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An Apocalyptic View  
In our studies so far on apocalyptic literature, we have learned: 
1) there is an urgent expectation of the impending overthrow of all earthly conditions. 
2) the end appears as a wide cosmic catastrophe. 
3) there are angels and demons fighting that reflect back to historical events. 
4) beyond the catastrophe a new salvation arises for the faithful remnant. 
5) the transition from disaster to final redemption takes place by an act that takes place from 

the throne of God. 
 
Some describe apocalyptic literature as a theology of martyrdom.  For those who suffered and 
died for their faith there was a profound awareness of the discrepancy between what was and 
what should be (the promise of blessings if obedient).  Martyrs did not sacrifice their fidelity to 
God and came to live with a sense of hope.  A future hope in God made the present realities 
bearable.  Hope fed their faith in the faithfulness of God and the promise of a final vindication.  
A world that seemed to be ruled by Satan, death, and the forces of evil was countered with a 
sense of imminent expectation of the universal reign of God.   
 
Paul the Apostle  
As a Pharisee of the Diaspora, Paul lived his life in the hope of the fulfillment of the messianic 
promises.  His zeal for the Law was the catalyst for his persecution of the church.  He did not 
target all Jews but the Hellenistic-Jewish Christians who were more relaxed in their religious 
observances.  Remember that the Hellenistic-Jewish Christians committed a major cardinal sin 
in the eyes of the Pharisees.  They allowed Gentiles to participate in the messianic promises 
without circumcision and without observance of the whole Law.   
 
The conversion of Paul (to Christ) changed his understanding of the relationship between the 
Law and the messianic promises but it did not change his apocalyptic views.  It is evident in his 
writings from the earliest letter (1 Thessalonians) to his latest writings (Philippians).  The 
apocalyptic literature was not just a curiosity for Paul but a central focus of thought.  We will 
see modifications of thought but the intensity by which he talked about a future expectation 
was still clear.   
 
For example, Paul did not use the traditional apocalyptic terminology of this age or the age to 
come that we find in the gospels.  He also toned down the view of a cosmic battle of forces in 
the end of time and rarely used the term kingdom of God except when in a more traditional 
context.   
 



What Paul does engage in are the powers that determine the human outcome within the 
context of God’s created order.  For Paul it was the Christ-event (his death and resurrection) 
that changed the dualistic structure of the Old Testament apocalyptic thought.  He sees death 
as the last enemy and then puts a great deal of emphasis on the present.  In the sermon this 
coming Sunday Paul (in Ephesians) is clear that we can live a resurrected life now.  In the 
present we can be open to the future glory of God.  The arrival of the future is already taking 
place.  Another way to say it is that the age to come is already present so that Christians can 
already rejoice, can already claim the new creation, and can already live in the power of the 
Spirit.   
 
In the same light Paul also contrasts the sufferings of the present time with the coming glory of 
God.  For Paul the Christians do not simply endure the tribulations until the end time and do 
not simply wait for the end of suffering in the new age.  Christians can already glory in suffering 
because the power of God manifests itself in the midst of suffering.  Suffering signifies a 
redemptive possibility because it is understood in the redemptive cross of Christ.  It is an 
extension of the love of God in Christ for the redemption of the world.    
 
Where Paul connects well with the apocalyptic thought is his characterization of hope.  For Paul 
hope is not simply a component of faith and not only a posture of one who believes.  Hope has 
a specific content.  Faith, hope, and trust are synonyms in the Old Testament and this meaning 
persists in Paul and the New Testament.  Hope signified the hoped-for-reality.  Faith is not only 
hope but it has hope.  It is not simply the possibility of an open future but also the glory of the 
age to come and the redemption of the body and includes world peace (the specific blessings of 
the Kingdom of God).   
 
In Paul hope centers on a happening in time and space for which we yearn as Christians.  We 
long for the victory over evil and death in the Second Coming of Christ.  As the apocalyptic 
thought process advances it is the death and resurrection of Christ that initiated the hope for 
the transformation of the creation (that has gone so far astray from what God intended).  When 
the glory of God breaks into our fallen world, Paul understood this to mean that the world will 
be changed rather than revert back to nothingness.  The resurrection of Christ marks the 
beginning of this transformation.   
 

     1 Corinthians 15 
      
     In the first four verses Paul describes the   
     content of the gospel.  He emphasizes that  
     the gospel can only be of benefit if it is  
     received and if one will stand in it.   
 
     The Corinthians did receive the gospel and  
     did stand up for its message (despite all their    
     problems with lack of understanding,     
     divisions, and immorality).     



Once more I refer us to the New Testament lesson from Sunday (Ephesians 1).  Paul applauded 
the church in Ephesus for their faith and works of love but wanted them to go deeper into their 
relationship with God.  In 1 Corinthians 15 he is telling the people they had to continue to do 
well and hold fast the gospel Paul preached to them.  If just one person were to let go of the 
gospel message then all their previous beliefs would do them no good.  It was as if they 
believed in vain. 
 
Paul emphasized that he did not make up this gospel.  He received it from Jesus Christ himself.  
At this point in the chapter the gospel is defined not as insightful teaching or good advice.  At 
the core of the gospel are things that happened – actual, real, historical events.  It is what our 
churches believe and teach in the creeds.     
 
1) Christ died for our sins 
2) He was buried  
3) He was raised (passive to indicate God did the raising) on the third day  
4) The Risen Lord appeared to a sequence of people among whom Paul counts himself 
 
The life of Paul became a model for all believers.  No previous action on his part would warrant 
God’s favor.  But the grace of God was sufficient to transform even such a person as Paul who 
directly and defiantly opposed God.  So what Paul does in terms of defining his works is to make 
them into works of grace.  Here comes our Lutheran mantra: Works can never lead to faith (to a 
right relationship with God) but faith (when properly functioning) always produces works.   
 
Background on Paul and the Resurrection  
The resurrection of Jesus Christ increased the longing for the Second Coming of Christ.  The 
language around resurrection became end-time language.  Therefore the resurrection of Christ, 
the coming of the reign of God, and the future resurrection of the dead belong together.  The 
new creation in Christ is an anticipation of the final resurrection of the dead and a new act of 
creation by God.  The term resurrection marks a new perception of things.   
 
For Paul the resurrection of Jesus is more than a removal from the earthly realm.  It is also not 
just Jesus returning in the flesh and continuing in the same way as he did before he died and 
was raised from the dead.  Empty-tomb traditions do not play any role in how Paul thought of 
the Christ-event.  That Christ was buried underscored the reality of his death.  His resurrection 
was the exaltation of the crucified Christ.  It foreshadows the apocalyptic general resurrection 
of the dead and the transformation of our created world.   
 
For Paul the God who gives life to the dead is not so much the God who does a miraculous 
intervention.  It is the God (who since the resurrection of Christ) has initiated the resurrection 
for the world and expresses the new age in the midst of the old.  Paul stresses the resurrection 
of the body and not the resurrection of the flesh.  And he cannot separate the resurrection of 
Christ and the age to come.   



The resurrection of Christ and the final resurrection of the dead are crucial events not because 
they are the guarantee of eternal, personal survival but because they express the inner 
connection of the salvation of the created order with the final triumph of God.     
 
1 Corinthians 15:12-34 
The Corinthians did not deny the resurrection of Jesus but they denied the resurrection of the 
rest of humanity.  But Paul argues that if Christ was not raised from the dead then our 
preaching the gospel is empty and our faith is empty and useless and we are still in our sins.   
 
The concept of the resurrection was not a widespread notion in the world at that time.  Greek 
and Roman views of resurrection ranged from assumptions that 1) it was impossible to 2) the 
possibility that it might happen in an occasional and isolated miraculous event.  Some of the 
earlier writings of the Old Testament note a few resurrections (1 Kings 17:17 and 2 Kings 4:18 
and 13:20).  In the prophets we hear of the expectation of a future, general resurrection (Isaiah 
26:19 and Daniel 12:2 and Job 19:25-27 and Ezekiel 37:1-14).   
 
The Pharisees (of whom Paul was a member) believed in a resurrection of the dead while the 
Sadducees did not hold the same view.  Since Corinth was largely Gentile this passage would 
have caused doubt among the living.  For Paul the link between the claim that Christ was raised 
and the assertion that believers likewise will be raised from the dead was irrefutable.   
 
For all the letters that are attributed to Paul he clearly anticipates that believers will be raised, 
will share a resurrection like that of Christ, and that it will happen at the end of time.  Believers 
are not yet raised and they do not yet share  in the resurrection but because believers have 
died with Christ (because they have died to sin) they do already walk in newness of life and they 
are already part of the new creation.  Interesting that for Paul believers also are not yet saved 
but the ongoing work of God leads us towards that goal – if we hold fast and if we stand firm. 
 
Based on different parts of 1 Corinthians it seems as if some may have believed there was no 
resurrection of the dead and others may also have changed their minds about the resurrection 
based on Paul’s arguments.  An eschatological, end-of-the-age event turned into a spiritualized 
way of understanding the new life in Christ that took place in the present moment.  To deny the 
resurrection of the dead would alter Paul’s gospel claim that death was the final enemy to be 
destroyed.  It would severely alter the way in which people lived in the current world.  In the 
writings of Paul he points out that his end-time language functions to encourage Christians to 
moral behavior and to console them in their present afflictions.   
 
It is not difficult to imagine some Corinthians becoming confused and making their own 
assumptions.  If the newness of life is already realized and available in the present then is there 
any future resurrection of the dead?  Likewise, a few of Paul’s other claims about the future 
may have led some to believe that they already enjoyed many or all of the extraordinary 
powers that Paul envisions in the future and would come to the same conclusion.  Is there any 
future resurrection of the dead? 
 



Christ as Firstborn  
Because of Paul’s strong conviction that Christ is the firstborn (the first fruits of the 
resurrection) he cannot but see a denial of the resurrection of the dead as a denial of Christ 
having been raised from the dead.  If the Corinthians go down that path their faith is in vain and 
they remain in their sins.  The two claims (that Christ has been raised and that others will be 
raised) are inseparable.  The one leads (later) to the other.  The latter is simply the yet-to-be 
finishing of what God has begun in the former.  So the future resurrection of the dead is a 
consequence of Christ having been raised.  The faithfulness of God assures it.   
 
1 Corinthians 15:20-28 
In vs. 20-28 Paul elaborates upon the basic teaching that he gave them in vs. 3-11.  It is the 
foundation of their faith in which they were to stand.  Paul wants the Corinthians to reaffirm 
their identification with Christ (Adam is made to symbolize all of those who are destined for 
death).  Christ is affirmed as the means through which believers are made alive.  At the end 
Christ will give the kingdom to God but only after Christ has laid waste of all rule and authority 
and all enemies (including the last enemy – death).  Until that time there is no resurrection of 
the dead and the final defeat of death.   
 
Paul’s daily dying (as indeed his carrying in his body the death of Jesus) is his way of saying that 
day-by-day his close identification with the death of Christ and his service to his calling place 
him in hourly and daily danger.  Paul identifies with the death of Christ and is content to wait 
for the not-yet-realized resurrection of the dead that will only come when Christ returns.   
 
This section ends with three directives: 
1) Do not be foolish (bad company ruins good morals) 
2) Come to your senses as you ought 
3) Do not sin 
 
Here is the heart of the matter: Life in this world (immersed as it is in suffering and brokenness) 
must be matched by our work on behalf of the gospel.  The gospel will be reduced to folly if 
indeed death has the victory and if indeed death has the last word.  Human striving and 
achieving (even if inspired by grace) is emptied of all its significance if death is the final verdict.   
 
Paul states that the resurrection of the dead is the logical and necessary outcome of the 
already-accomplished resurrection of Christ.  It gives our present life its meaning.  It allows and 
even demands that one enter struggles on behalf of the gospel.  It assures that the struggles in 
life and hardships have meaning (a meaning that is ensured by God and that will survive the 
sting of death).   
 
Read link from Living Lutheran: Pondering eternity, heaven and hell - Living Lutheran 
 
Next Session on November 16 
New Hope in Christ  
We will finish 1 Corinthians 15 

https://www.livinglutheran.org/2017/03/pondering-eternity-heaven-hell/

