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The Corinthians had begun to question the future resurrection of the believer. Paul begins to correct 

them by reminding them of the gospel that they had heard and by which they were saved. The gospel 

includes the resurrection of Christ, and our union with Christ assures our resurrection.  

Jesus’ resurrection is important for a number of reasons: 

1. It is a fulfillment of prophecy (Acts 2:31–32); The resurrection affirms the truthfulness of God’s 

word 

2. It demonstrates that Jesus conquered death and the curse of the fall has been broken. 

3. It is God’s stamp of approval of Jesus’ ministry. Had Jesus not risen, His enemies could claim that 

His death was the judgment He deserved from God.  

4. On the basis of (or perhaps the time of) the resurrection, Jesus was appointed to a new and 

more powerful position (Ro. 1:4; Moo, Romans, 48–49).  

5. It is the evidence that we will also rise from the dead (15:20). 

15:12 Now if Christ is preached, that He has been raised from the dead, how do some among 

you say that there is no resurrection of the dead? 

15:13 But if there is no resurrection of the dead, not even Christ has been raised; 

15:14 and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is vain, your faith also is vain.  

15:15 Moreover we are even found to be false witnesses of God, because we witnessed 

against God that He raised Christ, whom He did not raise, if in fact the dead are not raised. 

15:16 For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has been raised; 

15:17 and if Christ has not been raised, your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins. 

In light of the fact that the gospel that was preached in Corinth included Jesus’ resurrection, how is it 

that some of them say there is no resurrection?  If the Corinthians believe that there is no resurrection, 

then how can they believe the gospel?  

Paul’s logic is as follows:  

• If there is no resurrection, then Christ hasn’t been raised (15:13).   

• If He didn’t rise, then our preaching (1–11) is vain; that is, it is empty; it has no foundation.  

• If the gospel message is empty, then those who believed in it have believed in something that is 

based on nothing; their faith is worthless (15:14), they have not received forgiveness of sin 

(15:17) and they should be pitied  

• Furthermore, those who preached the gospel are false witnesses of God, for they preached a 

resurrection that didn’t really happen (15:15, 17).  

To state it somewhat differently, if there is no resurrection and Christ didn’t rise from the dead, a false 

message of hope is being proclaimed and those who proclaim it are false witnesses of God because they 

are saying that God raised Jesus from the dead when in fact He did not. If Jesus wasn’t raised, then the 

Christian’s faith is without any real foundation (15:17a). It is lacking any factual content; it isn’t based on 

anything real or true. If that’s the case, our faith is worthless because we are “yet in your sins” (15:17b); 

that is, we are still under the condemnation of sin (compare John 8:21: “You shall die in your sins.”).   

We typically think of our justification only in relationship to Jesus’ death. But here and in Romans 4:25 it 

says that Christ’s resurrection is necessary for our justification; if He did not rise, we are not justified.  
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Why does he say if He has not been raised we are still in out sins? What is the connection between the 

death of Christ and His resurrection as it relates to sin?  

Christ’s resurrection validated that His death was a payment for sin. How so? 

The wages of sin is death. If Christ who died for sin remains dead, then He didn’t actually pay for sin 

because death still is holding Him. The payment, wages, which is death, are still being paid.  

First, the completion of the payment requires that He be raised for the dead indicating that the payment 

has been made in full. Since the wages of sin has been satisfied, Jesus doesn’t need to endure the 

penalty anymore.    

Secondly, the only way to conquer the power of sin is by conquering its greatest manifestation, which is 

death. The way someone  conquers  death is by being raised from the dead. If sin has been paid for, 

then Christ must of necessity rise from the dead. 

Faith in a dead Christ is faith in a Christ who is not victorious over sin. That can only mean that we are 

still in our sins.   

“To teach therefore that there is no resurrection, is to teach that there is no atonement and no pardon. 

Errorists seldom see the consequences of the false doctrines which they embrace. Many allow 

themselves to entertain doubts as to this very doctrine of the resurrection of the body, who would be 

shocked at the thought of rejecting the doctrine of atonement. Yet Paul teaches that denial of the one 

involves the denial of the other” (Hodge, 321). 

In sum, if there is no resurrection then the penalty for sin (death) is still hanging over our heads. Christ’s 

resurrection was necessary for our justification. Without a resurrection there is no hope of being saved. 

If the Corinthians deny a future resurrection, they are also denying their past profession of faith and the 

forgiveness of sin. 

Verse 18 expands upon the results of such thinking:  

15:18 Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. 

“Sleep” is a word often used of the death of believers since death for the Christian is not final (see Jn. 

11:11–13; 1 Cor. 11:30; 15:51; 1 Ki. 2:10; 11:43; 14:20, 31; 15:8, 25; 16:6 etc.).   

If those who say, “There is no resurrection of the dead” (1 Cor. 15:12) are correct, then the gospel is a 

sham and the whole Christian existence—past, present, and future—all come to nothing. If Christ 

Himself could not conquer death, no one can. All who have died have perished. 

15:19 If we have hoped in Christ in this life only, we are of all men most to be pitied. 

Verse 19 finishes the thought of verses 17–18. If there is no resurrection and the believer only has hope 

in this present life, we are to be pitied above all others.  

Following Christ involves sacrifice, denial of self, and other hardships. If there is no future resurrection, 

all the suffering we endure as Christians is nothing more than self-inflicted pain; it is all for nothing. 

Furthermore, if what we have believed is fraudulent, the transformation and the spiritual experiences 

we claim to have had are only imagined, not real. But worst of all, we are foolish because we have no 

hope of spending an eternity with God. 
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15:20 But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep. 

“But” marks the contrast to what Paul has just said; if Jesus hadn’t risen from the dead then men are still 

in their sins and the dead have perished. But that is not the case. Jesus has risen.  

Jesus’ resurrection not only proves that the dead will rise, it also “has inherent in it that which makes 

the resurrection of the believing dead inevitable” (Fee, 748); His resurrection is the first fruits of those 

who have fallen asleep.  “First fruits” was an offering of thanksgiving that Israel offered to God when the 

first of the harvest was ripe, but it was also a token that the rest of the harvest would follow. Paul’s 

usage here is similar to the concept of a down payment or a pledge that everything promised (the 

complete payment) would come (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5). The act of God raising Christ from the dead is a 

guarantee by God Himself that the believing dead will also be raised.  

Paul has been arguing from the perspective of what would be true if Christ hadn’t risen from the dead. 

But the reality is that He did rise. Therefore, if we take these statements and change them into the 

positive, we can say because Jesus rose from the dead: 

• we are not still in our sins (v. 17); we are forgiven 

• our faith is not worthless (vv.13, 17); it is well-founded 

• the apostles’ preaching is not in vain (v.14); it is true 

• we are not to be pitied (v.19); we are to be envied  

• those who have died in Christ have not perished (v.18); they will live (and are alive) 

15:21 For since by a man came death, by a man also came the resurrection of the dead. 

15:22 For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all shall be made alive. 

The metaphor of Christ being the first fruits is explained more concretely in verses 21–24. Verses 21 and 

22 are in perfect parallelism. 

For since by a man              came death,  

                 by a man also                came the resurrection of the dead. 

For  

               as in Adam   all die,  

so also            in Christ   all shall be made alive.  

We share a commonality with Adam as humans. It was through Adam that death entered into the world 

and spread to us (cf. Ro. 5:12–21). Death is inevitable because we share in the sin of one man (Adam) 

and the fruit of his sin is death. But as believers, we are no longer “in Adam,” we are “in Christ”; we are 

united (joined) to Him and share His life. In Christ the process of death is reversed, and just as certainly 

as He was raised from the dead so we will be.  

15:23 But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ's at His 

coming, 

15:24 then comes the end, when He delivers up the kingdom to the God and Father, when He 

has abolished all rule and all authority and power. 

Paul’s emphasis in verses 21 and 22 leads us to the inevitable conclusion that Christ’s resurrection 

necessarily results in ours. Christ’s resurrection shows that He has triumphed over the death that came 



4 
Ted Kirnbauer (rev. 2/27/2020) 1 Corinthians 15:12–34 

through Adam. The problem is that in our present experience we do not see believers being raised as 

Paul says they will. This is because there is an order to resurrection (15:23a); Christ was raised first, but 

we will not be raised until Christ comes again (15:23b).  

Christ’s resurrection demonstrates that God has set into motion a series of events that will lead to the 

defeat of death. The new age created by Christ’s coming ushers in a new existence for believers. When 

He comes again our salvation will culminate in our resurrection. Our resurrection will in turn lead to the 

end.  

When the intermediate rule of Christ (the millennium) comes to an end, Christ will do two things: He will 

deliver up the kingdom to God the Father, and He will abolish all rule and all authority and all power. 

Logically, however, these events occur in the reverse order (as the verses that follow show).  

“All rule and all authority and power” speak of all that is opposed to God and His purposes whether 

they take the form of political, social, ethical or spiritual evils. The resurrection of the believer is the sign 

that all powers and authorities (the final enemy being death) have been subjugated to Christ and 

destroyed.   

The argument that follows supports how the defeat of death will be made certain. 

15:25 For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. 

15:26 The last enemy that will be abolished is death. 

Christ is presently the Ruler of all (Eph. 1:20–23). At the exaltation of Christ to supreme dominion at His 

ascension, the prediction of the Psalmist was fulfilled—all things were to be put under subjection to 

man (Psa. 8:6: “You make him to rule over the works of Your hands; You have put all things under his 

feet”). As Thiselton says “Christ, the first fruits of the harvest (v. 20), receives unlimited dominion, 

thereby fulfilling the destiny promised for humankind in Psalm 8:6–7” (p. 1236). 

At the cross, death has already been defeated; however, its final defeat is still future. “As long as people 

die, God’s own sovereign purposes are not fully realized” (Fee, 757).  

Christ will reign until all of God’s enemies are under His feet. Eventually death, the last enemy, will 

submit to Him. His perfect victory will be evidenced when we rise from the dead. At that time, He will 

hand everything over to the Father as the Psalms predict.  

“It is, therefore, at the feet of a man in whom dwells the fullness of the Godhead, that all principalities 

and powers bow themselves in willing subjection and adoring love.” (Hodge, Systematic Theology, II, 

638). 

15:27 For He has put all things in subjection under His feet. But when He says, "All things are 

put in subjection," it is evident that He is excepted who put all things in subjection to Him. 

15:28 And when all things are subjected to Him, then the Son Himself also will be subjected to 

the One who subjected all things to Him, that God may be all in all. 

Verse 27 demonstrates that ultimately God is responsible for the whole chain of events. “For” refers 

back to verse 25 and 26 and explains their meaning.  All things are united in Christ (Eph. 1:9–10; Ro. 

8:19–22; Col. 1:15–20). God will put all things in subjection under Christ’s feet. Of course, “all things” 
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does not include the Father who subjected everything (“it is evident that He is excepted who put all 

things in subjection to Him”).   

“The Son Himself will also be subjected to the One” is another way of saying that the Son will hand over 

the kingdom to the Father.  

The final “that” (“that God may be all in all”) expresses purpose; that is, God’s will will be supreme in 

every way and in everything. The language of subordination is functional not ontological. 

CLOSING COMMENTS ON 15:1–28: 

Paul’s argument is not directed toward proving the resurrection to unbelievers as this passage is often 

used to show, but in demonstrating the power of the resurrection in relation to the believer. Because 

Jesus is the first fruits of new resurrected life and because we are united with Him, we have certainty 

that we will also rise.  

Christ’s resurrection also signaled the beginning of God’s plan to rule over all things being set into 

motion. This plan will culminate in our resurrection which will put an end to our greatest and final 

enemy, death. When death has been destroyed God will rule over His creation fully.  

 

15:29 Otherwise, what will those do who are baptized for the dead? If the dead are not raised 

at all, why then are they baptized for them? 

In the paragraph that includes verses 29–34 Paul adds additional argumentation against those who do 

not believe that the dead will rise. The Corinthians’ actions border on absurdity if there is no 

resurrection of the dead.  

Evidently the Corinthians were practicing some sort of baptism for the dead. The uncertainty of what 

they were doing is borne out by the fact that there are at least 40 interpretations for this verse (Fee, 

762). The normal reading implies that people were being baptized, apparently vicariously (that is, on 

behalf of some people who had already died). Where this idea came from is completely unknown, but 

the NT does not teach such a practice, neither is there any such practice known in the orthodox 

Christian community in the centuries that follow (Fee, 764). What they hoped to gain from the practice 

is uncertain other than they thought it was necessary to enter the kingdom. The biggest problem is not 

just in trying to figure out what they were doing but why Paul does not express outright disapproval. 

Probably Paul’s only point is that even their own practices contradicted the idea that there is no 

resurrection. If there is no existence beyond the grave, why do baptisms for people who have died? 

15:30 Why are we also in danger every hour? 

Paul’s comment reflects the lifestyle he was forced to live as an apostle. His question is, why in the 

world would anyone risk their lives (as he and the other apostles had) if there is no resurrection? It 

would be crazy to put our life in jeopardy if there was no certainty of a resurrection.  

This verse also shows how important the resurrection was to Paul—he was willing to die for it. To deny 

the resurrection was a denial of Christianity altogether. 
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15:31 I protest, brethren, by the boasting in you, which I have in Christ Jesus our Lord, I die 

daily. 

Verse 31 elaborates on what Paul has just said. He uses the Corinthians as an example of the fruit that 

Christ bore through his labors. He boasts in them; yet, their becoming Christians also exposed him to 

dangers. Why be exposed to such things if the dead aren’t raised? 

15:32 If from human motives I fought with wild beasts at Ephesus, what does it profit me? If 

the dead are not raised, let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die. 

The first sentence of this verse also elaborates on what Paul has just been saying. If his actions were 

based on purely human motives instead of Spirit driven motives, there would be no profit to him at all if 

there wasn’t really a resurrection. 

If there is no resurrection it would be far wiser to pursue worldly (fleshly) pleasures, since life is short 

and there would be nothing after death to look forward to (15:32b).  

15:33 Do not be deceived: "Bad company corrupts good morals." 

“Stop deceiving yourselves” is better at carrying the intent. Accepting those who deny the believer’s 

resurrection was corrupting. Bad company (that is, social interaction with those who promote both bad 

doctrine and morals) negatively affects morals. 

15:34 Become sober-minded as you ought, and stop sinning; for some have no knowledge of 

God. I speak this to your shame. 

Those who “have no knowledge” are those who had no belief in the resurrection; they are the “bad 

company” described in the previous verse. Their false beliefs had corrupted the Corinthians’ morals 

resulting in sinful behavior. This was shameful for them. 

The solution was to stop being deceived (15:33), awaken from their spiritual drunkenness (Become 

sober-minded as you ought), come to their senses, and stop sinning.  

 

 

NOTE: Christians in our generation are sadly ignorant of the fact that eternal life is not life in heaven as a 

spirit. The fulness of eternal life will not be experienced until a time when our bodies are raised from the 

dead and our spirits are reunited to them. We will then live on a new earth where the glory of God also 

will dwell.  

Charles Hodge in his Systematic Theology (vol. 3, 733, 734) states the following: 

That the Scriptures, however, teach a literal resurrection of the body is proved,  

(1.) From the meaning of the word. Resurrection signifies a rising again; a rising of that which was 

buried; or a restoration of life to that which was dead. But the soul, according to the Scriptures, does 

not die when the body is dissolved. It, therefore, cannot be the subject of a resurrection. . .  
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(2.) Those who are in the dust of the earth; those “that are in the graves” are said to rise. But it is only of 

the body that it can be said, it is in the grave; and, therefore, it is of the body the resurrection spoken of, 

must be understood. 

(3.) It is “our mortal bodies” which are to rise again. This form of expression is decisive of the Apostle’s 

meaning. “He that raised Christ from the dead shall also quicken your mortal bodies, by his Spirit that 

dwelleth in you.” (Rom. viii. 11.) It is “our vile body” which is to be fashioned like unto Christ’s glorious 

body. (Phil. iii. 21.) 

(4.) This also is clearly the doctrine taught in the fifteenth chapter of First Corinthians. There were 

certain errorists in Corinth who denied the fact and the desirableness of the resurrection of believers. 

Paul’s argument is directed to both those points. As to the fact that the dead can rise, he refers to what 

no Christian could deny, the rising of Christ from the dead. This, as a historical fact, he supports by 

historical evidence. He then shows that the denial of the resurrection of Christ, is the denial of the whole 

Gospel, which rests on that fact. “If Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your faith is also 

vain.” But if Christ rose from the dead, all his people must. Christ rose as the first fruits of them that 

sleep. There is in Paul’s view, the same divinely appointed, and therefore necessary connection between 

the resurrection of Christ and that of his people, as between the death of Adam and that of his 

descendants. As surely as all in Adam die, so surely shall all in Christ be made alive. And finally, on this 

point, the Apostle condescends to argue from the faith and practice of the Church. What is the use, he 

asks, of being baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not? The whole daily life of the Christian is founded, 

he says, on the hope of the resurrection; not of the continued existence of the soul merely, but of the 

glorious existence of the whole man, soul and body, with Christ in heaven. As to the second point, the 

desirableness of the resurrection of the body, he shows that all objections on this score are founded on 

the assumption that the future is to be like the present body. He says that the man who makes that 

objection is a fool. The two are no more alike than a seed and a flower, a clod of earth and a stare the 

earthly and the heavenly. “It [the body of course] is sown in corruption. it is raised in incorruption: it is 

sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory: it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power: it is sown a natural 

body, it is raised a spiritual body.” This whole discourse, therefore, is about the body. To the objection 

that our present bodies are not adapted to our future state of existence, he answers, Granted; it is true 

that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; this corruptible must put on incorruption, and 

this mortal must put on immortality. It would seem that the Apostle in this chapter must have had in his 

eye a host of writers in our day who make themselves merry with the doctrine of the resurrection, on 

much the same grounds as those relied upon by the errorists of Corinth, whose fragments he scattered 

to the winds eighteen centuries ago. 

(5.) Another argument on this subject is drawn from the analogy constantly presented, between the 

resurrection of Christ and that of his people. The sacred writers, as we have seen, argue the possibility 

and the certainty of the resurrection of our bodies, from the fact of Christ’s resurrection; and the nature 

of our future bodies from the nature of his body in heaven. There would be no force in this argument if 

the body were not the thing which is to rise again. 

(6.) Finally, . . . The Bible is a plain book, and the whole Christian world, in all ages, has understood it to 

teach, not this or that, but the literal rising from the dead of the body deposited in the grave. All 

Christians of every denomination are taught to say, I believe in “The forgiveness of sins; The resurrection 

of the body; And the life everlasting.” 


