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Abstract 

This article evaluates Paul’s language of death and resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15. 

Seeking first to understand the historical and cultural situation that necessitates Paul’s 

writing of this chapter, it then argues that the dual themes of death and resurrection, 

when properly understood, are meant to shape the Corinthians’ identity and motivate 

them toward genuine and lasting transformation in the present. In other words, the 

theology rich discussion about future resurrection is only the surface issue. This reading 

helps to better understand how 1 Corinthians 15:1-11 functions within the whole of Paul’s 

argument. An evaluation of this pericope shows how Paul puts himself forth as an 

example of one who has correctly embraced both the death and resurrection of Christ in 

the present. Christ’s sacrificial death and Paul’s embracing of this death would have 

been a shocking revelation to the Corinthians and the practical implication of this same 

call to those in today’s church may be equally as shocking to some. Nevertheless, Paul 

argues for the necessity of this deathly embrace so as to participate in Christ’s 

resurrection in the present and in the future. 

 

In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul makes important theological claims concerning the resurrection of Christ 

and believers. For this reason, it has been held in high esteem by the church throughout the ages and 

has stood as a hallmark of hope. However, many in today’s church, like those in the Corinthian 

church, have sought inclusion in future resurrection without significant contemplation on the 

implications of Christ’s death and its impact on believers’ identity and action in the present. For those 

seeking a trouble-free life in the present or a swift escape to a future celestial reality, Paul’s words in 1 

Corinthians will be shocking. They are full of hope but it is a hope that is only made possible through 

death and through fruitful participation in Christ’s mission in the present. In this article, I will argue this 

text is not just about future resurrection but provides vital information for how believers should 

embody Christ’s life, death, and transformation in the present. After a brief examination of the 

historical situation, I will explore the importance of the dual themes of life and death found throughout 

this chapter. I will conclude with a brief exploration of 15:1-11 and Paul’s profound example of death 

and life in the present.  
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The Historical Situation 

1 Corinthians 15, while being the most theological chapter in the book, serves a very pragmatic 

purpose in that it addresses the fundamental issue of embodied faith, which was lacking in the 

Corinthians own secular-spiritualized and individualized actions. Their salvation had evidenced itself 

in outrageous acts of carnality rather than Spirit-led transformation and sanctification.1 Thus Paul 

concludes the entirety of his argument with his clearest expression of how the eschatological event of 

Christ’s death and resurrection, and the believers’ connection to Christ, has shaped and continues to 

shape both the present and the future, both their belief and their actions, both their dying and living. 

The external impetus for Paul’s immediate polemic was a group of Corinthians who denied ἀνάστασις 

νεκρῶν (v. 12). Contextually it may be concluded that the Corinthians had (at least at one time) 

accepted Christ’s resurrection since Paul spoke of the Corinthians having ‘received’ and ‘believed’ the 

gospel message (vv. 1-3a), which would have included teaching about Christ’s resurrection (vv. 3b-5) 

and general (believer) resurrection (vv. 12-14).2 The main question is whether the Corinthians’ initial 

acceptance of Paul’s gospel included ‘bodily’ resurrection or if they assume a different conclusion 

based on their own cultural understanding of the term. Wright3 and Segal4 have convincingly shown 

that most Greeks and Romans believed in an afterlife (cf. v. 29) and that a dominant view consisted of 

some sort of immortality of the soul apart from the body. However, Wright argues that both Jews and 

non-Jews only understood the concept of resurrection in terms of a bodily phenomenon; although the 

majority of non-Jews would have rejected the possibility of resurrection, they nevertheless would have 

understood the (Jewish) Pauline meaning of it.5 Still, Paul’s language of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν and his 

polemic in vv. 35-50 purports an argument around the ‘bodily’ aspect of resurrection, which seems to 

assume an acceptance of the broad idea of resurrection apart from the specific element of 

corporealness (cf. 6:14; 15:1, 11).  

It is more probably that the Corinthians had either initially misunderstood Paul’s teaching6 or had 

recently come to abandon the bodily aspect of resurrection7 that they formally accepted.8  

Furthermore, since the thought of an embodied afterlife would have been objectionable to most (cf. v. 

50),9 it stands to reason that Jesus’ bodily resurrection would have been at least equally as 

objectionable; and if the Corinthians were abandoning the idea of their own bodily resurrection, they 

were likely also abandoning this same element with regards to Christ’s resurrection. Most scholars 

have argued the latter while denying the former. That is to say, they see the Corinthians as denying 

their own bodily resurrection while fully accepting Christ’s bodily resurrection.10 However, this does 

not adequately explain why Paul includes vv. 1-11 and especially the extended ‘appearance’ list (vv. 

5-8).  

Additionally, Malcolm has convincingly argued that besides a disregard for the body there was a 

general disregard for the dead.11 This was not unique to the Corinthians but reflected wider Greco-
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Roman views about the inferior state of the dead. This disdain toward death and related concepts, 

actions, and attitudes, led to significant misunderstandings related to Christ’s death and the 

requirements of his followers and had caused significant divisions amongst the body of Christ in 

Corinth. It was one thing to be conformed to Christ’s resurrection but quite another to be conformed to 

his death. For Paul, these two phenomena where inseparable; a person could not understand the 

significance of the resurrection if they did not understand and accept the significance of death, both 

Christ’s and believers’.  

 

Death and Resurrection: A Dual Theme 

The Corinthian’s attitude toward death helps explain what otherwise appears to be a perplexing 

secondary focus to resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15, namely death.12 Paul uses the adjective νεκρός 

thirteen times,13 the verb ἀποθνῄσκω five times,14 the noun θάνατος six times,15 and the euphemism 

κοιμάω four times.16 For comparison, in regards to resurrection, Paul uses the verb ἐγείρω nineteen 

times,17 the noun ἀνάστασις four times,18 and the euphemisms ζῳοποιέω three times19 and ἀλλάσσω 

two times.20   

In order to understand the importance of Paul’s ‘death’ language, a brief analysis of how the language 

is being used throughout the epistle becomes necessary. The adjective νεκρός is only found in 

chapter 15 and is always used in correlation with resurrection (e.g. ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν; νεκροὶ οὐκ 

ἐγείρονται) and always refers to those who have physically died, irrespective of their standing in 

Christ. Martin has argued for the translation ‘corpse,’ which was common in classical Greek.21 As an 

adjective, it does appear to need a qualifier and this qualifier is likely either ‘person’ or ‘body.’ 

Therefore, the translation ‘corpse’ or ‘body’ is justified. Paul uses νεκρός to stress the bodily aspect of 

the resurrection. 

Paul’s use of ἀποθνῄσκω is much more nuanced. It can refer to literal physical death for both 

believers and non-believers (9:15; 15:32), and is especially used for Christ’s death (8:11; 15:3). 

Additionally, it can be used metaphorically, as when Paul says, “I die every day!” (15:31). These 

words are not a reference to physical death. Nor are they hyperbole, a way of saying his life is very 

difficult. Rather, Paul’s ἀποθνῄσκω is because of and in line with Christ’s ἀποθνῄσκω. The last two 

uses of ἀποθνῄσκω are more difficult to interpret: “for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in 

Christ” (15:22) and “What you sow does not come to life unless it dies” (15:36). Both could be 

construed as references to physical death. However, the context does not warrant this. The former is 

part of an Adam/Christ typology and the latter an elaborate metaphor concerning the ‘changed’ 

resurrection body and both are making a similar point. Those in Adam are marked by death, in the 

present and in the future, both physically and spiritually. Nevertheless, those in Christ are made alive 

(ζῳοποιέω) and freed from the finality of death both in the present and the future. Likewise, the seed 

which must die does so in order to be made alive (ζῳοποιέω), changed from death to life both in the 
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present and the future. This is an important point in Paul’s elaborate argument. He is not saying that 

all believers must or will die a physical death. In fact, he says the exact opposite in 15:51. Instead, 

Paul alludes to another type of death that all believers must undergo. It is a death that Paul has 

undergone and continues to experience daily (15:31); it is a death like Christ’s. It is a death to his own 

carnal desires, whether noble or self-serving. It is a death to the constraints of the present evil age, 

which allows for the embrace of a new, eschatological age. 

Paul’s use of θάνατος is also quite versatile and closely aligns with ἀποθνῄσκω in regards to physical 

death in general (3:22; 11:26). Yet, θάνατος takes on a life of its own in chapter 15 and is personified 

similar to how Paul personifies ‘Sin’ in Romans 5:12-8:3.22 Paul describes ‘Death’ in anthropomorphic 

terms as one who has come through Adam (15:21) and as an enemy waiting to be destroyed (15:26). 

Likewise, the poetic discourse of 15:54-56 (cf. Isa 25:8; Hos 13:14) is a mocking of Death, who has 

lost all power as a result of Christ’s resurrection and the impending resurrection of believers. Just as 

death to self is a plausible reality in the present through Christ, so too is the power of resurrection in 

the life of the believer. In effect, believers defeat the finality of physical death in the present as they 

acknowledge and live out the Lordship of Christ. This too is part of the new eschatological reality 

wrought through Christ.   

Paul uses the word κοιμάω, meaning to ‘fall asleep,’ as a euphemism for death. However, for Paul, it 

is not synonymous with ἀποθνῄσκω. The former is always used to refer to actual physical death, but 

only of believers in Christ. This is because κοιμάω “carries with it the expectation of awaking to a new 

dawn and a new day, i.e., the expectation of resurrection and the gift of renewed life and vigour.”23 

Therefore, it was to believers (ἀδελφοῖς)24 that Christ appeared, both those living and those who had 

κοιμάω (15:6). Paul speaks about those who have κοιμάω ‘in Christ’ (15:18) and refers to Christ as 

the first fruit of resurrection for those who have κοιμάω (15:20). Likewise, when speaking about 

marriage, Paul says it is the woman who is ‘in the Lord’ who is free to remarry only after her husband, 

who was also ‘in the Lord,’25 falls asleep (κοιμάω), as long as her next marriage is also ‘in the Lord’ 

(7:39). Therefore, when Paul says ‘we will not all die (κοιμάω), but we will all be changed’ (15:51), he 

means that not all believers will face a physical death. However, this does not negate the need for 

believers to experience some type of death (ἀποθνῄσκω) in order to be made alive in Christ (15:36). 

Paul’s use of ἀπόλλυμι (to perish or destroy, used six times26), needs also to be evaluated. Similar to 

ἀποθνῄσκω and θάνατος it can pertain to actual physical death or destruction (10:9, 10). It can also 

refer to the destruction of abstract phenomena such as wisdom (1:19). However, unlike the others, it 

is exclusively reserved for unbeliever, those who have no hope. Thus, Paul can say the gospel is 

‘foolishness to those who are perishing’ (1:18), in reference to unbelievers. Likewise, when he speaks 

of believers being destroyed by other believers (8:11), it is a reference to the shattering of their faith. 

The latter meaning helps clarify 15:18—“Then those who have died (κοιμηθέντες) in Christ have 

perished (ἀπώλοντο).” Paul argues that if Christ has not been bodily raised then living believers are 
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still in sin (15:17) and are no different from unbelievers. Furthermore, if Christ has not been bodily 

raised, then believers who have fallen asleep are actually dead, without hope.   

 

Paul’s Example: A Brief Exploration of 15:1-11 

The opening section of chapter 15 (vv. 1-11) is of utmost importance in understanding how Paul 

employs death and resurrection to correct Corinthian misunderstandings of both. Unfortunately, many 

scholars have been distracted because they mistakenly take this section (esp. vv. 8-10) as part of an 

apostolic apologia. For Bailey,27 Fee,28 Fitzmyer,29 and others, Paul’s autobiographic insertion adds 

little to the current pericope, or to the chapter as a whole. Rather, it highlights an underlying strife and 

demonstrates that Paul is willing to insert and assert his authority in the midst of important theological 

and ethical arguments, although these insertions distract from the main issue (unless apostolic 

apologia is the main issue30). However, when apostolic apologia is set aside, the importance of this 

pericope can be seen. This pericope prepares Paul’s audience for his discussion concerning death 

and resurrection and Paul’s autobiographical statement provides an example for the Corinthians to 

emulate in the present.    

It has been recognized that the ὤφθη references (vv. 5-8) form a chiasm based on grammatical 

structure and lexical repetition. However, there is a larger chiasm encompassing the entire pericope 

(vv. 1-11), which is based on thematic and semantic structure:31  

A 1 Now I should remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good news that I proclaimed to you, 

which you in turn received,  

            B in which also you stand, 2 through which also you are being saved, if you hold firmly 

to the message that I proclaimed to you—unless you have come to believe in vain. 

                        C 3 For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: 

that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, 4 and that he was buried, and that he 

was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, 5and that he appeared to Cephas,  

                                    D then to the twelve.  

                                                E 6Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers and sisters at 

one time,  

                                                F most of whom are still alive,  

                                                            F1 though some have died.  

                                               E1 7 Then he appeared to James,  
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                                    D1 then to all the apostles.  

                        C1 8 Last of all, as to someone untimely born, he appeared also to me. 9 For I am 

the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. 10 But 

by the grace of God I am what I am,  

             B1 and his grace towards me has not been in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than 

any of them—though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.  

A1 11 Whether then it was I or they, so we proclaim and so you have come to believe.  

Vv. 1 and 11 (A/A1) frame this section around the themes of proclamation and acceptance. Paul’s use 

of γνωρίζω is meant to do more than simply ‘remind’ the Corinthians of a previously accepted 

kerygma32 or to introduce new information about the gospel and resurrection.33 The only other place 

Paul uses this form of γνωρίζω to open an argument is in Galatians 1:11, were he also speaks about 

his call/conversion and in which he ‘reveals’ information about his gospel.34 Likewise, Paul begins this 

section by setting his argument in the form of a revelatory proclamation. In so doing, Paul elevates the 

conversation and highlights the divine power behind the gospel he and others proclaims and behind 

the Corinthians’ previous acceptance of this same gospel. He is able to remind the Corinthians that τὸ 

εὐαγγέλιον ὃ εὐηγγελισάμην is a ‘demonstration of the Spirit and of power’ (2:5) and not a 

demonstration of ‘human wisdom’ (2:4-5; cf. 1:17). Furthermore, γνωρίζω should be understood as 

introducing the whole of Paul’s argument (15:1-58) and not just this pericope. While much of the 

information introduced in vv. 12-58 (esp. 35-58) is new to the Corinthians, Paul presents it as a 

continuation of the revealed gospel, which they have already received.35 It is part of the eschatological 

reality to which they now belong. 

The kerygma and extended appearance list, which includes Paul’s autobiography, (vv. 3-10a) form 

the climax of this pericope and begin the dual themes of death and resurrection that are explicated in 

vv. 12-58. Argumentation over which phrases are Pauline and which are pre-Pauline creedal material 

is not the focus of this reading and cannot occupy much space. It is likely vv. 3b-5 form the traditional 

material with ὅτι acting as quotation marks and καὶ adding emphasis and that vv. 6-8 are Pauline 

additions,36 with vv. 9-10 being definite additions. It is also likely that vv. 3b-5 represent the agreed 

upon premises of the Corinthians.37 Paul is arguing from a common held belief as a platform for what 

follows in vv. 6-10. This does not mean the pre-Pauline material is insignificant, quite the contrary. 

Reference to Christ’s death and resurrection is of ‘first importance’ (v. 3).38  

Since Paul’s audience is rejecting a bodily resurrection, not resurrection in general, it is odd that Paul 

does not include reference to Christ’s body directly or via the empty tomb tradition.39 It is obvious that 

Paul had no problem adding to the tradition (cf. vv. 6-8). However, Paul intentionally leaves this out in 

order to emphasis the dual themes of death and resurrection that are important to his argument. This 

does not mean bodily resurrection is unimportant. This is indeed the surface issued that stimulates 
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this very discussion. Nevertheless, Paul’s concern is not just in correcting the Corinthians’ erroneous 

theology. Throughout this epistle, Paul has been trying to shape their identity to motivate them toward 

genuine and lasting transformation in the present. In essence, Paul is trying to help them embrace 

their new eschatological identity as those who have died to their old life and have been raised to new 

life. This necessitates Paul’s theologically profound discussion concerning death and resurrection, of 

which Christ’s example is the prototype. 

Many hypotheses have been set forth concerning the six resurrection appearances and the order in 

which they appear.40 Important here is the recognition that the list begins with Cephas and ends with 

Paul. Peter, and his position, is known in Corinth (1:12) and Paul is the founder of this church (4:14-

15). Since Paul’s apostleship is not in question, their unified testimony about Christ’s resurrection 

would have been significant enough proof of the resurrection (cf. Deut 17:6; 19:15). Additionally, 

Paul’s mention of the 500 witnesses with the extended description “most of whom are still alive, 

though some have died” (v. 6), occupy a climactic position in these verses (F/F1). Murphy-O’Connor 

has recognized this climax arguing this best served Paul’s apologetic purpose, not in arguing for his 

apostleship but for the reality of resurrection.41 Therefore, he places the emphasis on the witnesses 

who are still living rather than on those who have died. This is a common reading for those who see 

Paul addressing the issue of bodily resurrection (Fee, Hays, Thiselton, Fitzmyer, Ciampa and 

Rosner42). Those ‘still alive’ are seen as authoritative witnesses to the resurrection. On the other 

hand, those who believe Paul is addressing a denial of the futurity of resurrection (Barth, 

Conzelmann, Tuckett, Lindemann, Garland43) emphasis ‘some have died,’ and the reality that death 

precedes resurrection. However, this may not be and either/or but rather a both/and situation. As 

noted above, the language of death and resurrection share equal footing. This reference provides 

Paul with another opportunity to stress both death and resurrection.  

This explanation may better explain why Paul includes his extended autobiography in reference to 

Christ’s appearance to him. When vv. 8-10b (C1) are examined closely, there are some striking 

parallels with vv. 3-5a (C). Paul’s description of himself as ἔκτρωμα (v. 8) is difficult to interpret,44 and 

yet is arguably part of his ‘death’ language. In scripture it is only found here and three times in the 

LXX (Num 12:12; Eccles 6:3; Job 3:16), where it always refers to a still-born child, and thus to literal 

physical death. Outside of scripture, its use is well attested in Greek literature in reference to 

miscarriages, abortions and possibly ‘untimely births’.45 The last option, at first, appears viable. When 

taken together with Paul’s use of ἔσχατος, ἔκτρωμα could be a reference to the lateness of Paul’s 

new birth.46 Still, Mitchell has shown the predominant use of the word speaks more to pre-mature birth 

than late birth.47 Nevertheless, Mitchell’s own apostolic apologia reading is not convincing, seeing 

ἔκτρωμα as referring to Paul’s understanding of being rejected and cast aside from among the 

apostles.48 Likewise, seeing ἔκτρωμα as some type of derisive epithet given by Paul’s critics requires 

the postulation of a rift between Paul and the Corinthians, for which there is no substantial evidence.49  
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More profitable are the readings that give credence to the ‘death’ aspect of ἔκτρωμα. Hollander and 

van der Hout see Paul’s reference as self-depreciating, referring to his deplorable (death-like) state 

prior to his conversion when he persecuted the church; his unworthiness to be an apostle thus 

highlights the grace of God in calling him.50 Garland, relying heavily on Hollander and van der Hout, 

but seeing Paul’s self-abasement as sincere, writes: “Before his call and conversion he was dead, but 

he was miraculously given life through God’s grace.”51 However, Paul’s use of ἔκτρωμα to reference 

his own figurative death is not necessarily limited to his past life. After all, he writes, “I die every day!” 

(15:31); and from the immediate context it can confidently be stated that Paul sees God’s grace as 

continually working in and through him (15:10) and not just at the moment of his call/conversion. 

Instead, it seems more plausible that Paul uses his own situation to emphasise the necessity of death 

prior to resurrection. He emphasises the necessity of ἀποθνῄσκω (not κοιμάω) in the life of the 

believer so that they will not ἀπόλλυμι at the hand of θάνατος, and this is part of their present and 

future hope for ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν.  

Here, Paul’s own example of a transforming grace both received and lived out (vv. 8-10) provides a 

corrective to the Corinthians whose lives are marked by God’s grace, and yet appear to lack the 

necessary transformation, which should serve as proof of God’s grace in their lives. Paul reveals this 

contrast by stating that his faith is not in vain while the Corinthians faith is dubious at best (B/B1). In 

this way, and through his own example, Paul calls the Corinthians to the same Christ-centred death, a 

death that leads to resurrection. In Malcolm’s words: “There can be no leaping ahead of present 

labour to manifest glory and immortality. Rather, the one pre-requisite for resurrection immortality is 

the inhabitation of death – Christ’s death – in the present.”52 It is not enough for them to accept the 

gospel or to believe in the death and resurrection of Christ, they need to embody it and be 

transformed by it, both individually and corporately. This takes place as they die to themselves, to 

their own kind of wisdom, their own kind of power, their own kind of spirituality; as they die to the 

present evil age and as they presently live under the resurrection power of Christ as part of a new 

eschatological people of God. By embodying the death and resurrection of Christ in the present they 

are assuring that their faith is not without result (15:14) and that their labour in the Lord is not in vain 

(15:58).  

 

Conclusion  

Paul’s opening words in chapter 15 have set the stage for the shocking revelation that both death and 

resurrection are part of the believers’ present calling. It is only as the Corinthians embrace the 

sacrificial death of Christ in the present that they are also able to embrace the transforming 

resurrection of Christ in the present. Paul’s own life is an example of both these realities and he 

invites the Corinthians to walk with him in death so as to walk with him in life, both in the present and 

in the future. 53 
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This same truth rings true for the church today. There is no resurrection apart from death and there is 

no hope other than the hope of sharing in both the death and resurrection of our Lord and Saviour 

both now and forevermore. The irony of my title is that it speaks of Paul’s words as ‘shocking.’ Quite 

the contrary. Paul’s words are a reminder of Jesus’s words:  

“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and 

follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake 

will save it” (Luke 9:23-24 NRSV). The most shocking aspect of these words by Jesus and Paul are 

that they have often been downplayed and ignored by those who call themselves followers of Christ. 

Paul’s words are a warning of the implication of following after a cost-less gospel; we do not want to 

be a divided and ineffective church! Likewise, they are a reminder of both the joys and costs of 

following a crucified saviour.  

May our lives emulate Paul’s as he emulates Christ (1 Cor 11:1), both in our daily dying to self and in 

our daily living in and for Christ. May we experience both the sacrifice of Christ’s death and the 

incredible joy, peace, and power of the resurrection of Christ. In other words, may we be ‘dying to be 

the church.’ 
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