
Small Group Leaders Notes 
1 Corinthians 15:20-34 

Context 
• “Otherwise, you have believed in vain…” (v1) —> “Always give yourself fully to the work 

of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain.” (v58).

• The whole chapter sits between these two bookends. If the Corinthians hold to the 

apostolic message then their faith in Jesus is not in vain. Similarly because Christ has 
been raised from the dead then their service for Jesus is not in vain. The resurrection 
of Jesus gives faith and life meaning and purpose!


• “But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you 
say that there is no resurrection from the dead?” (v12)

• In v1-11 Paul showed us the proof that Christ has been raised from the dead. We 

know that Christ rose because “he appeared” to so many people at so many different 
times.


• Then in v12-19 he has been showing us what we would lose if there is no resurrection 
from the dead as some in Corinth were saying. 


• Now from v20 onwards Paul turns it round and shows us what we have as Christians 
because Christ has been risen. The ‘But’ at the beginning of v20 acts as a huge hinge. 


Structure 
• This passage falls into two natural sections (v20-28 and v29-34.) When we preach 

through 1 Corinthians we will follow this natural divide and cover the material in two 
sermons. For the sake of time we are covering the material in one Bible study. 

• In v20-28 Paul positively asserts the implications that flow from the fact that "Christ 

has indeed been raised from the dead” (v20). 

• Then in v29-34 Paul turns things around again and asks why Christians do what they 

do “if there is no resurrection from the dead.” Paul uses this technique to show up the 
inconsistency of what he and some of the Corinthians are doing if there is no 
resurrection from the dead. Similarly he shows that the sinful lifestyle of some of the 
Corinthians is inconsistent with the fact that Christ has risen. 


Tricky Bits 
• “All will be made alive.” (v22) 
• Taken out of context this could be saying that everyone will be raised to eternal life. 

This is what is known as universalism. At first this does seem to be what the verse is 
saying because of the contrast between all dying in Adam and all being made alive in 
Christ. 


• As always the key to understanding a verse is to read it in it’s context. The next verse 
makes it clear that Paul is focusing specifically on those who belong to Christ. 


• Whilst it is true that all will be raised for either judgment or eternal life, that is not 
Paul’s focus in these verses. Paul’s focus is solely on the eternal future of those who 
belong to Jesus.


• “All his enemies under his feet” (v25-27) 
• Who exactly are these enemies? They could be human enemies but from the 

reference to “All dominion, authority and power” Paul is including all spiritual forces 
that are opposed to Christ. 




• In the ancient world the victor would use his defeated enemies as his footstool. This 
was to show his complete and utter victory and their total defeat and humiliation.


• v26 in the NIV gives the impression that the defeat of death is all in the future. The 
greek gives the sense that this destruction of death has already begun with the 
resurrection of Jesus. It is ongoing now as people take their stand upon the gospel of 
Christ’s death and resurrection and are rescued from death to life. Death will be 
completely destroyed and it’s defeat will be seen perfectly when all who belong to 
Jesus are raised at his coming.


• “So that God may be all in all.” (v28)

• This phrase is used to give the sense that God will reign supreme over everything and 

there will be nothing left to challenge his rule. We see this described for us in 
Revelation 21. 

• “If the dead are not raised at all, why are people baptised for them?” (v29) 
• This verse has the potential to sidetrack your study and lead to all sorts of unhelpful 

speculation. It could also lead to a discussion about Mormons and their practice of 
baptising the dead. STAY ON TRACK!


• All the commentators will give you different ideas about exactly what was going on in 
Corinth and why people were doing this. The simple answer is that we don’t know. In 
my opinion the best suggestion is that there were some believers who were dying 
before they had been baptised. Other believers were then getting baptised on behalf 
of the deceased as a way of reassuring grieving friends and family that the dead 
believer really did belong to Jesus. That’s my best guess but as I say we don’t know 
so there’s little to be gained from speculating about it. 


• Again the context is important. We don’t have to understand exactly what was going 
on to grasp the point that Paul is making in v29-32. Paul’s argument goes like this, “If 
there is no resurrection from the dead… Then why do you do what you do? (Baptise 
for the dead) … And why do I do what I do? (Endanger myself every hour for you?)” 
Paul’s point is that what they are doing and what he is doing is pointless IF Christ 
hasn’t been raised. Here’s the mainline through these verses so STAY ON TRACK.


• Paul doesn’t advocate baptism for the dead. He doesn’t say that this is something 
Christians should do, and there is no other mention of the practice in the rest of the 
Bible. Instead, Paul is using it as an example of something that makes no sense at all 
if, as some of the Corinthians are saying, there is no resurrection from the dead.


• “If I fought wild beasts in Ephesus…” (v32) 
• Again there is the potential for speculation. Paul could be speaking literally or 

metaphorically here, we don’t know. Neither Acts nor Ephesians record Paul facing 
real wild animals but that doesn’t mean that this didn’t happen. Equally Paul could be 
speaking figuratively to describe the sort of human opposition he experienced in 
Ephesus. This would fit with 1 Corinthians 16:9, Acts 19:23-20:1 and 2 Corinthians 
1:8-10. On balance therefore I would say he is speaking metaphorically but either way 
it doesn’t change the main point Paul is making in these verses.


Big Idea 
• Jesus’ resurrection changes our lifestyle, our death and our future! 

Applications 
• Comfort and hope for the grieving  



• Death is being defeated but it is not yet fully and finally defeated. Death is still a 
painful reality for us. As someone said to me recently, “The older I get the more 
funerals I attend.” Now we groan and we grieve. 


• The world around us doesn’t believe in the resurrection and so tells us to think less 
and enjoy life more. The world has got nothing it can offer at the graveside except a 
few nice platitudes about the person who has died. 


• As Christians we have Jesus, the first fruits! Where he has gone, his people will follow. 
As he is, so we will be. He has gone through death and he will bring us through too. 
His resurrection means that death for believers is now described as like being asleep. 
We will be raised! 


• Now we are sad, we grieve, we mourn and that is right. But our grief is reshaped by 
the resurrection. These verses show us where history has come from and where it is 
going. It has come from a day when there was one empty grave and it is going to a 
day when every grave will be empty! 


• Take the time to dwell on this, to talk about it. There will be those in our groups who 
have lost loved ones recently. Let’s gently and lovingly encourage one another with 
these words.


• Confidence for the future in the face of evil and opposition 
• At present we don’t see everything under Jesus’ feet. The world can seem chaotic 

and the news is full of evil and suffering that can leave us feeling depressed. As 
Christians we are not immune from such things and it can drag us down and leave us 
struggling to have any joy. 


• Against such a backdrop v24-28 are great verses to meditate upon because they 
show us the certainty of where history is heading. Things won’t go on like this forever. 
One day every enemy will be destroyed and all will be right with the world under God’s 
loving rule. Again let’s encourage one a noter with these words. 


• Perspective for the present as we decide how to live 
• v29-34 raise the question of why do you do what you do? If Jesus has risen then why 

do we live the way we do? 

• If Jesus hasn’t been risen then risk, cost and sacrifice for Jesus are utterly pointless. 

But by implication because Jesus has been raised then taking risks and making costly 
sacrifices for Jesus are worth it! Remember where this chapter is going - v58, “your 
labour in the Lord is not in vain!” Every risk we take and every costly sacrifice we 
make for Jesus is worth it because we serve the one who has been raised from the 
dead. 


• All this raises the question, “Do our lifestyles reflect our belief in the resurrection?” As 
western Christians we love comfort and we are generally quite risk averse. Is this 
compatible with our belief in the resurrection? Doesn’t our desire for comfort and ease 
suggest that actually we believe that there is no resurrection from the dead and that all 
that really matters is the here and now? Does my lifestyle and my priorities reflect my 
beliefs that I profess?


• Along similar lines we see that holiness is not in vain. If there’s no resurrection then 
you might as well live however you like (v32b.) But Christ has been bodily raised and 
all those who belong to him will also be raised bodily so what we do with our bodies 
matters. This ties in with the theme of the use of the bodies back in 6:12-20. Our 
bodies have a future so what we do with them matters. 




Questions


Starter - If someone believes that it is going to rain today, what will they take with 
them when they leave the house? 

In a similar way, if someone believes that Jesus rose from the dead, how do you 
think this will shape their lifestyle and priorities?


This question is designed to set up the big idea that Jesus’ resurrection should change 
our outlook, hopes and priorities. This is where we are aiming to get to in this study and so 
this starter question will help us head in the right direction. 

§1 In v21-23 Paul describes Jesus as the first fruits  
- What does this image convey?


- Why is this such good news for Christians? 

- How does this shape our outlook on death? 

The first fruits that appear on a tree promise that there is more fruit to come. In the same 
way Jesus’ resurrection promises the resurrection of everyone who belongs to him. Where 
he has gone we will follow. This is great news for Christians because it means that we can 
be certain that we will be raised to life. On Easter Sunday one grave was empty. When 
Christ comes all the graves of his people will be empty! 

This should give us a very different outlook on life and death to everyone else. Death is the 
last and in someways the greatest enemy we face (v26.) Christ has conquered and yet we 
still suffer and die. Yet because of Jesus’ resurrection we know that the best is yet to 
come for Jesus’ people! Death is not the door to oblivion, instead it’s the door to life! 

§2 Read v24-28. What is Jesus doing now? 

- What will happen in the future? 

- How does this change the way that we view the world?


Jesus is reigning as the King. His resurrection and ascension didn’t mark the start of his 
retirement. The risen and ascended Christ is now ruling in power over all things and all his 
enemies, even death are being put under his feet. This means that the world and history 
are not random. They are heading towards the day when everything will be subject to 
Christ and nothing will challenge his rule.  

This means that whilst this world is still full of sadness and brokenness we need not 
despair. King Jesus hasn’t lost control. Instead he’s bringing everything under his rule and 
one day that process will be complete and even death itself will be destroyed. So whilst 
we are grieved and saddened by the state of the world we should not lose heart. 

§3 In v29-32 Paul asks a series of rhetorical questions. What big point is he making? 



- If someone doesn’t believe that Jesus has risen then what sort of lifestyle and 
priorities would you expect them to have? 

- If someone does believe that Jesus has risen what sort of lifestyle and priorities 
would you expect them to have? 

- Do you think our lives tell other people that we believe in the resurrection?  

- What changes would show people that you really do believe in the resurrection?


Here’s where our study has been heading. As I said before don’t get bogged down in 
things like baptism for the dead. The big point of Paul’s questions is that the things that he 
and others are doing make no sense if Jesus hasn’t been raised. If Christ hasn’t been 
raised then it makes no sense for Paul to risk his life spreading the gospel. BUT Christ has 
been raised and so a life of discomfort, risk and sacrifice for Christ is not in vain. Similarly 
a life of holiness matters because our bodies will have a future.  

In Corinth there were people in the church who openly didn’t believe in the resurrection. 
Most people in our society don’t believe in the resurrection of Jesus and you can see that 
in how they live their life. In many ways our society can be summed up by the quote from 
Isaiah 22:13. Surely as Christians who believe that Jesus has risen our lifestyles should 
look radically different to everyone else around us? Yet so often our lifestyles and priorities 
for ourselves and our families look like everyone else. We say we believe Jesus has risen 
but our lives don’t back that up.  

Take some time to think about your own priorities. Why do you live the way that you do? 
What does it say about your beliefs? You aren’t going to fight wild beats in Ephesus but 
what might it look like for you? 



