 
Acts 1:3–8). 
 
(15:8) and last of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.  
 
Christ’s last appearance was to Paul on the road to Damascus. We may think of Paul’s 
Damascus road experience as only a sort of vision of Christ, but Paul considered it an 
actual appearance equal to the previously cited ones. After Jesus’s ascension, which 
signaled the end of his resurrection appearances, no one expected to see him again. 
Nevertheless, Paul considered Jesus’s appearance to himself equal to the previous ones 
he had just cited. Yet he recognized it was unusual—like “one abnormally born.” His 
salvation and call to be an apostle on the Damascus road was not the normal way Jesus 
had chosen his other apostles. 
 
 (15:9) For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an 
apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. (15:10) But by the grace of God I am 
what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of 
them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me. 
 
Paul goes on to explain (“for) his “abnormal birth” by noting that while he is an apostle, 
he considers himself to be “the least of the apostles” and not even worthy “to be called 
an apostle.” Although he thought killing the followers of Jesus was a godly enterprise, 
actually, he was persecuting “the church of God.” Paul was not acting for God, but 
against him. With his background as a persecutor of Christians, Paul was the last person 
one would have expected to be chosen as an apostle, but that is the very nature of 
Christianity itself—nothing is deserved, nothing is earned. Instead, everything is by 
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grace, for, as Paul says, “By the grace of God I am what I am.” Later he will write in 
Romans 1:5, “Through him we received grace and apostleship to call all the Gentiles to 
the obedience that comes from faith for his name’s sake.” Grace takes persons who are 
not worthy or sufficient and transforms them into instruments useful to God. 
 
The grace of God not only saved Paul and made him an apostle, but it was the source of 
his apostolic success. Grace empowers and equips us. Paul actually worked harder than 
all the other apostles, but even that effort was a not result of his own human efforts 
alone, “but the grace of God that was with [him]. 

 
c.   Christ’s resurrection was uniformly preached by all the apostles and was believed by the 

Corinthians, 15:11 
 

(15:11) Whether, then, it is I or they, this is what we preach, and this is what you 
believed. 
 
In 15:1–4 Paul reminded the Corinthians what he preached to them. Now, after listing 
all the witnesses of the resurrected Christ in 15:5–10, he shifts to the first-person plural 
and refers to what all the apostles preach as a matter of common practice: “this is what 
we preach, and this is what you believed.” There is only one true gospel, whoever may 
preach it. All gospel preaching proclaims the resurrection of Christ as an essential 
element; otherwise, there is no gospel. 

 
d.   Christ’s resurrection is fundamental to salvation and all else that relates to Christian 

experience, 15:12–19 
 

Paul now explains the reason he has broached the subject of the resurrection here in 
chapter 15. It is because some of the Corinthians were denying the bodily resurrection 
of the dead—specifically dead believers. Having established historically the truth of the 
resurrection of Christ and the fact that this is the tradition that all the apostles endorsed 
and were preaching (vv. 1–11), Paul shows how wrong that element in the Corinthian 
church is who say, “There is no resurrection of the dead.” As noted above, these 
erroneous people were not denying the resurrection of Christ per se, only the future 
resurrection of believers. But as Paul will soon point out, one cannot have it both ways. 
One cannot believe in the resurrection of Christ and deny the eventual resurrection of 
believers, for resurrection is a single package. 
 
In 15:12–19, Paul correlates the principle that Christ has been raised with the 
Corinthians’ denial of the resurrection of the dead to expose the logical implications of 
this denial. He sets up, as it were, theological dominoes that fall, one after another, 
when the first domino—if Christ is not raised—is knocked over. 

 
(15:12) But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of 
you say that there is no resurrection of the dead? 
 
Paul’s issue with the Corinthians is now made clear: “How can some of you say that 
there is no resurrection of the dead?” In other words, “Given that you believe in the 
resurrection of Christ (vv. 1–2, 11), how is it that some of you are denying the future 
bodily resurrection of believers?” The Corinthians are not denying that they will die, 
nor are thy arguing that they have no future existence at all. The problem for the 
Corinthians is with the dead and their rising, that the dead have a future existence in 
some bodily form. The Corinthians probably retained the view of the afterlife common 
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in Greek philosophy. According to this view, humans are composed of two 
inharmonious parts, body and soul, that are of unequal value. At death, the mortal body 
is shed like a snake’s skin, and the immortal soul continues in a purely spiritual 
existence. The body was seen as a prison and the source of much of man’s depravity. 
 
Maybe the Corinthians had problems with the idea of a bodily resurrection because they 
viewed the idea of the resurrection of the dead in literal terms of the reanimation of dead 
corpses. The resurrection of a body that perishes and rots is rather repulsive. Paul will 
later reject that viewpoint and explain that God will give us an imperishable body 
perfectly fitted for our new existence. 

 
(15:13) If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. 
 
For the sake of argument Paul assumes the Corinthian view, “if there is no resurrection 
of the dead.” The logical conclusion of such a view is that no one has either risen or 
ever will rise from the dead, which must further mean that “not even Christ has been 
raised.” 
 
(15:14) And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. 
 
If the Corinthians are correct that there is no resurrection, which means Christ was not 
raised from the dead, then the preaching of Paul and the other apostles is “useless,” that 
is, without any basis. In addition, the very faith of the Corinthians has no basis and is 
thus totally “useless.” 
 
 (15:15) More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God, for we have 
testified about God that he raised Christ from the dead. But he did not raise him if in 
fact the dead are not raised. (15:16) For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not 
been raised either.  
 
It would be bad enough if Christian preaching and our faith were simply mistaken and 
“useless.” However, the logical conclusion of the Corinthian position that there is no 
resurrection (v. 12), with its consequence that Christ is not raised (v. 13), is not only 
that the preaching of Paul and the other apostles is “useless” (v. 14), but that it turns out 
to be a lie. And more than that, it is a lie in God’s name—certainly a serious offense. 
 
(15:17) And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. 
(15:18) Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost.  
 
Without the resurrection of Christ, according to Paul, there is no salvation from sin. The 
Corinthians, and all of us, “are still in [our] sins.” But why, we might ask? Why it the 
truthfulness of the resurrection of Christ necessary to our salvation? In modern times, 
numerous people who claimed to be Christians have denied the resurrection of Christ. 
 
One answer might be that the resurrection of Christ was part of the gospel that Paul and 
the apostles preached. So, if the resurrection is a lie, then what is to keep his dying for 
our sins from being another piece of fiction?  
 
But there is also a theological connection. Paul says in Romans 4:25, “He was delivered 
over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.” Paul argues that 
the resurrection authenticates and confirms that our justification has been secured. The 
resurrection demonstrates that God’s wrath against sin was satisfied in the penal 
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substitution of his Son. In Philippians Paul says that because Christ “humbled himself 
by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross! (2:8), “Therefore God exalted 
him to the highest place” (2:9).  Grudem says: “By raising Christ from the dead, God 
the Father was in effect saying that he approved of Christ’s work of suffering and dying 
for our sins, that his work was completed, and that Christ no longer had any need to 
remain dead. There was no penalty left to pay for sin, no more wrath of God to bear, no 
more guilt or liability to punishment—all had been completely paid for, and no guilt 
remained. In the resurrection, God was saying to Christ, ‘I approve of what you have 
done, and you find favor in my sight.’” 
 
And the consequences of all this would mean that those believers who have already 
passed away (“fallen asleep”) are lost without hope. They are no better off than 
unbelievers. They have no glorious future life. This is almost certainly the opposite of 
what the Corinthians believed. Although they denied that there is a resurrection of the 
dead, it is unlikely, in light of their baptizing for “the dead” (v. 29), that they also 
thought there was no future for people who have died. Most likely, they probably 
believed the dead shed their bodies and entered into some kind of spiritual existence. 
But Paul says, “No,” they have perished. 
 
(15:19) If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are of all people most to be 
pitied. 
 
Paul means that if in this life we have set our hope only in Christ and nothing more, 
which is, in fact, what genuine Christians have done, then “we are of all people to be 
pitied,” if it were true that Christ has not been raised. We are living our lives based on 
dreams and speculation, on nothing more than wishful thinking. Our hope is nothing 
more than whistling in the dark. We are pathetic dupes, taken in by a colossal fraud. 

 
e.   Christ’s resurrection is the pledge and pattern of the believer’s resurrection, 15:20–23 
 

Paul has finished, for now, laying out the consequences of Christ not being raised from 
the death. Now he turns to affirm the truth of Christ’s resurrection and the results 
thereof. 

 
(15:20) But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who 
have fallen asleep. 
 
“But,” of course, the truth of the matter, and what the Corinthians themselves professed 
to believe is that a resurrection from the dead has already taken place— “Christ has 
indeed been raised from the dead.” And, as a result, those “who have fallen asleep in 
Christ” will not perish but are destined for resurrection since Christ is “the firstfruits” of 
those who be raised. The resurrection of Christ inherently has within it that which 
makes the resurrection of dead believers inevitable.  
 
“Firstfruits” is an illustration from the Old Testament where the firstfruits of the harvest 
serves as a guarantee for the full harvest (Lev 23:10–11). The “firstfruits” metaphor is 
very similar to Paul’s metaphor of the “deposit” (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14), which has 
the idea of “down payment” or “earnest money,” where the Spirit serves as a present 
pledge on the part of God for the final harvest or payment in the future. We also see the 
firstfruits metaphor used of the Thessalonians (2 Thess 2:13) and the household of 
Stephanas (1 Cor 16:15), indicating that they are the “firstfruits” in a particular 
geographical area, which means not only that they are the first converts but the first of 
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the larger harvest that was yet to be realized.  
 
So, when Paul calls the resurrected Christ God’s “firstfruits,” he means that Christ is 
God’s pledge that there will be a full harvest of believers who will be raised from the 
dead. Since Christ is just the “firstfruits,” Paul is asserting by way of this metaphor that 
the resurrection of the believing dead is absolutely certain. 

 
 (15:21) For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also 
through a man. (15:22) For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. 
 
These two verses each begin with the word “for,” indicating that Paul is explaining the 
preceding metaphor about the “firstfruits” and its implications. Just as “death came 
through a man”—Adam—so the resurrection is “also through a man.” Death is 
inevitable because of our sharing in the humanity and sinfulness of the Adam. But 
believers also share in the resurrection from the dead through the second man—Christ. 
In his resurrection Christ began the inevitable reversal of the process begun in Adam. 
The common lot of our humanity is the result of our being “in Adam,” that is, being 
born of his race and thereby involved in the sin and death that proceeded from him (cf. 
Rom. 5:12–14, 18–19). In saying that “in Christ all will be made alive,” Paul means 
that those who are “in Christ,” those who have entered the new humanity through grace 
by means of Christ’s death and resurrection, will just as certainly “be made alive.” They 
will be raised from the dead into the shared life of the risen Christ. 
 
Paul’s point is to show Adam’s sin had a universal effect on all who came after him. 
The same applies to Christ’s resurrection. As physical death came inevitably from 
Adam’s sin, so physical resurrection comes inevitably from Christ’s resurrection. 
 
It should be obvious from the context that the word “all” is qualified respectively by “in 
Adam” and “in Christ.” In other words, “all” who are in Adam die. “All” who are in 
Christ will be made alive. All humanity is “in Adam,” and all who are in Adam die. But 
not all humans are “in Christ,” however, but “all” who are “in Christ” will “be made 
alive.” 
 
(15:23) But each in turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong 
to him. 

 
The fall of Adam began the process of death for the human race, but that process has 
been overturned through Christ’s resurrection, at least for those who believe in Christ. 
Christ through his resurrection has triumphed over death, but believers still die 
physically and, thus, must be resurrected. God has set out an order of events—Christ 
first and then believers when he comes at the Rapture. We do not have all the events of 
the end times given to us here by Paul. It appears from Daniel 12:1–2, for instance that 
Old Testament believers will be raised at the end of the Tribulation period. 


