1 Corinthians 15 contains the most well developed resurrection theology to be found
in any of Paul’s letters, or even in the entire New Testament. However, much more
will be gleaned from the text if we remember that 1 Corinthians 15 is not an abstract
treatise on resurrection for its own sake, but forms the final part of his correspondence
with the Corinthian church, and it should be understood in the light of the wider

problems in Corinth that Paul is addressing.

An immediate glance through the text of 1 Corinthians 15 seems to suggest that the
Corinthians denied the reality of the resurrection of the dead, and Paul confirms their
denial of this by repeating it twice in 15:12-13. If there is no resurrection of the dead,
then Christ has not been raised, and the faith and hope of Paul and the Corinthians
themselves is empty and meaningless. But is the Corinthian problem so clear cut?
Were they denying resurrection in all forms, or simply a bodily resurrection? Or are
there any traces of the body-spirit dualism of Gnosticism, which are causing
confusion in the minds of the Corinthian congregation? There appears to be wider

eschatological and ethical issues at stake, all of which Paul has to deal with.

Not all scholars are agreed as to the precise nature of the Corinthian problem.
Witherington usefully highlights the social context of the letter, and points out that
Paul’s writing in 15:32-58 was against some of the more well-to-do Christians who
were “not counting on a future reckoning or resurrection, so they could eat, drink, and
be merry, since only death was on the horizon.”' There was no afterlife for these

Corinthians, so their conduct and behaviour in this life became of no consequence for

! Witherington III, B Conflict and Community In Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2
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them. This is consistent with the Hellenistic belief that even if there was any life
beyond death, it would only be some kind of spiritualized [sic], disembodied
existence’, and it would certainly be quite unlike the bodily resurrection that Paul
argues for in 1 Corinthians 15. Their rejection of resurrection doctrine may have also
come under the influence of the imperial Roman eschatology that was practised in
Corinth, which was heavily realized and merely amounted to “present blessings of
safety, health and wealth”,> with little or no outlook on the future. So in their
objection to the raising of the dead, the Corinthians betray their apparent lack of
eschatological belief, or that at best they did hold to some basic form of Greco-Roman
eschatological belief but one which was still a far cry from that which Paul

. 4
envisages.

There is, in my view, enough evidence to suggest that rather than having no
eschatology at all; it is more a case of the Corinthians being particularly enamored
[sic] of ‘realized eschatology’”, especially as regards the receiving of their
resurrection bodies. The Church at Corinth had clearly already received the Holy
Spirit and considered themselves proficient in the use spiritual gifts, and had even
perhaps begun to think that they had already begun some sort of angelic existence’.

Paul sarcastically attacks this notion in 4:8:

“Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! Quite
apart from us you have become kings! Indeed, I wish that you had
become kings, so that we might be kings with you!” (1 Cor 4:8)

The Corinthians seem to be sat rather heavily on the ‘already’ end of the

eschatological seesaw, and have become ‘puffed-up’ (I Cor 4:6) as a result. N T

Wright points out that there is a longstanding tradition that sees 4:8 as proof that the
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Corinthians “were inclined to believe that they were already ‘raised’ in all the senses
they ever needed to be’. Against this assertion, Wright suggests that this inflated
sense of super-spirituality the Corinthians had came not from over-realized
resurrection beliefs, but rather from popular level Stoicism which taught that all who
truly understand the world and themselves are kings.® This fits more comfortably with
the wisdom context of the early part of 1 Corinthians, and so need not suggest an

over-realized resurrection belief.

Furthermore, there is also no explicit mention of resurrection in 1 Cor 4:8, which is
not in keeping with Paul’s treatment of the issue when it arises in his other churches
(e.g. 2 Timothy 2:18). It is then perhaps a slightly unsound argument to suggest that
Paul’s reason for discussing the future resurrection in 1 Cor 15 is because the
Corinthians already believed themselves to have experienced some sort of
resurrection. Paul’s incredulity at the lack of Corinthian belief in the raising of the
dead in 15:12-13 may mean that they reject outright any belief in the resurrection.
However, Martin makes the suggestion that perhaps the stumbling block for the
Corinthians is not resurrection per se but their belief that “they have already
experienced a ‘spiritual’ resurrection with Christ, perhaps through baptism.” They

have, in their own minds, already had some sort of spiritual resurrection experience.

Paul’s emphasis on the bodily aspect of resurrection and its eschatological
outworking hints at confusion over the timescale of resurrection and the nature of the
resurrection body. Paul’s task is then twofold: firstly, he has to teach the Corinthians
how to think eschatologically'’ (this is true regardless of what viewpoint one takes on
the state of eschatological belief in Corinth), and secondly he has to stress the reality
of bodily resurrection as a reality, first for Christ and then for the Corinthians who are
‘in” Him. Chapter 15 then becomes a defence and exposition of the Gospel as far as it

relates to death and resurrection. It has Christology as its point of departure, and the
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views of death and resurrection are forged on the anvil of a polemic against what Paul

deems to be a distortion of this Gospel'".

I have already outlined the task Paul faced of building a correct eschatological
framework on which to develop his theology of the resurrection body, but before
proceeding with a more detailed examination of chapter 15, it will first be necessary
to understand the attitudes that the Corinthians had to the body, and why they
objected to the corporeal features of the Christian resurrection idea.'” The Corinthians
would have considered the resurrection of the body to be an “impossible and

superfluous notion”"’

. The reason for this lay in the strong differences between
popular Greek thought and Christian understanding as regarded the relationship

between the body, mind, spirit and soul.

Greek thought held that the material, the bodily and the corporeal were bad and must
be destroyed'®. The body was in sharp contrast to the realm of the soul, which was
immortal, and was released from the body at the point of death. As T W Manson

summarises:

“[In Greek thought] Man is essentially a soul attached to, even imprisoned
in, a body. That soul is akin to God and, when set free from its bodily
prison-house [...] can achieve its natural divinity or immortality.”"

The dead then, are those who have superseded mundane physicality'®, and for whom
the body ha no further relevance. The superiority of the spirit or soul to the body was

demonstrated in the behaviour of the Corinthians, who engaged in both licentious
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actions and ascetic practices to show their spiritual status and freedom'’. If this was
the case, then the Corinthians would have understood salvation as being some kind of
spiritual escape from their dead bodies, not a resurrection of it. This causes
soteriological difficulties, because the body is omitted from the salvific process and
ultimately death would still prevail, far from being completely swallowed up in
victory. As Paul makes clear, this is unthinkable for those whose faith is based on the
historical reality of the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ. As he was raised, so they
too shall be raised, and there is no room for a soteriological split between body and
spirit. Both are saved, and one is not to be emphasised at the expense of the other.
This of course highlights the radical differences between the Greek thought of the
Corinthians and the Jewish thought of Paul. C K Barrett notes that “Greek
intellectuals developed the notion of immortality; Jewish mystics and apocalyptists
looked for the resurrection of dead bodies.”'® This is the cultural and religious gap in

thinking that Paul has to bridge.

As shall become clear shortly, it is particularly the bodily aspect of the resurrection
that Paul has to deal with, and so it shall be necessary to examine his understanding
as to precisely what he meant by ‘body’. Paul uses the word soma to refer to the
body, though soma means more than just the physical body. The soma contains the
psyche and sarx, with psyche referring to the mind or soul and sarx to the natural,
fleshly part of the body. In Platonic thought, the psyche paralleled closely with the
divine nature, over and against the lowly sarx. In Hebrew thought however, psyche is
just as subject to corruption as the sarx in their natural states'’. Indeed Paul uses both
psychikos and sarkikos indifferently to mean “natural”®® in his language about the
make-up of humanity. Soma on the other hand is used to refer to the “whole psycho-
physical unity”, and embraces both the psyche and the sarx. Thus it follows that a
resurrection soma is not compatible with the dualistic thought of the day, and that it

embraces the whole nature of a person, not just their immortal soul”'.
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Paul’s primary reason for writing chapter 15 seems to be that by denying that the
dead are raised, the Corinthians are also implying that Christ has not been raised, and
if this is the case then their entire faith is worthless (15:12-19). It is not simply a

resurrection doctrine that is at stake, but the entire Gospel.

For this reason, Paul reminds the Corinthians of the good news that he proclaimed to
them (15:1), to which the bodily raising of Christ is absolutely integral. Paul assumes
the reality of the raised Christ as early as 1:2 when he makes the first use of his ‘in
Christ’ language. This expression is rendered meaningless if Christ has not been
raised, since if Christ was not raised from the dead, there is no one in Christzz, and so
frequent references to the Corinthians’ place ‘in Christ’ already assumes the reality of

the resurrected Christ in the life of the Corinthian church.

From this assumption, Paul lays again the foundation of the Gospel, by appealing to
early church tradition. He reiterates how the risen Jesus appeared to Peter and
numerous other witnesses, before appearing to Paul himself. By doing this, Paul
achieves three very important objectives. Firstly, he reminds the Corinthians that they
themselves have believed what he preached about Christ and his death and
resurrection™, and so highlights their present foolishness. Secondly, by the appeal to
living witnesses, Paul places the location of the resurrected Jesus within human
experience of time and space. The risen Christ is not an amorphous spirit floating in
the ether, having been liberated from his body. Christ is a man, and therefore a man
rose from the dead,** thus bodily resurrection is possible for a// humanity, as part of
Christ’s representative work, though this will be discussed in more detail below.
Thirdly - and most significantly — if Christ’s own resurrection is the prototype for the

resurrection of those who live in him, then what is true of Christ’s resurrection will
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also be true for the resurrection of the humanity he represents. This will serve as a

useful plumb line when discussing the resurrection in the future.

Having laid a Christological foundation, Paul then answers some of the Corinthian
objections to the doctrine of bodily resurrection. He anticipates them in 15:35: “But
someone will ask, “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?”
Paul uses the example of a seed buried in the soil that dies and in time yields a full-
grown plant®. This helps give clarity to Pauline resurrection thought by introducing
the concept of continuity and discontinuity is the resurrection body. In the illustration,
it is the same seed that dies and is turned into a plant, just as God wills. The lesson to
be drawn from this is that resurrection is similarly a miraculous event brought about
as God wills it, just as God causes the crops to grow,?® but that the divide between a
natural body and a resurrection one is not a divide between the physical and the
immortal soul, but an eschatological one between the current natural ‘seed’ and the
resurrection ‘wheat’ that God will bring about in due time. The resurrection body is
not simply a ‘resuscitation’, or a dug-up seed,”’ but a new creation brought about by

God and in keeping with the Christological parallel.

The idea of continuity and discontinuity in the resurrection body is essential in
understanding the arguments that follow. In continuity, the body comes from the seed
that was sown; yet in discontinuity it is radically different in its nature. In continuity,
it is the present body that is raised;” yet in discontinuity it will be radically
transformed and fitted for the life of the future.”” Paul draws out the elements of
continuity and discontinuity with a series of paired antitheses in 15:42-49, and so

contrasts the difference between the current psychikon body and the resurrection

23 Whilst this may be botanically untrue, Paul’s purpose is to emphasise the continuity in human
existence, and that death is not the end, but a transformation. He is attempting to correct erroneous
thinking on the resurrection, not make the Corinthians better horticulturalists.

26 Witherington, p307

7 Wright, p342

% Fee, G D God’s Empowering Presence: The Holy Spirit In The Letters of Paul (Peabody:
Hendrickson, 1994) p262, italics in original.

* Ibid. p262




pneumatikon body. The psychikon-pneumatikon pairing first occurs in 15:44, but will

be better understood in the context of the pairings that have preceded it:

*# Perishable Imperishable
*# Dishonor Glory
Weakness Power

*## Physical  Spiritual

The point of continuity is the human body, and it is the body that undergoes the
transformation that shows the body to be in discontinuity to its original self. It is one

life in two modes, one before and one after death and resurrection.*

In 15:44-49, Paul stresses the difference between the natural body and the spiritual
one’'. In English, the terms ‘natural’ and ‘spiritual’ sound like antitheses, and lend
themselves easily to dualistic thought. The Corinthians may similarly have had the
understanding that the natural and spiritual bodies were antitheses, and given the
dualistic thought in the Corinthian mindset, it seems unlikely that they would have
not considered that the destination of a pneumatikos was to be raised to new bodily

life>?

The context of the verses should help clarify the differences between the two terms.
Psychikos and pneumatikos are placed in contrast to each other in precisely the same
way as the perishable/imperishable, dishonor/glory and weakness/power are. As we
have already seen, these contrasting differences highlight the transformation that the
body will undergo at resurrection. They are not contrasts in the matter-spirit mould of
Platonism, but rather they are eschatological contrasts. Fee suggests that psychikos
suggests a body in the present age, subject to decay, humiliation and weakness,”

whereas the pneumatikos body is “the new body, animated by the Spirit of God, with
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which the same man will be equipped in the age to come.”* Having established that
psychikon and pneumatikon are not eternally opposite, but describe two

eschatological phases in humanity.

g1y o1 )

Paul elaborates the antithetical contrasts further by discussing the two human natures,
that of Adam and that of Christ. Adam and Christ are the representatives of the two
humanities. In 15:45, Paul tells us that Adam became a ‘living being’, or a psyche.
Psyche suggests not that Adamic humans are ‘souls’ but that Adamic humanity
operates according to a ‘physical life principle’35 (as opposed to the Spirit). All
human beings share in this humanity, in that we are formed from dust (15:47-49) and
share in the death and transience that Adam was subject to (15:21-22). Born into

Adam, we are all of the order psychikon.

The second Adam and representative of the new humanity is Christ, the life-giving
Spirit. Raised from the dead, Christ became the first pneumatikos. If Adamic
humanity is perishable, dishonoured and weak as described in Paul’s schema, the
language used to describe Adam calls for parallel language to be used about Christ.*®
Adam is a psychikon, Christ is a pneumatikon. What is more is that Christ himself is
also a pneuma zoiopoioun — a life giving spirit. Christ not only bears the new
pneumatikon humanity, but he also bestows it. Humans are all like Adam, but we

receive life through Christ.*’

The representative aspects of Christ and Adam are of primary importance here. We
know well enough the psychikon nature of Adam, but what does Paul believe about
the nature of the pneumatikon body? It is in contrast to the frailty and transience of
Adamic humanity as we have already seen, but as it will not be fully revealed until
the Parousia, we cannot be completely sure. However, with the proto-resurrection

body of Christ as our foundation, we can be sure that the resurrection body will be
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“ontologically different and constituted eschatologically by Christ”,*® and will lay

upon us the image of the ‘man from heaven’ instead of the ‘man of dust’.

That pneumatikos derives from the root word pneuma suggests that the resurrection
body will go beyond the ‘physical life principle’®” of Adam, and instead will be
animated and constituted by the Spirit of God. Paul’s concern in this passage is not to
answer ontological curiosities but to assert the reality and importance of the
resurrection body, and its superiority over the psychikos body of Adam. The —ikos
endings of psychikos-pneumatikos terminology denote that the words have ethical or
functional meanings rather than referring to the substance of which something is
composed,”® and so will have implications for praxis and hope now, rather than

simply establishing a resurrection theology without context.

In closing his discourse on the resurrection body, Paul puts the pneumatikon body in
its correct eschatological context. The Corinthians are not completed pneumatics
now,41 they will not become such until the Parousia, when the transformation will
occur ‘in the twinkling of an eye’ (15:52), but although they do not yet bear the image
of the man from heaven, they will do, just as surely as they now bear the likeness of
the earthly man (15:49). Death and all its traits will be defeated, and so the current
body and indeed the whole of human life is brought sharply into contrast with the
glorious eschaton to come. Death is no longer viewed as the End, but it is to be
understood with the mind of Christ, the conqueror of death, and the one who will

raise his people from death.*?

There is then a future element to the resurrection body, and having established that
the future bodily resurrection of those in Christ will be as certain and as real as that of

Christ himself, Paul corrects the eschatological misconceptions of the Corinthians and
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by asserting the truthfulness of this part of his Gospel, the ‘some’ who deny the
resurrection (15:12) will be forced to amend their behaviour and reconsider the
importance of the body, which is now no longer merely a physical hindrance to
‘spiritual’ betterment, but a seed that will finally find its place and bloom in the New
Creation that Christ has inaugurated with his own resurrection, and whose Spirit acts
a deposit which guarantees the coming reality of the soma pneumatikon, even beyond
death.

3,786 words
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