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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 25: The Resurrection Body 

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

E. The Resurrection, 15:1–58 

1.  The resurrection of Christ, 15:1–28 
a. Christ’s resurrection is an essential part of the gospel, 15:1–5 
b.   Christ’s resurrection was historically attested by many witnesses, 15:6–10 
d.   Christ’s resurrection is fundamental to salvation and all else that relates to Christian 

experience, 15:12–19 
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 will be raised. 
 
“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 1:21–22; 5:5; Eph 1:13–14), 
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 
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 
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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. 

 
f.   Christ’s resurrection is the first state in his complete triumph over evil, 15:24–28 
 

(15:24) Then the end will come, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father 
after he has destroyed all dominion, authority and power. 
 
The final event in Paul’s timetable is “the end,” when after Christ has established his 
earthly kingdom and reigned for a thousand year. Then Christ turns it over to the Father. 
This handing over begins the eternal state and is preceded by the final destruction of 
every other “dominion, authority and power.” These are terms Paul uses elsewhere to 
indicate the unseen world of Satan and his demonic forces warring against Christ and 
his church. (Eph 1:21; 2:2; 6:12; Col 1:13, 16; 2:15). It may also include human 
enemies that are also destroyed at the end of the millennium (Rev 20:7–10). And, in 
Paul’s thinking, even death is included, as v. 27 makes clear. 
 
(15:25) For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 
 
Paul now begins to explain (“for”) what he has just said in v, 24 about the handing over 
of the kingdom and the destruction of enemies. Paul’s explanation is based on his use of 
two passages from the Psalms (110:1 and 8:6), which have the similar theme of placing 
his enemies (subjecting all things) under his feet. Paul’s immediate concern in vv. 25–
28 is not to establish precise time intervals but to show how Christ’s resurrection set in 
motion a sequence of events that will culminate with the complete overthrow of all 
hostile powers opposed to God, including death, which entails the subjection of all 
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things to God the Father. First, we are told that Christ “must reign until he [Christ] has 
put all his enemies under his feet.”  
 
(15:26) The last enemy to be destroyed is death.  
 
Death is still and enemy because believers must still die. But with the resurrection of 
believers, even death will be conquered. If there is no resurrection of the dead, then 
death would still hold sway beyond the end as a power set over against God. 
 
(15:27) For he “has put everything under his feet.” Now when it says that “everything” 
has been put under him, it is clear that this does not include God himself, who put 
everything under Christ.  
 
With this verse (and v. 28) Paul explains how it is that God is ultimately responsible for 
this whole chain of events that began with Christ’s resurrection and concludes in the 
destruction of death through the resurrection of believers. Paul begins with an 
explanation (“for”) when he speaks of “all his enemies” being put “under his feet,” we 
should think in the most comprehensive terms possible. When Psalm 8:6 says God “has 
put everything under his feet,” that includes even death (v. 26). But once the idea of a 
comprehensive submission of everything to Christ is raised it leads Paul to offer one 
clarification. There is one exception to the “everything.” “It is clear that this does not 
include God himself, who put everything under Christ.” “God himself” is God the 
Father. 
 
(15:28) When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who 
put everything under him, so that God may be all in all. 
 
The Son will be made subject to the Father in the sense that administratively, after he 
subjects all things to his power, he will then turn it all over to God the Father, the 
administrative head. Christ’s kingship in the millennial kingdom will come to an end as 
history moves to the eternal kingdom. This is not to suggest that the Son is in any way 
inferior to the Father. All three persons of the Trinity are equal in deity and in dignity. 
The subordination referred to is one of function, not essence or being. 

 
2. The resurrection of believers, 15:29–58 

a. Additional arguments for the resurrection, 15:29–34 
 

Paul is almost ready to discuss the exact nature of the resurrection body (vv. 35–58). 
But before doing so, he has a few final considerations on the doctrine of the resurrection 
of the body to mention. He wants to show the Corinthians how certain practices that are 
taking place make no sense without a doctrine of the resurrection. He then concludes 
with a final admonition. 

 
(15:29) Now if there is no resurrection, what will those do who are baptized for the 
dead? If the dead are not raised at all, why are people baptized for them? 
 
This verse is supposed to be an argument for the resurrection of the dead. Taken at face 
value, the plain language of this verse seems to clearly say that some Corinthians were 
being baptized in water in behalf of some who had already died, seeking some spiritual 
benefit from the practice, and this baptism would make no sense if there is no 
resurrection of the dead. This practice is also known as vicarious baptism—the word 
vicarious means “substitutionary”—someone takes the place of another. But such an 
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interpretation faces serious difficulties. First, there is no historical or biblical precedent 
for such a baptism. There is nothing else in the Bible concerning such a practice. There 
is no evidence of such a practice in the history of the orthodox church in the centuries 
immediately following the New Testament period. There are not even any parallels or 
precedents in pagan religion. Second, such a practice is clearly in contradiction to Paul’s 
own theology of justification by grace through faith, which requires the personal faith of 
the individual. Baptism in the New Testament conveys no saving grace.  
 
The heretical Mormon Church does use this verse to justify their practice of baptizing 
Mormon Church members in the place of those who did not accept or were never given 
the opportunity to accept Mormon doctrine. Joseph Smith instituted the practice in 1840 
in response to concern among his followers for their ancestors who had died without 
being baptized and hearing the Mormon gospel. Today, these baptisms are also 
performed for unrelated persons selected from genealogical records in Mormon 
archives. These already dead individuals will, according to Mormon teaching, be given 
a second chance to either accept or reject the Mormon system of salvation by following 
a system of works righteousness. 
 
One commentator suggests there are at least forty different interpretations of this verse 
and another claims to know of 200. Things can get quite complicated because there are 
sometimes several ways to translate various Greek words in v. 29. For example, the 
preposition translated “for” in the phrases “for the dead” and “for them” can mean “in 
the place of,” “for the benefit of,” “because of,” and “concerning.” 
 
One interpretation that seems plausible to me (though no interpretation is without 
difficulties), and was the view of the early Christian writers, argues that “those 
who…are baptized for the dead” is a metaphor for the condition of believers who 
receive baptism. That is, believers are baptized because they know that their bodies are 
a good as dead. Paul says in Romans 8:10 that the “body is subject to death because of 
sin.” Baptism is a symbol of death and resurrection, that is, we are baptized with the 
expectation that we will one day be resurrected. Paul says in Romans 6:3–5, “Or don’t 
you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 
death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just 
as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a 
new life. For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly also 
be united with him in a resurrection like his.” Paul goes on in v. 8, “Now if we died 
with Christ,”—baptism symbolizes our dying with Christ—“we believe that we will 
also live with him.” 
 
The word translated “at all” in the clause “if the dead are not raised at all” is understood 
to modify “the dead” (rather than the verb “raised”) with the meaning “actually” or 
“truly,” as it had in 1 Corinthians 5.1, “It is actually reported that there is sexual 
immorality among you.” Thus, Paul is saying that “if there is no resurrection, what do 
those hope to achieve who are baptized for their dying bodies? If those actually dead are 
not raised, why then are they baptized for themselves as corpses? 
 
Baptism assumes death and resurrection. If there is no resurrection of the dead, then 
baptism becomes a pointless rite for the Corinthians that falsely represents something 
that will not happen—the dead will not rise. The fact that the Corinthians submitted 
themselves for baptism is then an argument for the future resurrection of the dead. 
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(15:30) And as for us, why do we endanger ourselves every hour? 
 
Paul next points to his own behavior that affirms the resurrection and makes no sense 
without it. To deny the believer’s resurrection, according to Paul, is also to deny the 
resurrection of Christ (“If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has 
been raised,” v. 13), which amounts to a denial of the Christian faith. It is not logical for 
him and the other apostles (“we” may include Paul’s coworkers) to endanger their lives 
if there is no resurrection. 

 
(15:31) I face death every day—yes, just as surely as I boast about you in Christ Jesus 
our Lord. 
 
Paul’s testimony about facing “death every day” reminds us of passages such as 1 
Corinthians 4:8–13; 2 Corinthians 1:3–7; 4:8–10; 6:1–10; 11:23–27; and Galatians 
6:17. What follows the statement about facing death is in the form of an oath testifying 
to the truthfulness of his testimony of facing death every day. Paul is in effect swearing 
by something of ultimate importance. A modern equivalent might be: “I swear by all 
that I hold dear.” In this case it is the very existence of the Corinthians as Christians 
(“about you in Christ) as a result of his apostolic labors. The NLT reads; “For I swear, 
dear brothers and sisters, that I face death daily. This is as certain as my pride in what 
Christ Jesus our Lord has done in you.” 
 
(15:32) If I fought wild beasts in Ephesus with no more than human hopes, what have I 
gained? If the dead are not raised, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.” 
 
Paul elaborates on vv. 30 and 31 by giving a specific instance of endangering himself 
and facing death. Paul is presently writing this verse from Ephesus during his three-year 
ministry there, recorded in Acts 19. It is not clear if “fighting with wild beasts” is to be 
taken literally or metaphorically. There is no reference to a literal event in Acts 19, and 
Paul lived to tell about it. This is commonly understood as a reference to the opposition 
he faced in Ephesus that we know endangered his life (Acts 19:23–41). In 2 Corinthians 
1:8, writing from Macedonia shortly after leaving Ephesus, Paul says, “We do not want 
you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about the troubles we experienced in the 
province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that 
we despaired of life itself.” 
 
Paul ends by repeating the position that he has been arguing against all along, “If the 
dead are not raised.” The conclusion is that instead of facing death and enduring the 
daily struggles of life, if there is no resurrection and thus no hope, then one might as 
well take the route of despair: “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.” 

 
(15:33 Do not be misled: “Bad company corrupts good character.” 
 
The words “do not be misled” are the same expression translated “do not be deceived” 
in 6:9. They could be translated, “do not deceive yourselves.” The Corinthians are being 
“misled” or “deceived” into believing that there is no resurrection of the dead. How they 
are being misled Paul explain by use of a proverb thought to be from the Greek writer 
Meander (300 B.C.): “Bad company corrupts good character.” However, it may have 
been a common saying by the time of Paul. Paul’s use of it has the more specific focus 
for the Corinthians of avoiding the corrupting influence of those who are denying the 
resurrection. The Corinthians were probably being led astray by influential non-
Christians espousing the predominant Greek view of death, which denied the 
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resurrection. 
 
(15:34) Come back to your senses as you ought, and stop sinning; for there are some 
who are ignorant of God—I say this to your shame. 

 
Instead of being deceived or deceiving themselves, the Corinthians need to “come back 
to [their] senses.” The command to “stop sinning: could apply to any number of things 
mentioned in this letter; however, in this context it is probably connected with the 
denial of the resurrection. That denial probably led to ethical and moral decisions that 
did not look beyond this present life—the attitude expressed in the proverb “Let us eat 
and drink for tomorrow we die.” Those who are leading the church down this path are 
ultimately “ignorant of God” since a denial of the resurrection is ultimately a denial of 
the Christian faith and the true God. 

 
b. Nature of the resurrection body, 15:35–49 
 

One of the reasons the Corinthians may have had difficulty with the bodily resurrection 
of believers is that they probably understood the idea, as we noted earlier, as only the 
reanimation of corpses. But, of course, that is not what our resurrection bodies will be 
like. Paul understood that Christ’s resurrection was not the resuscitation of a corpse, but 
the transformation of his physical body into a “glorified body” (Phil. 3:21). So it will be 
with the believer. The resurrected body maintains a continuity with the past while being 
transformed for the conditions of a heavenly existence. Paul will now explain the nature 
of the resurrection body. 

 
(15:35) But someone will ask, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body will 
they come?” 
 
Paul opens his discussion with a couple of questions that might come from a 
hypothetical opponent. There is a close connection between these questions, with the 
first question made more specific in the second. Because the Corinthians could not 
understand how it is possible that the dead are raised, that is, how can a decaying corpse 
be resuscitated, they had given up on the idea of bodily resurrection all together. Paul 
will now explain how this is possible and the “kind of body” those who are resurrected 
with have. 
 
 (15:36) How foolish! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. (15:37) When 
you sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or of 
something else. 
 
The objector’s questions in v. 35 are “foolish” because they fail to take God into 
account. Paul’s uses an analogy from nature to get his point across. He begins with and 
emphatic “you” in the original language that does not come across in our English 
translation. “You,” Paul argues, who would even ask this question have the answer from 
your everyday experience of sowing seed. If a person wants to grow a plant, they put a 
seed into the ground that has to “die” in the earth before it springs up to life. We cannot 
press the analogy to say that a resurrected body requires a prior death, since both in v. 
52 and 1 Thessalonians 4:15, Paul writes that people alive at the time of Jesus’s return 
will receive their new bodies without first dying. Paul’s point in the analogy is that in 
the normal Christian experience, death is the precondition of the life to come. God’s 
purposes are not frustrated by death; as with the seed, what is sown in death is brought 
forth into life. 
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Also, when “your sow” (v. 37), the seed that is sown is different from the new plant that 
springs up from the seed. There is continuity, but there is also transformation. So also, 
then, with spiritual things. One cannot judge from the human corpse alone the exact 
nature of the transformation that will take place in the resurrection. The resurrection is 
somewhat of a mystery, but that mystery does not invalidate its reality. 
 
(15:38) But God gives it a body as he has determined, and to each kind of seed he gives 
its own body. 
 
“God gives it,” that is, the resurrection body, the form “he has determined.” That is why 
the questions of v. 35 were called “foolish” (v. 36). God does according to his plan and 
will, and what pleases God is to “transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like 
[Christ’s] glorious body” (Phil 3:21). But “to each kind of seed [God] gives its own 
body, indicating there are different kinds of “bodies” in God’s creation. Paul will now 
elaborate on this point in what follows in vv. 39–41. 

 


