
“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 36: 1 Corinthians 15:1–58 (Overview) 

Chapter 15 is the longest in 1 Corinthians and deals with a vital subject: immortality. The Corinthians were 
confused about the doctrine of resurrection—not primarily Christ’s resurrection but the resurrection of 
believers at the return of Christ. Paul wrote to correct their confusion on this crucial doctrine. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Two Bible-believing Christians were in a debate over the nature of the intermediate state (i.e. the period 
between a believer’s death at Christ’s return). One party argued for “soul sleep”—the teaching that there 
is no consciousness between death and the second coming. The other argued for a conscious, though 
disembodied, experience of the Lord’s presence. The latter objected that, if there is no consciousness in 
the intermediate state, it removes her hope. In the light of this chapter (and perhaps comparing 1 
Thessalonians 4:13–18), would you agree with her assessment? Why, or why not? 

The Resurrected Christ (vv. 1–11) 
No doctrine of resurrection is complete without accounting for the resurrection of Christ. It is Christ’s 
resurrection that secures the future resurrection of believers. 

The crucial element to grasp from these opening verses is that Christ’s was a bodily resurrection. This was 
witnessed by literally hundreds of people, many of whom touched him and ate with him and 
fellowshipped with him. His body was transformed in certain aspects (he gained access to locked rooms, 
at times people didn’t quite recognise him, etc.), but it was still physical and was still identifiable as his 
body. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
There is a great deal of emphasis placed in the New Testament on the physicality of Jesus Christ: He 
physically died, he was physically buried, he physically rose from the dead, he physically ascended to 
heaven, he will physically return again, etc. Why is it so important to recognise these embodied realities? 

The Resurrected Dead (vv. 12–34) 
The theological crux is found in vv. 12–13, where Paul argues that Christ’s resurrection and the believer’s 
resurrection are inseparable. To deny the resurrection of the dead is to deny the resurrection of Christ. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
There is a fringe theology today that rejects the notion of a bodily general resurrection. Hyper-preterists 
teach that the second coming, the general resurrection and the final judgement all occurred in 70 AD 
when Jesus came to judge Jerusalem, and that there is no promise of a future return of the Lord or 
resurrection of the dead. How would you evaluate this teaching in light of vv. 12–13? 

Christ’s resurrection is the “firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (v. 20). The firstfruits of a harvest 
is the promise of a greater harvest to come. Christ’s resurrection, likewise, is a promise of a greater 
harvest. Christ’s people will be raised in the same way that he was raised. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
We sometimes say things like, “Death is just a natural part of what it means to be human.” How would 
you evaluate that sentiment in light of v. 26: “The last enemy to be destroyed is death”? 

There is a somewhat cryptic reference in v. 29 to baptism for the dead. There are two possible 
interpretations of this verse. 

First, Paul could be referencing an unbiblical practice, with which he does not agree, but which betrays 
the flawed logic of those who practice it. That is, he could be saying that there are people who have 
themselves baptised on behalf of loved ones who have died, but this makes no sense if there is no 
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resurrection. It is inconsistent to be baptised for the dead if the dead will not rise again. In this 
interpretation, Paul does not agree with the practice, but simply uses it to betray a logical fallacy. 

Second, he could be saying that Christian baptism makes no sense if there is no resurrection. After all, if 
there is no resurrection, then even Christ was not raised, and why should we be baptised in the name of 
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit if the Son is dead? Baptism identifies the believer with 
Christ, but this makes no sense if Christ is not alive. The very fact that they were willing to be baptised 
logically showed that they believed in resurrection. 

The overarching argument here is that, as Christ was raised from the dead (a fact that the Corinthians 
affirmed), so dead believers would one day be raised from the dead. 

The Resurrected Body (vv. 35–49) 
Affirming the resurrection of the dead, however, raises some questions—like what will the resurrected 
body look like? Will it be recognisable? Will there be continuity with our current body? Will it be subject 
to sin in the same way that our mortal bodies are? 

Paul answers that, while there will certainly be continuity between the mortal and the immortal body, the 
difference is precisely that: the promise of immortality. The resurrection body will not be subject to death 
and decay. It will not be subject to sin. It will be “the image of the man of heaven” (v. 49). Our 
resurrection body will be like Christ’s resurrection body. 

Note that, while the Bible does speak of a general resurrection of believers and unbelievers alike (e.g. 
Daniel 12:1–2; John 5:25–29), Paul here focuses on believers. “Life and immortality” are “brought … 
through the gospel” (2 Timothy 1:10). His focus in 1 Corinthians 15 is not on unbelievers, but on believers. 
This does not deny the reality the resurrection of unbelievers, but that is not his focus here. 

The Resurrected Victory (vv. 50–58) 
The resurrection is a necessary doctrine, because our mortal bodies cannot inherit eternity. But the 
promise of a glorified body remains. “At the last trumpet,” believers dead and alive will be given a 
glorified body. At that time, death will be fully defeated as full victory in Jesus Christ is finally realised. 

Paul addressed the subject of resurrection to the Thessalonians in 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18. There, he 
concluded, “Therefore encourage one another with these words.” Here, he concludes, “Therefore, my 
beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in 
the Lord your labour is not in vain.” 

Notice that Paul’s focus in both texts, as he writes of ultimate victory—the ultimate prize for which 
believers long—is not the intermediate state, but the final resurrection. Christian hope is fully realised, 
not at death, but at the resurrection of the dead at the end of the ages. It is in light of the resurrection, 
not in light of the intermediate state, that our “labour is not in vain.” We labour for the ultimate prize of a 
resurrected body, not a disembodied state “in heaven.” 

   

“From the beginning of time many thoughtful souls had been saying that hope there must be another life. 
Even among the pagans that hope had been expressed in various forms of religion and practice. The best 

of the philosophers, Socrates and Plato, had died with the hope of immortality on their lips. The Old 
Testament prophets had declared the fact quite clearly. But when Christ died and then actually came back 

from the land beyond the grave, the world had proof that its hopes were based on reality.” 
(Lorraine Boettner) 

   


