“For Heaven’s Sake” (1 Corinthians 15:12-34)

Have you ever noticed how we speak so casuallga¥én? We express surprise by, “Oh my heavens!”
or “What in heaven’s name!” or “Heavens to Betgy!still don't get that one. Who is this Betsy, and
what's she got to do with heaven?) When we arejama we might cry out, “Heaven help us!” When we
can't solve a dilemma with our own wisdom we migay, “Heaven only knows!” We “thank heaven for
7-11!" We even have a flavor of ice cream callegéé&denly Hash” and a perfume named “Heaven-Sent”
(which may have given rise to the expression “Stitikhigh heaven!”). Admittedly, | am guilty of
misusing the term myself on occasion. When | exghamails with one of my preaching friends, | will
occasionally encourage him with his preaching withwords, “Give ‘em heaveri!”

But what if there is no heaven? Have you ever abbyourself to think about this? When | was growing
up, | used to think about this all the time. WHahierything | believed was a fairy tale, or woyst a
malicious lie? | remember listening to John Lens®ong “Imagine”: “Imagine there’s no heaven/It's
easy if you try/No hell below us/Above us only skyremember thinking to myself: what if Lennon is
right? Of course, whenever | would have these thts)gt would quickly dawn on me that if there & n
heaven and the resurrection is a sham, life ixarcise in futility.

That is Paul's whole point in 1 Cor 15:12-34. Iéthodily resurrection is only an empty dream amsl th
life is all there is, Christians are to be piti€drtunately, Paul will argue this life is not diere is. We all
know the contemporary beer commercial that goesu“®nly go around once, so you'd better grab all
the gusto you can get.” Once one denies the rediomeof the dead, this slogan seems entirely kdgic
But since Christ was raised from the dead, andceditis kingdom culminates in the defeat of death, we
actually “go around twice?” Yes,we go around twice! In this passage, Paul will provide three key Hssu
of Christ’s resurrection.

1. Christ's resurrection provides hope(15:12-19).In these eight verseBaul claims that if we have no
future we have no past or present as well. Thateshave no forgiveness of our sins in the past,vem
have no advantage over unbelievers in the prédeatl begins with an important question that is
essential to this entire chapté&itow if [since] Christ is preached, that He has been raised fronhe
dead, how do some among you say that there is naterection of the dead?”This opening question
explains why Paul spilled so much ink on the tapithe resurrection. He did so because the Codnthi
argued that there was no future physical resumeciihey were denying that believers will exper&nc
resurrectiorf. Paul’s logic is clear in this verse: since Chhias been raised, resurrection obviously is
possible. In the course of this chapter Paul wiidt that the resurrection is not merely possibis,
absolutely certain and essential to our faith. H@webefore Paul can drive home this point, he will
concede the possibility that Christ has not risen.

In 15:13-19, Paul discloses seven disastrous caesegs if there is no resurrection from the déa,

if thereis no resurrection Christ has not been raised fromthe dead. In 15:13 and 16, Paul writéBut if
there is no resurrection of the dead, not even Chst has been raised...For if the dead are not raised,
not even Christ has been raised.Paul is saying in essence, “For the sake of argurfetis grant that
there is no resurrection of the dead. Then logicalb one has or ever will rise from the dead, Wwhic
means that not even Christ has been raised, beklgusas a human being like you and me.” As noted
above, the erroneous Corinthians were not denviagesurrection of Christ per se, only the future
resurrection of believers. But as Paul will sooimpout, you can’t have it both ways. You can'tibeé

in the resurrection of Christ and deny the eventesiirrection of believers, for resurrection isrgie
package.We go around twice.



Second, if thereis no resurrection our preaching isvain (15:14). In the late 1990s, | was a staff pastor in
Corvallis, OR, home of the Oregon State UniverBigavers. The distinguished religion professor at/OS
is a man by the name of Marcus Borg. An outstantBiagher, Borg has received all of OSU’s major
awards for teaching, including one from the legdisi® Unfortunately, Dr. Borg does not believe in the
physical resurrection of Jesus Christ. In one sfduioks, he said this of Christ’s resurrection: @shild,

| took it for granted that Easter meant that Jéiterally rose from the dead. | now see Easter very
differently. For me, it is irrelevant whether ortrtbe tomb was empty. Whether Easter involves
something remarkable happening to the physical lebdgsus is irrelevant.”

Despite his education and giftedness, Dr. Borg irfor. The gospel Paul preached at Corinth
proclaimed Christ'siteral resurrection (15:3-5). Paul reminded the Corimthithat they had received
this gospel, stood on this gospel, and were beingdsby this gospel (15:1-2). Thus, as far as Baul
concerned, if there is no resurrection there iingtworth preaching! This remains true today:
eloquence, persuasion, humor, and passion ar@atavful, but if a sermon does not contain thetdeat
and resurrection of Jesus Christ, it cannot acelyrae labeled preaching. Every thing stands ds tai
the truth of the assertion that God raised Chrizhfthe dead.

Third, if thereisno resurrection our faith isvain and worthless (15:14, 17). Regardless of how vibrant
the outworking of faith, the core of Christian leéland life is the resurrection of Jesus CHrisChrist
did not rise from the dead faith is without foundat it is empty and useless. The gospel is notigoo
news but a hoax that has no real power to chawmgs tir to do anything else except to decdive.

Fourth, if thereis no resurrection we are false withesses of God (15:15). Those who proclaim that Christ
rose from the dead speak in God’s name what thewkao be untrue. Christianity is not a system of
philosophy or a moral code, but the declaratiowloét God has done in Christ. If the dead are riseda
then the whole gospel is a sham and those wholpitare liars.

Fifth, if thereisno resurrection we are till in our sins (15:17). In Rom 4:25, Paul asserts that Jesus was
raised “for our justification.” In other words, JEsus failed to rise from the dead we are stiltideaur
sins.

Sixth, if there is no resurrection those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished (15:18). If Christ
has not been raised, then those who “fall asle€hitist” are no different from unbelievers, who are
consigned to ruin (1:18§.And who wants to think of their relatives and Idvenes who have trusted in
Christ rotting?

Seventh, if there is no resurrection we are to be pitied more than all human beings (15:19). Some people
will tell you that even if Christianity is not trughe Christian faith is still the best way to livéou have
probably heard people say things like this: “Evdhturned out Jesus Christ did not rise from dead
and there was no such place as heaven, | woultiatié no regrets about living the Christian lifgdu
might have said that yourself at some point. Yet,dpostle Paul absolutely disagrees with thatiposi
He says in 15:19]f we have hoped in Christ in this life only, we ae of all men most to be pitied.”If
Christ has not risen, you folks are the most miderpeople in the world.

When the drug companies develop a new product,riheyests with two groups of people. They give
one group the new tablets, and they give the agf®Ip an identical-looking product that is a dummy.
They do this for a simple reason: the mind is pdweand some people feel that because they hkemta
a tablet they are better, although the tablet lnesubstance that could change the body. It's d@téir
minds. If Christ has not risen, Christians are fie®ple who say they feel better after taking amiym
tablet. They are confessing some change that hasbstantial basis. Like the dummy drug, such faith
would not do anything except within the individuainds of these peopfé.



[Paul has completed his speculating and is readyoe on to the next step: the glorious consequence
of the fact that Chridtas been raised from the dead. Paul now turns fronatineg(15:12-19) tositive
consequences of the resurrection (15:20-28). Iméx¢ nine verses, Paul will argue that...]

2. Christ’s resurrection guarantees victory(15:20-28).Paul next will show that the resurrection of
Christ makes the resurrection of believers bottessary and inevitable. Those “in Christ” must arise
since Christ arose. Christ’s resurrection set itionathe defeat of all God’'s enemies, includingtbea

His resurrection demands our resurrection sinceratlse death would remain undefeated. Verses 20-22
affirm the inclusive nature of Christ’s resurreati®e have been folded into that resurrectiontyeali
Verses 23-28 affirm the forceful purpose of Chsisgsurrection. There is a point to it that we can
anticipate as ultimate reality.

In 15:20, Paul writes'But now Christ has been raised from the dead, thérst fruits of those who

are asleep.”But now” are two of the sweetest words in the Bjdbr they are often followed by words
of comfort and hop& Such is the case here where Paul informs us tm@t®as been raised from the
dead. Furthermore, He is the “first fruits” of tkedselievers who have died. The imagery of “firsits”
links with the Feast of First Fruits in the Old Tasent'® On this day, at the beginning of the grain
harvest, the Israelites brought the first sheafdsted and dedicated it to the Lord. This offedsgured
the Israelites that the rest of the harvest woolldv. Christ is the “first fruits” of the resurréen—the
first person to be raised from the dead permanertl/resurrection assures us that someday thdirbewi
a complete harvest We go around twice.

In 15:21-22, Paul explains himself furth&for since by a man came death, by a man also cartiee
resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die,salso in Christ all will be made alive.”The point
that Paul is making in these verses is: Adam'dsdught death (cf. Rom 5:12-21) and Jesus Christ’'s
resurrection offers life to those who believe. Thard “all” is used twelve times in 15:22-28.
Consequently, some argue that all people will axaht be saved. This is typically called “univeisal.”
However, the “all” that will be made alive with Gé$trrefers only to those who have fallen asleep in
Christ! Moreover, in this section Paul is only speakinguttihe Christian dead, not about a general
resurrectiort

The imagery of “first fruits” implies that Christt@surrection sets in motion a series of eventswiia
culminate at His cominy.In 15:23-24, Paul write$But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits,
after that those who are Christ’s at His coming, ten comes the end, when He hands over the
kingdom to the God and Father, when He has aboliskeall rule and all authority and power.”

Every Christian is going to receive a brand-newybddit every one must wait his or her turn! The key
word here is “order.” The word translated “ordeggma) is a military term that refers to rank or order.
Paul was describing a military parade passing lityy @ach corps falling into position at the propiere.
(For those who can't identify with the military,itik of the carpool.) Throughout history, different
Christians fall into their place in the paradetegit appointed time¥.

Paul concludes this section in 15:25-28 with theseerful words!For He [Christ] must reign until

He has put all His enemies under His feet. The lashemy that will be abolished is death. For HE
[God] HAS PUT ALL THINGS IN SUBJECTION UNDER HIS FEET. B ut when He says, ‘All
things are put in subjection[God],’ it is evident that He [God] is excepted® who put all things in
subjection to Him [Christ]. When all things are subjected to Hin{Christ], then the Son Himself also
will be subjected to the OndGod] who subjected all things to Him[Christ], so that God may be all

in all.” % In these verses, Paul quotes Ps 12Giid Ps 8:6 to support his arguments about theidMess
reign. The point that Paul is making is that Goghewers Christ to accomplish His purposes. Christ is
equal to the Father but chooses of His own acapsdihmit to His Father so that He might receiveyglo



[Paul has touched upon the victory that God andéiever will enjoy on account of the resurrection
Now he moves on to affirm the motivating power &iriSt's resurrection.]

3. Christ’s resurrection gives purposg15:29-34).In these final verses, Paul will insist that the
resurrection motivates appropriate responses. :21®Paul pens what could be the most confusingever
in the entire New TestameriOtherwise, what will those do who are baptized foithe dead? If the
dead are not raised at all, why then are they bapted for them?” Paul’'s words in 15:29 are fraught
with difficulty.?” Some scholars have suggested that there are @era@posed interpretations of 15:29;
however, this figure is exaggerated. The actualbris closer to forty, which is still a [6tYou will be
happy to know that | will not bog down in the varsinterpretations; yet, | will not be able to igathis
difficult verse because it has been the subjentuwth controversy. Mormons, for example, have begtiz
millions upon millions of dead people by proxy irolhon temples so that they might be saved,
including Christians, pagans, Buddhists, Hindusshtus, and even avowed atheists.

As a result of this belief, the Mormon Church hamased the greatest collection of genealogical data
anywhere in the world, with billions of names inlimns of family trees traced back to long befdne t
time of Christ. Hundreds of full-time employeesttie research, which is recorded on over a billion
pages of documents, the originals of which arstalled in a multi-million dollar underground vault
system in a canyon near Salt Lake City. Now tlfiermation is available on the internet. After
researchers come up with new names, hundreds wftegrs go through baptismal rites, hour after hour
day after day, in some fifty Mormon temples. Theyd hold services in those temples, you know; they
are only for secret temple rites, including progptisms. Many of your ancestors have been bapitized
absentia in a Mormon temple, without either theinsent or yours:

All of this activity is based upon this one verg$eSoripture, 1 Cor 15:29. But when one examines th
verse, it becomes apparent that it serves as astiaky foundation for such a practice. And furthemen
it flies directly in the face of Scriptures thaath clearly that after death comes judgment (H2B)9not
a second chance if someone happens to be baptizgdu. Therefore, | believe this verse deserves
careful re-examination.

| take the view that when new believers in Corivtire baptized, they credited their salvation to the
gospel message they had heard or received from gbthe apostles, many of whom were now dead.
They did this because they wanted these deceasstespto receive greater reward in eternity fer th
work they had don€.This seems to be the best view for four primaasoms. First, this interpretation is
based upon a literal understanding of the termptitm,” “for,” and “the dead.” Baptism refers to a
literal act for new believers; the word “for” medifiar the benefit of;” and the phrase “the dead” is
identified with physically dead people (cf. 15:6gcond, the Corinthians like to associate themselve
with the ministry of certain apostles (1:12-13;)3his would explain why some of them were batize
“on behalf of” some deceased apostles. Third, soitiee Corinthians did not believe in a resurrattio
(15:15-16). In refuting this, Paul refers to thaiactice of baptizing for the dead. Their praci&ce
contradicting their beliefs. Lastly, Paul had poagly mentioned eternal rewards (3:13-15), the
Corinthian desire to bring honor to the apostle$3417), and how the Corinthians themselves woeld b
part of Paul's apostolic reward when he stood lee@hrist (3:10; 4:14-15). This reward can only be
received in the resurrection, and if the CorintBiamanted the dead apostles to receive the rewayd th
were ascribing to them by baptizing new believersliese apostles, resurrection was necessary.

It is important to understand that Paul nowheraudeiates the practice of baptizing for the dead. He
would not cite a practice he did not agree witkupport his argument for the resurrection. Thoughl P
does not explicitly state approval for the pragtibe fact that he cites it as support for his argut
proves that all views which hold some sort of sg\gnace in baptism are to be rejected.



Paul now gives two incentives for the resurrectgmrvice (15:30-32) and sanctification (15:33-34).
15:30-32, Paul explains that the reason he sereellas because of his personal assurance of the
resurrection of his body. He puts it like tHig/hy are we also in danger every hour? | affirm,
brethren, by the boasting in you which | have in Chist Jesus our Lord, | die daily. If from human
motives | fought with wild beasts at Ephesus, whaloes it profit me? If the dead are not raised,
LET US EAT AND DRINK, FOR TOMORROW WE DIE.” Paul went through incredible suffering
and pain in the course of his ministfyif there were no resurrection of the dead, he dael foolish
risking his life for nothing. Paul’s boast in ther@thians (15:31) refers to the fruit of his amdistlabor
and suffering (9:1-23° Paul is deeply attached to this church. It isregéng to see the expression of
Paul’gabasic satisfaction with his Corinthian canv@espite the many things for which he had talkeb
them:

One case of Paul's dying daily was fighting wittabis at Ephesus (15:32). It is nearly certainttiat
“beasts” are not wild animals. As a Roman citiZzeaul would not have fought with wild animals.
Furthermore, he would have likely mentioned thesasts in all of his lists about his own personal
suffering. Therefore, it seems best to link theggbr wild beasts” with 1 Cor 16:8, where Paul varite
about many who oppose him in Ephe$liBhey are, metaphorically speaking, “wild beadtdt"would
make no sense for Paul to face his opponents headeendanger his life if there were no resurmacti
Paul says there is no profit in this.

In fact, Paul says if there is no resurrection,t‘lie eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.” This iqunte
from God’s people who are suffering in the midsanfAssyrian siege (Isa 22:13). They figured thag h
nothing to lose since they were going to be desttoif there is no resurrection then we might a we
live for the present. This is unadulterated heduorighe Hugh Heffner philosophy.

Our passage closes in 15:33-34 with a series of@mds'Do not be deceived: ‘Bad company
corrupts good morals.’ Become sober-minded as yowght, and stop sinning; for some have no
knowledge of God. | speak this to your shamePaul commands the Corinthians to stop being
deceived’ He then quotes a well-known cliclf&ad company corrupts good moral&bd’s people are
susceptible to deception, especially from frienals fellow church members. It is dangerous to keep
company with fellow Christians who are not charaeesl by consistent Christian living. Hanging ardun
with people who claim to know Christ, but who drerhselves far from the Lord can be more dangerous
than spending time with non-Christians. We areiied to be vulnerable to inconsistency of thougta a
action, to let down our guard, if the Christianguard us are materialistic, sensual, loose talking,
freethinking, irreverent persofsRemember, water flows downhill. Birds of a featfieck together. If
we lay down with dogs, then we will get up witha$e It is inevitable that evil companions warp good
morals® This is why we should care about who our childifeang out” with. Similarly, you need to be
careful about who influences you.

Paul commands the church to be sober-minded astbposinning. Some of the Corinthians had been
duped into believing that this life is all there-igou only go around once. Paul says such people hav
knowledge of God. They asgnosia (“ignorant”) of God** We get our English word “agnostic” from

this Greek word. Paul is saying, “Some Christiaas love like functional agnostics.” Beware of such
people! The crying shame of the church today iggtheng difference between what we believe and how
we behave. There is little correlation between riloetand deeds or creed and conduct with some
Christians. High talk and no walk is a problem. Wéete the Bible by the mile and live it by the irfeh

What you believe about the resurrection, Paul sayrstrols how you live your life, how you spend you
money and use your time—how you invest yourselbpRewho think wrongly invariably behave
wrongly. Yet, you and | must remember, we go arowide, and we must live accordingly.
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Scripture Reference

1 Corinthians 15:12-34
Daniel 12:1-13

Matthew 12:38-40; 27:62-64
Mark 12:24-27

John 5:28-29

Acts 24:15

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

Study Questions

1.

What are my earliest memories of heaven? Who weafirst person to tell me about heaven? How have my
perspectives about heaven, eternal life, and thamection changed over the years? What is the most
significant insight into heaven that | have recdi¥ve

Why is Christ’s resurrection so fundamental to@teistian faith (15:12-19)? When did | become padad
that Christ rose from the dead? What was the pyiraEgument or experience that God used to convineef
this reality?

How does Christ’s future kingdom reign give me ddefice in the present (15:20-28)? What can | do to
consistently meditate on God'’s future kingdom pamg? How will this change the way | spend my time,
money, and spiritual resources?

Do | agree with Keith's interpretation of 15:29%4, how does this understanding motivate me toesBhrist
with others and leave a godly legacy? Have | matkedives of other believers and unbelievers? What
practical examples can | cite?

The resurrection of Christ radically changed Palifies(15:29-34). Has the resurrection of Chrisiyrchanged
my life? How do | consciously live my life differtn in light of the fact that Christ has risen? Whancrete
reminders motivate me to live in light of my owndilg resurrection? Read Acts 24:16; 2 Cor 5:10; adehn
3:1-3.
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