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I Corinthians 

  
“If There Is No Resurrection, Then What?”  

      I Corinthians 15:12-34, Pt. 1  

 

 

 

This morning we are going to continue in I Corinthians, Chapter 15.  Please join me 

there.  We are dealing with the doctrine of the resurrection and its centrality to the 

Christian faith.  In the New Testament narratives we read that the Lord Jesus Christ rose 

bodily from the grave.  In history, as a fact, His body actually rose from the grave on the 

third day after bearing our sins in His body on a tree.  After dying for us, He was put in 

the grave dead, and He rose again. 

 

As we look into the teaching of the New Testament particularly in I Corinthians 15, we 

read about the fact that Jesus will raise His people.  In this passage, Jesus is referred to as 

the first fruits of the resurrection.  It talks about how those in Christ are going to be raised 

up in Him.  If we read what it says in the Gospel of John, we will see that Jesus also 

teaches about the resurrection.  John tells us that all humanity will be raised.  There is 

going to be a general resurrection.  Those who are not in Christ will be raised to 

condemnation, but those who are in Christ will be raised to life with Him. 

 

In Chapter 15 of I Corinthians the emphasis lies on the resurrection of Jesus; how He is 

going to raise His people up and how, through eternity, we are going to be like the One 

who died for us and rose again.  There will come a time when the bodies we live in now 

will be gloriously restored and radically upgraded.  We will live physically and tangibly, 

throughout eternity in what the scripture calls spiritual bodies. 

 

Somebody might ask about those who are cremated.  What’s going to happen to them?  

What if they are cremated and spread across the sea; how are their bodies going to be 

risen?  I want to let you know that King Jesus, who is omnipotent and omniscient, owns 

every single particle of the human body.  He is able to gather it, restore it, resurrect it, and 

that’s what He is going to do.   

 

We are talking about the resurrected life.  R.A. Torrey, who was the pastor of the Church 

of the Open Door early in its L.A. history, put it very nicely.  He said, “We will not be 

disembodied spirits in the world to come but redeemed spirits in redeemed bodies in a 

redeemed universe.”  God is going to create the new heavens and the new earth, and I’m 

going to have a new body to inhabit that new heaven and new earth.  There is going to be 

a tangibility about eternal life in Christ.  If I were to die today, I would live as a 

disembodied soul in the presence of the Lord.  At the return of Jesus my soul is going to 

be reunited with the substance of my body.  It’s going to bloom from the ground as 

something new, glorious, powerful, and Spirit controlled.  Resurrection is what is in the 

future. 

 

 The Most Excellent Way I  
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Resurrection is the topic of I Corinthians 15, but in the culture of ancient Corinth the 

doctrine of resurrection was a challenging doctrine.  In that culture there were Greek 

philosophers, starting with the teaching of a man named Plato, who taught that all things 

physical and all matter was inherently evil and that the spiritual realm was good.  So, in 

their thinking, bodies were bad but souls were good.  Eternal existence, according to 

these Greek philosophers, consisted of disembodied souls.  They viewed the human flesh 

as a tomb or as a prison they would someday be set free from.  So they had a difficult 

time accepting the teaching of the resurrection.  Paul, as we get into the latter portion of 

this chapter, is going to make it clear that we are not going to dwell in eternity in our 

bodies as they are now.  Our bodies are going to be gloriously restored in a way we 

cannot fathom. 

 

Some Corinthians were struggling with the doctrine of resurrection.  Some were clearly 

rejecting the idea of the resurrection of the followers of Jesus Christ.  Some of them even 

denied the literal bodily resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  So Paul said, no, that Jesus 

had risen; His followers would rise, and this is an absolutely essential central doctrine of 

the Christian faith.  Paul said that the doctrine of resurrection could not be compromised 

and he dealt with this concern in this passage of scripture. 

 

This concern speaks to our time as well.  We are nearing Easter, resurrection Sunday, is 

on the way.  Whenever there is a holiday where believers celebrate all that we have in 

Christ, Christmas or Easter, documentaries begin airing on PBS and the History channel.  

They want to present their version of Christian history, and they seek to undermine how 

scripture historically lays out the facts of the life of our Lord Jesus Christ.  There will be 

secular historians in these documentaries who give their version of Christian history.  

Men with collars, so called men of the cloth, who are really liberal theologians spew out 

falsehood, venomous poison.  So be careful and be wary of their false doctrine.  Discern 

what these so called theologians are saying. 

 

These theologians will say that it is not essential whether Jesus rose from the dead either 

physically or bodily.  They say that the resurrection account is just a parable of how life 

can be restored by the Power.  They will not affirm the literal, bodily resurrection of 

Jesus from the dead.  So be very careful when you hear their kind of teaching – patently 

reject it because what we have in scripture is the truth.  Jesus literally, in history, as a 

fact, rose from the grave.  His body was dead; His heart stopped beating; His blood 

stopped flowing through His veins; His lungs stopped taking in oxygen.  Then on the 

third day something tremendous happened because His heart started beating again; His 

blood started flowing again; His breath was taken in again, and Jesus rose – as a fact. 

 

Paul is going to press the issue.  He is going to say that Jesus had risen and this fact 

cannot be denied by any follower of the Lord Jesus Christ.  So in the passage before us in 

I Corinthians 15, Paul gives us the biblical response in relation to the doctrine of 

resurrection.  In Chapter 15, verses 1-11, he lays it out with the historical perspective of 

the resurrection and then in verses 12-34, and onward in the chapter, he gives a doctrinal 

perspective on the resurrection. 

 



3 
 

 

In our study over the past weeks on the historical perspective of the resurrection, Paul 

said this is of first importance:  Jesus literally died; was literally placed in the grave; He 

literally arose and He appeared over and over and over again to all kinds of witnesses 

who were able to speak about what they had seen in that first century setting.  Paul gives 

this historical perspective with doctrine weaved in around it. 

 

Getting into this section we see a lot of heavy doctrine on the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  

Paul approaches it with some logic.  He wants us to understand that the Christian faith is 

ruined if the doctrine of the resurrection is denied.  He wants the people of the Lord to 

grow up in this regard.  He said “if” Christ has not risen from the dead; “if, if, if” – this 

passage is filled with “ifs.”  Then Paul used a wonderful word at a certain point when he 

said, “But, Christ has risen from the dead.”  Paul is going to lay out how the Christian 

faith becomes futile without the resurrection of Jesus since it is the central Christian 

doctrine.  The section ahead of us is put together in an Oreo cookie pattern.  In Verses 12-

19 and 29-34 Paul is going to argue for the futility of the Christian faith if Christ had not 

been raised.  In the middle of that section in verses 20-28, he is going to gloriously affirm 

Christ as risen from the dead. 

 

This morning we are going to look at those two bookends of this passage of scripture and 

answer the question:  “If there is no resurrection, then what?”  Next week we are going to 

look at that great central portion of this passage and talk about the implications and the 

glorious truth of the resurrection of Jesus.  Let’s see how Paul deals with this issue. 

Starting in verse 12 of chapter 15: 

 
12Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say 

that there is no resurrection of the dead?  13But if there is no resurrection of the 

dead, then not even Christ has been raised.  14And if Christ has not been raised, 

then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain. 

 

In these verses Paul starts resembling the Qohelet of the Old Testament.  Remember him?  

We have studied him in the book of Ecclesiastes - the teacher, the Qohelet.  What does he 

go around saying in Ecclesiastes?  Meaningless, vain, a chasing after the wind; it’s all 

vain; life without God is all vain.  That is the thrust of Ecclesiastes.  And here Paul is 

saying their preaching is in vain and their confidence in what they have in Christ is in 

vain if Jesus did not emerge from that grave alive.  

 

I was thinking about an illustration to help me understand what Paul might be trying to 

convey to us here.  I started thinking about one of the traditions at Bethel Grace, the 

turkey bowl.  It’s a football game that we play on Thanksgiving weekend.  The married 

guys play against the single guys and throughout the history of the church, the turkey 

bowl has been a somewhat heated rivalry. 

 

I’m a married guy.  Imagine that I notice the single guy’s team, and they are looking 

pretty good.  I get concerned that the single guys are going to win.  So I tell them that we 

have someone who is physically robust; he had even been a really good football player.  I 
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get in touch with the guy and ask him to play for the married men’s team.  I tell him that 

we need him to help us win.  He is excited about the chance to play and agrees to come.  

Then I start bragging around church, especially to the single guys, telling them we’re 

going to crush them because we have somebody on our team who is NFL caliber. 

 

Then the big game comes and our secret weapon got out on the football field.  It didn’t 

take long, however, to realize this guy had two left feet and was stumbling all over the 

place.  I threw a pass to him and he couldn’t even catch it.  He couldn’t do any of the 

things I bragged about him being able to do. 

 

All of the talk and confidence I had in that particular individual would have been in vain.  

It’s uncomfortable even preaching about this, and I bet Paul had a hard time writing these 

things down.  I think the point of what he is saying is this; If Christ did not raise up 

bodily from the grave, our preaching is in vain because we’re telling people that we have 

One who has conquered death, sin and Satin. 

 

He rose from the dead.  He came back; He emerged from the grave; He is alive.  And if 

He really hadn’t rose from the dead, we’re teaching and being confident about something 

that didn’t happen.  Our Champion is not who we have claimed Him to be.  That is what 

Paul is saying with his “ifs.”  “If” Christ did not rise from the dead…”  I can’t even get 

through this without saying that He did rise from the dead, and He is our Champion, and 

He has conquered death, sin and Satan, so that we are alive in Christ,  We have the 

victory in Him. 

 

So Paul continues with all of his statements of “if,” “if,” “if.”  If there is no resurrection, 

then what?  He continues in verse 15: 

 
15We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we testified about God 

that he raised Christ, who he did not raise if it is true that the dead are not raised.  
16For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has been raised. 

 

As you read throughout the book of Acts, you will find that the early apostolic teaching 

and preaching was absolutely centered on the atonement of the cross; Jesus dying for sin, 

and the resurrection.  They preached Christ risen; they testified to it; they said they saw 

Him.  They testified to the resurrection of Jesus over and over again.  Paul said we are 

liars, we are false witnesses, and we are giving false testimony if Jesus did not come back 

from the grave. 

 

Fast forward this thought into modern time.  We are people who go out and spread the 

news that there is one way to come to salvation before God.  That way is through faith in 

Jesus; trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sin; turning to Him for new 

life.  We go out and tell people that Jesus Christ died and that He rose from the dead.  If 

that literally didn’t happen, we are bearing false testimony.  We talk to people, to our 

friends and sometimes even go to local campuses or the pier or town centers telling 

people that there is one in history that died and rose from the grave.  If it didn’t happen 

we are saying something that is not true.  That’s Paul’s point here.  “If” Jesus didn’t rise 
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from the dead.  And here is the “but”; but he rose from the dead.  So understand that 

when you tell somebody that He did rise, you are telling them the vital truth they need to 

hear; that there is life in Christ and in Christ alone.   

 

So Paul continues; if there is no resurrection, then what.  We continue with verse 17: 

 
17And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your 

sins.  18Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.  19If in 

Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied.   

 

That is a strong statement; if we have hope only in this world we are going to be pitied.  

There are two shades of meaning to this.  First of all, in that early setting in the Roman 

world and also in the world today coming to Christ involves sacrifice.  This is the case for 

all of us because Jesus said: “If anybody will come after me let him take up his cross and 

follow me.”  But please understand, there were people in the early Roman setting and 

there are people in the world today who are ostracized from their families when they 

come to faith in Christ.  It means being cast out socially.  In some extreme cases it means 

being physically abused.  In other extreme cases it means losing their lives. 

 

That is what Paul faced, that’s what a lot of the early Christians faced, and that’s what a 

lot of brothers and sisters in Christ face today.  Paul said if there is no resurrection and 

Christ is not the Champion that we claim Him to be, then all of the people who are 

suffering for following Him are to be pitied above all.  If He is risen from the grave then 

the suffering we face in this world is not to be compared to the eternal glory that we are 

going to have in Jesus.  So we can handle a little bit of suffering for the sake of our King 

who suffered for us.   

 

There is another level of meaning to this as well.  Paul said if Christ had not been raised 

we are still in our sins.  We are still in our sins if Christ had not come back from the 

grave.  The resurrection was the great seal of approval that God accepted.  Jesus was the 

sacrifice.  God accepted that sacrifice.  He took it and proved it.  The resurrection was the 

evidence of it.  The resurrection shows us that there was a sacrifice that was given and 

was acceptable so that our sins might be forgiven.  And if Christ had not risen, Paul is 

saying, we don’t have that confidence.  We are still in our sins, and we are to be pitied.   

 

I really enjoy the Jude doxology.  That passage of scripture talks about how some day I 

am going to go before the mighty throne of God.  I’m going to behold the beatific vision.  

I’m going to see the Lord.  And it says in that Jude doxology in verses 23-24, that Christ 

is going to present me faultless before God the father with great joy.  I’m looking forward 

to being presented to God the father as righteous, perfect, not because of any 

righteousness of my own but by the alien righteousness that has been imputed to me as a 

follower of Jesus.  I’m not in my sin any longer.  I’m cleansed and forgiven as one who 

has faith in Christ.  However, if Christ had not risen we do not have that hope.   We are to 

be pitied for thinking we do.  But Christ has risen, and we have that hope.  This is 

something we can look forward to if we have come to faith in Jesus Christ. 
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If you have not confessed your sins to the Lord with a contrite heart in repentance and 

turned to Him in faith, you will not be found faultless when you stand before the Lord.  

There will be no joy.  You will still be in your sin and will be condemned.  So I beseech 

you to turn to Jesus; acknowledge your sin and need and come to faith in Him.  Put your 

trust in Jesus so you may be found in Him when that great Day of Judgment comes upon 

you. 

 

As we continue we come to one of the best words of this whole section, and it’s the word 

“BUT.”  We enter into the middle section where Jesus is affirmed.  Let’s read beginning 

with verse 20: 

 
20But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who 

have fallen asleep.  21For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the 

resurrection of the dead.  22For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be 

made alive.  23But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming 

those who belong to Christ.  24Then comes the end, when the delivers the kingdom 

to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power.  
25For he must rein until he has put all his enemies under his feet.  26The last enemy 

to be destroyed is death.  27For “God has put all things in subjection under his 

feet.” But when it says, “all things are put in subjection,” it is plain that he is 

expected who put all things in subjection under him.  28When all things are 

subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to him who put all 

things in subjection under him that God may be all in all. 

 

This is theologically dense material.  How I look forward to probing that section with you 

next week.  When we get into that passage we are going to look forward to talking about 

how Christ is the first fruits.  So as Christ is risen so shall the saints in Christ be risen.  

We will talk about how the kingdom will advance.  We will talk about how all of the 

enemies of God will finally be put under his feet.  There are some good things to look 

forward to as we get into this next week. 

 

But, as Paul lays all this out, he still has other things on his mind about “BUT” if Christ 

has not been raised.  Then he goes back into that previous tone that we have been reading 

about this whole time.  There is more “if Christ has not been raised, then what.”  We get 

into this in verse 29 where it says: 

 
29Otherwise, what do people mean by being baptized on behalf of the dead?  If the 

dead are not raised at all, why are people baptized on their behalf? 

 

This is an interesting verse.  What does it mean?  Does this validate the Mormon practice 

of doing baptisms on behalf of the dead?  Mormons feel that doing baptisms for the dead 

aides in the dead person’s redemption.  Is this verse a justification for that process?  No, 

it most certainly is not.  What we have here is Paul responding to something that was 

happening among some of the Corinthians.  He is incorporating an erroneous practice in 

to his argument about resurrection.  This is another indication in the book of I Corinthians 

of an erroneous and exaggerated view of the sacraments or the ordinances of baptism and 
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also, in another place, the Lord’s Supper.  They had an exaggerated view of the efficacy 

of the sacraments. 

 

We see their exaggerated view of the effect of the Lords Supper back in Chapter 10.  

There were some people in the church of Corinth who had the view that if they took the 

elements of the Lord’s Supper, they were somehow immune from all spiritual danger.  

They could take the elements of the Lord’s Supper and still be involved in the idol feasts 

and other things in that pagan culture because they had the elements from Christ.  They 

felt they were linked to Christ through the elements so they were not afraid if they went 

after things that were happening in the world of their day. 

 

Paul asked them to think back to the Israelites; how they ate spiritual food, the manna, 

and drank spiritual drink from the water.  Paul pointed out that this didn’t make them 

immune from punishment when they decided they would sin.  In fact, God judged them 

severely.   

 

There was an exaggerated view of the efficacy about these ordinances.  It appears in 

Corinth there was also an exaggerated view of baptism where individuals could be 

baptized on behalf of people who had perished and that would benefit their dead loved 

one’s redemption. 

 

This is not a biblical teaching.  The bible teaches that the way to redemption is with 

repentant faith in the Lord Jesus Christ who saves sinners.  Redemption cannot be 

obtained by anything man does for you like baptism.  But there were still some in Corinth 

who were doing this practice of being baptized on behalf of people who had passed on.  It 

was not something Paul had ever taught them.  It’s not something that he was affirming.  

He is just incorporating a false practice into his argument on the issue of resurrection. 

 

If there was no resurrection, what’s the point of baptism for the dead or genuine 

believer’s, for that matter?  Baptism symbolizes our participation in the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The word baptism means immersed.  Being baptized 

represents us immersed into the saving work of Jesus.  Baptism represents our sins being 

crucified with Christ and us being raised with Christ in newness of life.  We are 

resurrected with Christ. 

 

Paul is telling them that if Christ had not risen from the dead then baptism, whether for 

the dead or believers, is pointless.  It’s an argument on resurrection from the dead.  Paul 

is saying that whole imagery of baptism pictures us as part of the saving benefits of Jesus.  

Paul is trying to help them understand that some of the practices they were doing were 

meaningless apart from the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. 

 

So we continue on and come to the end of this passage of scripture.  Paul asks, if there is 

no resurrection, then what?  Verse 30: 

 



8 
 

30Why are we in danger every hour?  31I protest, brothers, by my pride in you, 

which I have in Christ Jesus our Lord, I die every day!  32What do I gain if, 

humanly speaking, I fought with beasts at Ephesus? 

 

If the dead are not raised, let us eat and drink for tomorrow we die.  Paul is painting a 

contrast here.  Why do we go out and risk our lives spreading the gospel of the Lord 

Jesus Christ if there is no resurrection?  Paul uses the metaphor of “beasts” for all of the 

people who were vicious toward him in Ephesus.  Paul questions why they are in self-

sacrificing service if there is no resurrection.  Why not go in the other direction and live it 

up for tomorrow we die.  We should just indulge the senses if there is no resurrection.  

But Paul is very quick to get back on the right path here.  We look at verses 33 and 34 

where he says: 

 
33Do not be deceived:  “Bad company ruins good morals.”  34Wake up from your 

drunken stupor, as is right, and do not go on sinning.  For some have no 

knowledge of God.  I say this to your shame. 

 

There were some in the Greek world as we mentioned earlier who believed that physical 

and tangible things, things under the category of matter, are bad.  They believed spiritual 

things were good.  So they believed you should nurture the things of the spirit, but it 

didn’t matter what you did with the body, because the body was just going to perish in 

the end.  That’s how many of them believed. 

 

There are some people who own homes.  There are some people who rent homes.  People 

who own their homes, I would hope, take really good care of them.  But sometimes 

renters figure it is not theirs so why take good care of it.  This was the mindset of many 

people in that Greek culture. 

 

Paul took this to another level.  He said that we need to walk in holiness.  First of all, 

your body is a gift from God and is going to be risen.  Your body is going to be joined 

with your soul throughout eternity.  So regard it with holiness.  Make sure you view your 

body as sanctified, and don’t go on in sin.  Use your body as God intended it to be used.  

Do this because of your knowledge of the Lord.  So Paul is speaking to them in that 

culture for the need to walk in holiness.   

 

That’s where we are going to conclude this morning.  As we think about this passage of 

scripture, walk in holiness.  Based on your knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ, and how 

He suffered in His body on the cross for your sins, walk in holiness.  Set sin aside.  Know 

what the will of God is and do it.  He has given us an eternal hope in His grace, love and 

kindness.  Walk in holiness.  Honor Him in the way you live your life on a day to day 

basis.  Read the scriptures and understand what God’s will is for you, and walk in that 

way.  Be sanctified by the Spirit’s power.  May Jesus give you the grace you need to walk 

in His way through this day and through this week. 

 

Let’s close together in a word of prayer. 

 


