‘CHRIST DIED AND ROSE AGAIN’
1 CORINTHIANS 15 — an Introduction and Exposition of verses 1-5.

INTRODUCTION
The background

In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul was concerned with the resurrection of the dead, and with the resurrection
of believers in particular.

Verses 12, 34 and 35 help us to understand a little of the background to Paul’'s arguments. Note the
references to ‘'some’ in verses 12 and 34, and to ‘someone’ in verse 35. The questions posed in verse
35 were clearly not genuine questions or enquiries. As we shall see below, these questions express
the principal objection of certain false teachers at Corinth to the doctrine of resurrection; namely that
the whole idea of resurrection was patently absurd. ‘Go on then’, they were saying, ‘if you insist on
there being a “resurrection”, explain to us the mechanics of dead folk being raised; and with what sort
of body do you dream they will come?’ The questions were a crude attempt to decry and belittle the
Christian’s faith in resurrection. Hence Paul’s sharp retort, ‘Foolish one’, v. 36. Paul was in no mood to
mince words because he was confronting, not a sincere enquirer after truth, but a determined scoffer
at truth.

We learn then that there were ‘some’ within the church itself who denied the resurrection of the dead,
and, by definition, the resurrection of believers. Paul does not fill in any details about who the ‘some’
were. He did not need to; the Corinthians knew well enough. But we need to give some thought to
who they were.

We note that the statement ‘If the dead do not rise, “let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die!”, v. 32,
only makes sense if the false teachers denied any kind of life after death. It is clear, that is, that the
false teachers denied the truth of resurrection for much the same reason as did the Jewish sect of the
Sadducees; namely, that men and women cease to exist altogether when they die — that there is
nothing at all beyond what Paul calls ‘this life’, v. 19. ... In all likelihood they belonged to (or at the
very least were strongly influenced by) the Epicurean school of philosophy, representatives of which
Paul had encountered at Athens shortly before his first missionary visit to Corinth.?

The words ‘let us eat and drink; for tomorrow we die’, v. 32, were not only reminiscent of the burden of
Isaiah the prophet, Isa. 22. 13, but they also represented a well-known Epicurean maxim which
summed up much of its philosophy. And Saul of Tarsus would have been more familiar with this
philosophy than most. The traditional founder of Tarsus was a character named Sardanapalus. It so
happened that the neighbouring town of Anchiale boasted a large statue of Sardanapalus, sitting and
snapping his fingers contemptuously. The inscription on the pedestal of the statue read,
‘Sardanapalus . . . built Anchiale and Tarsus in one day . . . eat, drink, be merry; everything else is not
worth that [the shapping of the fingers]’.2 Paul would certainly have known of Sardanapalus, if not
seen the actual statue.

Separately, Paul seemingly quoted a saying of the Greek writer Menander, ‘Evil company corrupts
good habits (possibly, good character or good morals)’, v. 33.3 Menander wrote a series of comedies
and plays about 300 BC, and his works were still very popular in Paul’s day. We know that Paul’s
letter to the Corinthians was written from Ephesus.4 Interestingly, archaeologists, when excavating in
the vicinity of the theatre of Ephesus in 1967, unearthed a house decorated throughout with theatrical
scenes from Menander’s comedies.5 We gather, therefore, that Menander was well known, and well
liked, in the city from which Paul sent his epistle. And Menander was a well-known Epicurean.
Epicurean philosophy was, therefore, still very much in vogue when Paul wrote.

It seems likely that the ‘some’ about whom Paul wrote were, to say the least, tinged with Epicurean
teaching.6 They had no real knowledge of God, and yet, to the Corinthians’ shame, they were
tolerated in the church, v. 34. They were not true Christians at all, and yet, Paul had to say, the ‘some’
were ‘among you’, v. 12. They may have been few in number, but their doctrine was highly dangerous,
attacking as it did the very foundations of the Christian gospel. It is for this reason, no doubt, that the
apostle devoted such a large amount of space to combating their error.

An overview of the chapter

Verses 1-34 deal with the denial of the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead. The section ends with
the practical implication of believing that this life is all that there is, v. 32; namely, to live a life of self-
indulgence. In effect, ‘if | am to die as the beast, | can see no convincing reason that | should not live
as the beast’.

Verses 35-58 deal with the main intellectual objection to the doctrine. The section ends with the
practical implication of believing that this life is not all that there is, v. 58. If, for us as believers, there
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is a real heaven the other side of death and a time of review for all our service, then we should live for
God, and be energetic and resolute in our labour for the Lord.

An outline of verses 1-34

The first half of the chapter comprises two main sections: namely verses 1-19 and verses 20-34. Both
sections consist: (i) of a block of teaching, vv. 1-11 and vv. 20-28; followed by: (ii) the implications of
denying that particular teaching, vv. 12-19 and vv. 29-34.7

In verses 1-11, Paul asserts that the resurrection of Christ forms an essential and integral part of
the apostolic gospel. This section looks backward, transporting us into the realm of history.

In verses 12-19, Paul draws out the implications of denying that Christ has been raised; note the
words, ‘if Christ has not been raised’, vv. 14, 17 lit.

In verses 20-28, Paul asserts that the resurrection of the believer and of all men forms an
essential and integral part of God’s programme for the future. This section looks forward,
projecting us into the realm of prophecy.

In verses 29-34, Paul draws out the implications of denying that the believer will be raised; note
the words, ‘if the dead are not raised’, vv. 29, 32 lit.

EXPOSITION
The resurrection of Christ forms an essential and integral part of the apostolic gospel.

Verses 1-2. Paul begins by asserting that the resurrection of Christ lies at the very heart of the
gospel, that it is of fundamental importance, and then offers eyewitness evidence for its historical
reality. The relevance of this section to Paul's overall argument lies in that any denial of the
resurrection of the dead necessarily involves the denial of the resurrection of Christ, vv. 13, 16. For it
follows logically that, if there is no such thing as resurrection, then nobody has ever been raised — and
that includes the Lord Jesus.

The block of teaching about the resurrection of Christ is sandwiched between two references to what
was ‘preached’ by the early church. Paul opens with a reference to ‘the gospel which | preached’, v. 1
(namely, that message which he had preached in the past to the Corinthians), and he closes with the
expression ‘whether it was | or they, so we preach’, v. 11 (namely, that message which he and others
were still preaching). Paul is at pains to emphasize the point that the resurrection of Christ is
inescapably part and parcel of the apostolic gospel in which they stood and by which they were being
saved. They had “received’ it from Paul, v. 1, just as he in turn had ‘received’ it, v. 3, presumably from
the Lord Himself.8

Verses 3-5. He had ‘delivered’ to them four key statements as of ‘first’ (i.e., of primary) importance,
four simple propositions which stood at the very forefront of his message. These four statements are
each introduced with the word ‘that’.

The first and third statements (that ‘Christ died’ and ‘He rose again’) are distinguished from the
second and fourth (that ‘He was buried’ and ‘was seen’) by (i) the addition of explanatory details (‘for
our sins’ and ‘the third day’) and (ii) the claim to the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy (‘according
to the Scriptures’). It was said of the house of Dagon at Gaza that there were ‘two middle pillars which
supported the temple’, Judg. 16. 29. So too, metaphorically speaking, the gospel stands on two great
central pillars; namely, the death and resurrection of Jesus. We can compare Paul's summaries
elsewhere; ‘to this end Christ died and lived again’,® and ‘if we believe that Jesus died and rose
again’.10

The second and fourth statements (that He ‘was buried’ and ‘was seen’) function as supporting
evidence for the first and third statements. They both tell us what men did. (i) Christ died, and one of
the ways we know that He died is that men buried Him. (ii) He rose again, and one of the ways we
know that He rose again is that men saw Him. He ‘died for our sins’, v. 3, that we might not remain in
them; if He had not died and risen, we would be ‘still in’ our ‘sins’, v. 17, and, even worse, as was the
case with the Jews to whom Jesus once spoke, we would die in them, John 8. 24.

Verse 4. ‘He rose again’ is literally ‘He has been raised’. The tense Paul used in describing Jesus’
resurrection differs radically from that which he used in the other three propositions. In each of the
other three cases, the tense! refers to a single act, to a historical event. There was a moment when
He died . . . there was a moment when He was buried . . . there was a moment when He was seen by
Cephas (being the Aramaic for Peter).12 But, by way of contrast, the tense Paul used to describe
Jesus’ resurrection indicates that, in this case, although the action was completed in the past, it has a




continuing effect — that the result remains until the present.’3 In a word, that He is the living Lord! And
Paul underlines this particular point by using the same tense seven times in the immediate context.4

Our Lord was raised again, Paul says, ‘the third day according to the Scriptures’. Some may wonder
to which Old Testament passages the apostle refers. The comments of Beale and Carson are helpful:
‘The reference to “the third day” . . . may bring to mind Hos. 6. 2; Jonah 1. 17. However, the phrase
“according to the Scriptures” modifies “was raised” rather than [“the third day”] (cf. similar syntax in 1
Macc. 7. 16).15

Verses 5-8. The main point which Paul wants to press home on the Corinthians is that, as far as the
gospel is concerned, the resurrection of Jesus is far from some minor detail or unimportant ingredient.
It ranks ‘of first importance’, being one of the two events which form the very foundation of the gospel.
In support of his claim that the Lord Jesus ‘has been raised’, Paul is able to appeal not only to the
witness of the Old Testament prophets, v. 4, but to that of the New Testament apostles and others, vv.
5-8.

Paul chooses his witnesses carefully. He cites just six occasions on which the risen Lord appeared,
on three occasions to individuals and on three occasions to groups. He focuses on accessible,
credible, publicly acceptable witnesses, for the most part men who were prominent and conspicuous
in the church. His catalogue of witnesses stretches from Peter (the first man to see the risen Lord,
Luke 24. 34),'6 through ‘all the apostles’, to himself.

Verse 6. Note Paul's mention of ‘over five hundred brethren at once’, and remember that the apostle
was writing no more than twenty-five years after the reported event. And most of these ‘brethren’, he
points out, were still alive, and were therefore still available as witnesses. Paul was not afraid that
someone might call his bluff. If called on, he could produce the witnesses. Paul’'s expression ‘at
once’ (‘at one time’, lit.) rules out any question of hallucination. And twenty-five years certainly did not
allow sufficient time for some myth or legend to have evolved. ‘Some have fallen asleep’ is a lovely
euphemism to describe the bodily condition of dead Christians, conveying not only the ideas of rest
and peace but the promise that, in due course, the body will wake again.!”

Verse 8. ‘Last of all He was seen by me’ (italics mine) tells us that the appearances of the risen Lord
ceased as abruptly as they had commenced,’® a further argument against any theory of
hallucinations. Paul’s encounter with Jesus was distinguished from the experience of the others he
cited because he had seen Jesus after He had gone back to heaven; cf. Acts 22. 14; 1 Cor. 9. 1. Paul
knew full well that his life had not been so radically changed by an encounter with a dead religious
leader!

Paul's mention of his own conversion leads him to digress for a moment. He is quick to acknowledge
his own unworthiness, describing himself as ‘one born out of due time’ — as ‘a still-born babe’ (lit.) In
all probability, this was a term of abuse'® hurled at Paul by his foes at Corinth. | have read that the
Roman historian Suetonius reported how, in the days of Emperor Augustus, the people gave the label
‘abortives’ to some Roman senators who were unworthy of office and who had been elected only as a
result of bribery and string-pulling.20 It was, that is, a term of contempt for someone known to be
unworthy of high office. The apostle is acknowledging himself to be no more ‘worthy’ (‘sufficient’, lit.)
to be called an apostle than a still-born baby is fit to be called a man. But although Paul confessed
that he was not worthy to be called an apostle, he knew that he was called to be one.2!

Verse 9. Paul does not disclaim his fitness to be classed with the other apostles because he was in
any way inferior to them in office or message, nor because he fell behind them in terms of service or
sufferings for Christ. Far from it! For he, the last apostolic recruit, excelled the others in active service
and suffering, v. 10. His unworthiness stemmed only from what he had been before he became a
Christian, v. 9. For, in one sense, Paul was unable to erase his past. He could never forget the role he
had once played as arch-persecutor of the early church.22 This memory stayed with him throughout
his whole Christian life.23

Verse 10. ‘But by the grace of God’, he continues. ‘Yes’, Paul is saying, ‘it is the very God whose
church | persecuted who bestowed His grace on me’. And the apostle stood in no doubt about what
that church had cost God — nothing less than the blood of His own Son!24 What truly amazing grace.

Paul is careful to attribute everything?® to God’s undeserved favour shown to him, drawing attention to
that grace no less than three times in one verse.26 ‘Thankfully’, Paul could have said, *‘/ am not what |
have been’, v. 9. ‘Regrettably’, he might have said, ‘/ am not what | am going to be’, v. 51. But it was
sufficient for his present purpose for him to be able to say, ‘Truthfully, by the grace of God ‘/ am what |

am.



Reproduced, with permission, from ‘Studies in First Corinthians' (Precious Seed Publications (2016));
available from https://www.preciousseed.org/onlineshop-preciousseed/commentaries/44-studies-in-
first-corinthians.
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