
 392 

6. Some at Corinth were doubting the truth of resurrection, but on natural and practical 

grounds rather than theological ones. That is, their primary objection was apparently the 

seeming impossibility of resurrection: The whole notion of a reanimated corpse made no 

sense to them. These Corinthian believers objected to the idea of a body rising from the 

dead (15:12) because they couldn’t imagine how such a thing could happen; how can a 

corpse be raised, and even if it were, what sort of body would it possess?  

 

- What Paul had taught them regarding Jesus’ resurrection should have indicated to 

them that a Christian’s resurrected body must be something other than the 

reanimation of the decomposing fleshly body which the grave is consuming.  

 

- But then again, Jesus was only in the grave three days; to the naked eye, his body 

was not yet decomposing and so it was plausible that it could be reanimated.  

 

- Moreover, Jesus’ case was unique. Paul’s doctrine of the resurrection meant that 

the bodies of dead believers would be grossly decomposed by the time of their 

raising (even given the early Church’s expectation that Jesus’ Parousia was to 

come in short order). How could such corpses be raised? Wouldn’t God have to 

somehow reverse their decomposition, and how can such a thing occur? 

 

And so, after demonstrating the necessity of resurrection as the marrow of the gospel (vv. 

12-19) and elaborating on the meaning and outcome of Jesus’ resurrection as first fruits 

(vv. 20-28), Paul turned to the issue implied in the Corinthians’ objection, namely the 

way in which the resurrection phenomenon works (15:35-50). The Corinthians were 

apparently most concerned with the how of resurrection; Paul recognized that he first 

needed to address the more fundamental questions of the what and why of resurrection. 

Only then was it appropriate to speak to the Corinthians’ concern. 

 

Paul began his treatment of the how of resurrection by articulating the substance of the 

Corinthian objection: “How are the dead raised? And with what kind of body do they 

come back from the dead?” (15:35). These two questions, together with Paul’s answer, 

highlight the fact that the Corinthians were struggling with the concept of resurrection 

because of the way they were thinking about it. Consistent with the way they interacted 

with so many issues, the Corinthians were approaching the matter of the resurrection of 

the dead with natural minds. From that vantage point, it’s not at all difficult to understand 

why these Christians were struggling with bodily resurrection; it defies natural reasoning 

and the natural order of things. 

 

Paul discerned that natural thinking was behind the Corinthian quandary, as is evident in 

his opening rebuke, “You fool…” The doubters at Corinth likely commended themselves 

as rational, empirical thinkers; Paul rebuffed that notion, insisting that they were fools. 

But they were foolish, not because they were misreading and misjudging the natural order 

and empirical evidence available to the senses. These individuals were right that the 

notion of bodily resurrection is problematic (if not absurd) when considered in terms of 

natural phenomena and considerations. Their foolishness resided in the fact that they 

were seeking to apply natural definitions and parameters to that which transcends them.  
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In a word, these Corinthian doubters were guilty of the foolishness of category confusion 

and applying the wrong criteria to the issue of resurrection. They were looking at it 

through the wrong set of eyes and asking the wrong questions, which insured that they 

arrived at wrong conclusions. But the Corinthians weren’t unique in this; as easy as it is 

to find fault with them, such natural thinking is the unconscious propensity of every 

Christian, evident in the way we tend to formulate and regard the doctrine of resurrection. 

 

a. Paul understood that the topic of resurrection must be approached in spiritual 

rather than natural terms. That is, it must be approached according to the 

principles of new creation and life in the Spirit rather than the principles and 

features which define the old (“natural”) creation. And this means that the how of 

bodily resurrection must be answered in terms of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

This is so not only because Jesus is the beginning of the new creation as the first 

born from the dead (15:20-21; cf. Colossians 1:18), but also because the 

resurrection of believers is their participation in His resurrection. The how of their 

resurrection is the how of His resurrection.  

 

 The answer to the Corinthians’ questions (v. 35) is found in the resurrection of 

Jesus, the first fruits. Thus Paul began by insisting that resurrection life is 

grounded in death (15:36): Whereas some at Corinth were foolishly reasoning 

that bodily death precludes bodily resurrection, Paul insisted that resurrection 

presupposes death as its necessary precursor. Jesus’ resurrection – body and 

spirit – didn’t merely follow upon His death; His death – and all it represented 

and effected – was the necessary, foundational basis for His resurrection. And so 

it is for all those who share in His resurrection.  

 

 The Corinthians needed only to recall the truth of their participation in Jesus’ 

resurrection to recognize the essential connection between death and resurrection. 

But Paul reinforced the point by providing the example of a seed: It is only by the 

seed dying – by its entering the ground, splitting open and perishing – that it 

enters into the life of its true self. The illustration of a seed makes the point of life 

proceeding out of death, but Paul had a larger reason for using it: The illustration 

highlights the greater truth that the life which comes forth out of death is a 

different sort of life. The seed dies, not to be “raised” as the seed, but into the 

ultimacy of life which was bound up in the seed but not physically manifest in it.  

 

- The death of the seed is the necessary, ordained precursor to the 

emergence of the plant it embodies in germinal form and with which it 

shares an essential relationship. So the death of a seed of corn yields a 

corn plant, not a wheat or tomato plant. 

 

- An essential relationship exists between a seed and the plant which 

springs forth from it, but not a physical one (15:37). The plant shares 

genetic identity with the seed, but nothing else. The plant is distinct 

outwardly in its physical form, but it is also entirely distinct inwardly in 

terms of its cellular structure and function. 
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 Every seed has a “body” which differs greatly from the “body” of the plant which 

the seed yields in its death. Who would ever think to connect the tiny mustard 

seed with the expansive mustard plant (Matthew 13:31-32)? Moreover, every kind 

of seed has its own unique physical form and gives birth to a plant which itself is 

physically unique: In Paul’s words, God gives to each seed and each plant its own 

individually unique “body” (15:38; cf. Genesis 1:11-12). 

 

b. Paul elaborated on these principles by citing further examples of distinctions 

within the created order (15:39-41). These examples highlight the real and 

profound differences among created things – yet differences which exist in the 

context of an essential, elemental sameness.  

 

- Paul turned first to basic classifications of living organisms. Birds, fish, 

land animals and even humans all possess the same elemental biological 

and biochemical makeup. They are all creatures whose “flesh” consists of 

the same basic structures and organs made up of the same elements and 

molecular compounds. Even at the genetic level, there is a great deal of 

sameness between living organisms when it comes to genetic material that 

governs biological processes. And yet for all that, it is quite clear that “all 

flesh is not the same flesh”; the basic correspondence between “fleshly” 

creatures manifests itself in vast and significant differences.  

 

- Paul next drew upon the inanimate creation. Similar to living creatures, 

physical structures in the universe are composed of the same basic 

elements represented by the table of elements. Not all objects have exactly 

the same material composition, but all are limited to the same elemental 

“reservoir” from which to draw. And yet, here too there is vast and 

fundamental distinction, not only in composition but in manifest “glory” – 

i.e., a particular body’s apparent radiance or splendor (vv. 40-41).  

 

c. The natural creation makes it abundantly clear that material existence – here 

expressed by Paul’s term body – is characterized by fundamental and profound 

distinctions set within an essential or elemental sameness. But Paul’s concern 

wasn’t natural science, but the resurrection of the dead. His reason for citing these 

examples from the created order was to make the point that the same 

distinction/sameness dynamic applies in the case of bodily resurrection (15:42ff). 

 

With respect to the resurrection of the dead, this creational quality of elemental 

sameness speaks to the fact that the resurrected body is not something entirely 

other than the physical body which went into the grave. Paul has emphasized the 

truth that God gives to each created thing a body – material substance and form – 

which is uniquely its own (ref. again 15:37-38). And what is true of seeds, plants, 

animals and astronomical bodies is true of human beings: While all people 

without exception share the same biological substance and human form as a 

species or kind (Genesis 1:11-12, 20-25), each individual human being has his 

own unique “body,” even to the level of genetic and biochemical uniqueness.  
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Every person’s body is uniquely his, but in a way that many people don’t consider 

and perhaps even refuse to acknowledge. Everyone recognizes that each human 

being has a unique physical form and makeup, but many regard the body as 

incidental rather than essential: They fail to recognize what the Scripture insists 

upon, which is that each person’s body is part of his unique, individual 

hypostases (his essential, personal substance which distinguishes him as a unique 

being). Simply put, a person’s physical body is as essential an aspect of his being 

as is his spirit. Man, the divine image-bearer, is body and spirit; his body is not a 

transient container which houses his actual being for a season or a vehicle which 

grants physical presence and mobility to his immaterial “self.”  

 

This can be demonstrated scripturally in numerous ways, but the great and 

singular proof is Jesus Christ Himself: He is man in truth – man as God created 

him to be – and He is man as spirit and body, both in His incarnation and, most 

especially, in His resurrection. As Paul will show (15:45ff), if one would 

understand the significance of the human body and its place and nature in 

resurrection, he must look to the resurrected Last Adam. 

 

But if it’s true that a person’s body is an essential component of his individual 

hypostases, two implications necessarily follow:  

 

1) The first is that a person’s participation in Jesus’ resurrection must include 

the participation of his physical body. If the body isn’t raised, neither is 

the person. Indeed, resurrection of the spirit without the body only 

perpetuates and exacerbates the alienation, disintegration and dissolution 

which define the creational curse.  

 

2) The second implication is that the resurrection body must have an 

essential continuity with the body which died. If the body that is raised is 

entirely different from the mortal body which is part of a person’s 

individual hypostases, the person has not been resurrected. Once again, 

this truth is manifest in Jesus’ resurrection: The body that was raised from 

the dead was Jesus’ body, physically recognizable as Him (cf. Matthew 

28:1-10; Luke 24:13-39; John 20:1-29). 

 

In the first instance, if there is no resurrection of the body then the person ceases 

to exist at death because only his spirit is raised to share in the immortality of 

eternal life (the life which characterizes God Himself; cf. 1 Timothy 1:17, 6:13-16 

and 2 Timothy 1:8-10 with Romans 2:5-7 and 1 Corinthians 15:51-54). So also 

the same outcome results if a wholly different body is resurrected from the dead; 

in this instance, both body and spirit are raised to immortality, but so as to 

constitute a different person than existed prior to the grave. 

 

Sharing in Jesus’ resurrection means the participation of both body and spirit. 

Moreover, the body that is raised must have an essential continuity with the body 

that died. At the same time, the two bodies are not identical (vv. 42-44).  
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This was precisely the point of stumbling for the Corinthians who were objecting 

to the notion of bodily resurrection. Viewing the issue through natural minds, they 

were working from the premise that the body which dies and enters the grave is 

the body which is raised. This is obvious from the way Paul framed their 

objection (15:12, 35) and the way he answered it, even in his initial summary 

(15:36-37). The Corinthians were struggling with the idea of a reanimated corpse; 

Paul exposed the foolishness of this thinking by pointing to the example of a seed: 

The seed which goes into the ground and dies comes forth, not as the revived seed 

“body,” but as the ultimate “body” which the seed contained elementally in 

promise: the “body” ordained by God (v. 38) in which the seed finds its own 

destiny and fulfillment. So it is with the resurrection of the dead (15:42a), and 

Paul described the distinction between the body that dies (that is sown into the 

ground) and the body that is raised in four sets of contrasting qualities (15:42-44): 

 

1) The first contrast speaks to the principle of immortality. The body that is 

sown is subject to corruption and final destruction. The NAS employs the 

adjective perishable, but this doesn’t do justice to Paul’s language; in fact, 

it is arguably somewhat misleading. For perishability connotes a thing’s 

capacity or tendency to degrade or decay; Paul’s noun emphasizes the fact 

and process of decay, not merely the potential of it. (Hence the better 

English rendering: It is sown in corruption.) Thiselton observes: 

 

 “It denotes decreasing capacities, increasing weakness, ready exhaustion, 

and that which finally closes in upon itself as stagnation. Anyone who is 

even beginning to experience symptoms of being well past middle age will 

know only too well what this contrast of processes (not simply states) 

signifies. Our earthly bodies begin to ‘die’ quite early on in life.” 

 

 Antithetical to the body which dies, the body that is raised is incorruptible. 

Here, too, “imperishable” doesn’t capture Paul’s meaning, for the issue 

isn’t merely that the resurrection body lives forever. Paul’s point is that 

this body is not subject to any sort or degree of corruption; it is liberated 

from subjection to the curse and its destroying power. The resurrected 

body is immortal, but in the sense that it shares in the immortality which 

God alone possesses and which He bestows upon His children (note again   

1 Timothy 1:17, 6:13-16; 2 Timothy 1:8-10; Romans 2:5-7; 1 Corinthians 

15:51-54). And the issue in God’s immortality is not endless days of 

existence, but life that is eternal: life that is defined by God’s own being 

and nature as infinite, perfect, personal subsistence. This kind of life is 

immortality, and the bodies of the saints are destined to possess it. 

 

2) The second point of distinction builds on the first, and that is the relative 

glory and honor of the two bodies. With regard to the body that is given 

over to decay and dissolution, Paul insisted that it is disgraceful and 

deserving of shame. The reason is that it exists and functions in 

contradiction of the truth of what God created man’s body to be. 
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 The body that is sown into the ground is characterized and determined by 

death, and death is the great enemy of God and His creation because it 

embodies all antithesis to the God who is the Living One and who 

imparted life to His creation (Genesis 1:20-28, 2:1-7, 6:17). Death is more 

than the cessation of biological life; it is the creational state under the 

curse. Death is the state of the creation in its alienation from God in which 

it is given over to enmity, desolation, decay and destruction. Thus the 

mortal body’s shame resides, not just in what it engages in (the “deeds of 

the flesh”), but, in the first instance, in what it is in itself.  

 

 Conversely, the body that is raised is determined and characterized by life 

– not mere animate existence, but participation in the life of God Himself. 

Sharing in the divine life is the meaning of “eternal life” (John 17:1-3). 

Thus the resurrected body participates in the divine glory – the glory of 

God which is fully manifest in the resurrected Christ and shared by all 

who share in Him as the true Image-Son (cf. John 17:1-24; Romans 8:14-

23; 1 Corinthians 2:1-7; 2 Corinthians 3:12-4:6; Ephesians 1:15-23, 5:25-

27; Philippians 3:20-21; Colossians 1:24-27, 3:1-4; Hebrews 2:1-13; etc.).  

 

3) Thirdly, because the mortal body is given over to corruption and ruin, it is 

characterized by profound weakness. This weakness is due to infirmity, 

but not the infirmity of a particular illness. It is due to the disease that is 

death, and so is inherent to the body and not the result of abuse or neglect. 

  

 On the other hand, the resurrection body is raised in power. This phrase 

refers both to the power exercised in raising the body and the power which 

then inheres in the body in its resurrected state. Furthermore, this power is 

to be understood, not in general terms, but as the antithesis of its 

counterpart (just as is the case with the other three contrasting pairs). Thus 

this power is the power of uncompromised and indestructible life; it is the 

power manifested in Jesus’ resurrection – in the act of His raising and in 

His resurrected state – and which is shared in by all who participate in His 

resurrection (cf. Romans 1:4; Ephesians 1:19-20; 1 Corinthians 6:13-14; 2 

Corinthians 13:1-4; Philippians 3:8-10; cf. also Hebrews 7:15-17). 

 

4) Paul’s final point of contrast encompasses the other three: The body that is 

sown is natural whereas the body that is raised is spiritual. Paul will 

clarify his meaning in the balance of the context, but a couple of things are 

worth noting here. First, “natural” and “spiritual” represent antitheses. 

They are the only options for a body and each negates the other: A human 

body can be – and must be – either natural or spiritual, but cannot be both. 

Secondly, “spiritual” doesn’t mean non-physical, but that which is of the 

Spirit. Thus the “natural” body must refer to a body which, in some sense, 

is not of the Spirit. Viewed within Paul’s broader teaching, it’s clear that 

the natural body is to be associated with the concept of flesh, where 

“flesh” refers to human existence in the state of spiritual death. 


