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Introduction 

     We’ve been working our way through 1 Corinthians 15. The main problem is captured in 

verse 12, “…how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?” Some in the 

Corinthian church were denying bodily resurrection. Paul pushes back. He shows that 

resurrection is an essential aspect of the gospel. In today’s passage, he argues that if there is no 

resurrection then our Christianity is useless. 

[PRAYER] 

     The International Consumer Electronics Show – aka CES – is an annual trade show in Las 

Vegas where hundreds of thousands of people gather to see the newest products in consumer 

technology. The event is meant to deliver a vision of the future for cars, TV’s, computers, and 

the like. The reality is: most of these products are useless. That’s how one observer summarized 

the entire event this past January: “CES,” he said, “was full of useless robots and machines that 

don’t work.” As an example, he described a product called the “FoldiMate.” It’s a giant robotic 

machine – as big as a washing machine. It’s supposed to automatically fold your clothes. All for 

the bargain price of $850. Now, if you could dump a pile of clothes inside the machine and 

magically have them returned folded it might be worth the steep price tag. But that’s not how it 

works. You have to button up each shirt, then manually clip it onto the machine. Might as well 

just fold the shirt yourself. Further, the FoldiMate can only fold certain items. Dress pants and 

button up shirts are fine. But bulky sweatshirts, baby clothes, socks, and undergarments are a 

no go. My recommend: wait on the FoldiMate. Because right now, the FoldiMate is pretty 

useless. 

     The word “useless” summarizes the apostle Paul’s main idea in our passage. If there’s no 

resurrection, says Paul, then your Christianity is useless. 
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1. (If There is No Resurrection) Your Baptism is Useless 

     Recall two weeks ago, Paul argues that if there is no resurrection of the dead, then there is 

no risen Christ. And if there is no risen Christ, we’re still in our sins, and we are, in a word, 

hopeless. Last week, Paul reacts to this hypothetical situation: “But in fact Christ has been 

raised from the dead...” he goes on to show how Christ’s resurrection was not an isolated 

event but has consequences for every Christian. Today, he revisits the implications if there is no 

resurrection. In verse 29 he begins, “Otherwise…” To paraphrase, “Now if there is no 

resurrection…” 

Otherwise [Now if there is no resurrection], 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? (15:29) 
 
Paul basically says, “if there is no resurrection of the dead your baptism is useless.” I think he’s 

talking about Christians who have been baptized.  

     Am I absolutely certain about this interpretation? No. There are a number of legitimate 

interpretations. But I am certain about what it does not mean. Paul is not teaching or 

commanding baptism for the dead. What is baptism for the dead? It’s the idea that I could be 

baptized on behalf of someone who is dead and so they would be saved. We could call it 

vicarious baptism. Who would believe such a thing? A small number of ancient gnostic heretics 

and the Mormon church today. Here’s why I am certain Paul is not teaching baptism for the 

dead. 

1. Because there is no historical or biblical precedent for vicarious baptism. Fee: “The 
NT is otherwise completely silent about it; there is no known practice in any of the 
other churches nor in any orthodox Christian community in the centuries that 
immediately follow; nor are there parallels or precedents in pagan religion.” 

2. Because, there is no theological precedent for vicarious baptism. MacArthur: “Paul 
did not teach that a person who has died can be saved, or helped in any way, by 
another person’s being baptized in his behalf. Baptismal regeneration, the idea that 
one is saved by being baptized, or that baptism is in some way necessary for 
salvation, is unscriptural. The idea of vicarious baptismal regeneration is still further 
removed from biblical truth. If a person cannot save himself by being baptized, he 
certainly cannot save anyone else through that act. Salvation is by personal faith in 
Jesus Christ alone.” 
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     So, Paul is not teaching vicarious baptism. So, what is he teaching? As I mentioned, there are 

a number of legitimate possibilities. None is completely free of problems. Let me briefly explain 

the Christian baptism interpretation and give you a few reasons why I favor this interpretation. 

First, I understand “dead” to be used metaphorically. All of us are in Adam and in that sense 

“dead.” So, when any Christian is baptized, their bodies are, in effect, dead bodies. Here’s how 

one commentator paraphrases: “Otherwise what do those hope to achieve who are baptized 

for their dying bodies? If the completely dead are not raised, why then are they baptized for 

themselves as corpses?” Christian baptism symbolizes both death and resurrection. But if what 

it symbolizes isn’t real, then it is useless. Here are a few reasons why I prefer the Christian 

baptism interpretation.  

1. This was the unanimous view of the Greek fathers. Chrysostom contends that the 
wording recalls a baptismal confession. 

2. Second, it explains the use of the third person. It’s kind of a weird grammatical 
structure. Paul uses the third person because he is referring grammatically to those who 
are being baptized. 

3. Third, it is compatible with Pauline theology. 
4. There are additional reasons… 

 
     So, Paul says, “if there is no resurrection your baptism is useless.” Let me try to explain it 

this way. Baptism is a public declaration of the inward reality of salvation by grace through faith 

in Jesus. Salvation includes regeneration, conversion, justification, adoption, sanctification, and 

glorification. Glorification is a fancy word that means our bodies will be renewed and we will be 

face to face with Jesus on a renewed earth. That’s the goal of our salvation. C.S. Lewis put it this 

way, “Heaven is the proper reward for the saved soul, since what God does in saving us is to ‘fit 

us for Heaven’…” If there is no resurrection there is no glorification. And if there is no 

glorification then our salvation is useless. And so, our baptism – which symbolizes our salvation 

– is useless. 
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     Reminds me of a smart mirror at this year’s CES. It’s supposed to recommend outfits for 

travel, work, or a date and give detailed washing instructions for different clothes. One 

observer asked how it would know so much about all his clothes: “Do I dump all my laundry 

into a big scanner?” The person at the display laughed. “The mirror gets all its information from 

RFID chips in the clothing, which all clothes will come with in the future.” Hmm. “How does that 

help someone who buys their clothes in year 2018 or before?” “Well,” this person explained, 

“you have to manually enter all the information for every piece of clothing you own.” If there’s 

no RFID chip in the clothes, the smart mirror is useless. Similarly, if there’s no resurrection, your 

baptism is useless. 

     Now, none of us would say, “there is no resurrection of the dead.” But honestly, 

functionally, we often live like “there is no resurrection of the dead.” One of our core values is 

gospel centrality. We’re trying to be gospel centered. That’s appropriate because Paul says that 

the gospel is of “first importance.” My own gospel-centrality is focused mainly on Christ’s 

death. And, no doubt, that is a huge aspect of the gospel. “Christ died for our sins according to 

the Scriptures.” But Paul says another aspect of the gospel is that “Christ was raised on the 

third day according the Scriptures.” Our baptism symbolizes our union with Christ in both his 

death and resurrection. We need a gospel-centrality that includes both these aspects. 
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2.  (If There is No Resurrection) Your Service is Useless 

     If there is no resurrection, your baptism is useless. Also your service is useless. Look at 

verses 30-32. 

Why are we in danger every hour? I protest, brothers, by my pride in you, which I have in Christ 
Jesus our Lord, I die every day! What 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.” (15:30-32) 
 
In verses 30-31, Paul says what we shouldn’t be doing if the dead are not raised: We shouldn’t 

be serving. Why should Paul – and the other apostles – put themselves “in danger every hour?” 

It makes no sense to suffer or die for the sake of the gospel – if the dead are not raised. 

     We also shouldn’t be denying ourselves. Paul says, “I die every day!” He’s speaking of 

metaphorical death. The death of daily self-denial. That’s what it means to follow Jesus. Jesus 

said, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and 

follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will 

save it.” That kind of invitation only makes sense if the dead are raised. If you are a Christian for 

the benefit of this life only – well, Paul says we are to be pitied. 

     And Paul continues, “What do I gain if, humanly speaking, I fought with wild beasts at 

Ephesus? What benefit is there – from a purely human perspective – for Paul to constantly put 

himself in harm’s way. The reference to “wild beasts” is probably metaphorical. In chapter 16, 

Paul says, “But I will stay in Ephesus until Pentecost, for a wide door for effective work has 

opened to me, and there are many adversaries.” If there is no resurrection, this kind of gospel 

service makes no sense – it’s useless. 

     Then, in verse 32, Paul says what we should be doing if the dead are not raised: “Let us eat 

and drink, for tomorrow we die.” The quotation is from Isaiah 22:13. It reflected the hopeless 

and hedonistic view of the backslidden Israelites. But Paul honest: “if this life is all there is then 

it makes sense to live for pleasure, comfort, ease, and safety; what doesn’t make sense is 

sacrificial service.” 
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     On February 21, 1748 Jonathan Edwards preached what was certainly his most difficult 

funeral sermon; the funeral of his 17-year-old daughter Jerusha. Nine months earlier, a young 

missionary named David Brainerd had come to the Edwards’ home to rest and recover from a 

serious illness. Shortly after arriving, doctors told Brainerd that he had incurable consumption 

(the infectious disease we know as tuberculosis). Knowing the dangers, Jonathan and Sarah 

Edwards allowed their daughter Jerusha to tend to Brainerd the last nineteen weeks of his life. 

Days before his death, he told Jerusha that he was willing to part with her but expressed his 

confidence that they would spend “a happy eternity together!” Brainerd died October 9th, 

1747. Four months later, Jerusha died of the same disease. Some have speculated that Jerusha 

cared for Brainerd because they were planning to marry. But there’s no evidence. Rather, 

Jerusha’s concern for David Brainerd demonstrates her willingness to serve someone in need, 

and to sacrifice her own comfort and health in doing so. It also demonstrates her confidence in 

resurrection. 

     Jesus lived and died with a confidence in resurrection. Because of resurrection, he knew that 

his life and death for us was not useless. The writer of Hebrews puts it this way, “Jesus, the 

founder and perfecter of our faith…for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, 

despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God.” (Heb. 12:2) The 

promise of future joy and reward gave Jesus the strength for sacrificial service. 

     And it can do the same for us. Why get up at 6AM on Sunday morning to serve on the setup 

team? Because in the resurrection you will hear Jesus say to your face, “well done, good and 

faithful servant.” Why deal with runny noses and temper tantrums in the nursery? Why speak 

about the good news of Jesus to a neighbor? Because in the resurrection you will hear Jesus say 

to your face, “well done.” Why serve your wife by letting her choose the TV show? Why ask 

your parents how you can serve them this week? Why bear patiently with difficult people? Why 

serve your difficult boss this week? Because in the resurrection you will hear Jesus say to your 

face, “well done, good and faithful servant.” 

 

  



(If There’s No Resurrection) Your Christianity is Useless  
1 Corinthians 15:29-34 

 7 

3.  Exhortations to Believe the Resurrection 

     If there is no resurrection your Christianity is useless. Your baptism is useless. Your service is 

useless. “But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have 

fallen asleep.” And so, Paul ends this section by giving three exhortations designed to wake us 

from our resurrection slumber. Look at verses 33-34. 

Do not be deceived: “Bad company ruins good morals.” Wake 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. 
(15:33-34) 
 
     The first exhortation: “Do not be deceived: Bad company ruins good morals.” At first glance 

this seems to come from left field. But in context, the “bad company” are those among the 

Corinthian church who deny the resurrection. Paul is saying that this denial of the resurrection 

results in corrupted behavior. Paul points to the relationship between what one believes about 

the future and how one behaves in the present. Just as hoping in the resurrection motivates 

obedience and holiness, so disbelief of it results in disobedience and immorality. Paul has just 

said that if there is no resurrection, we might as well eat and drink for tomorrow we die. If 

death is all there is then what difference does it make what we do. 

     The second and third exhortations are related and again link belief about the future with 

present behavior. “Wake up from your drunken stupor, as is right, and do not go on sinning.” 

“Wake up! Snap out of it!” says Paul. Their denial of resurrection is like a drunken stupor of the 

soul. Snap out of it! Come to your senses and stop sinning! Their wrong belief led to wrong 

behavior. There’s an organic link between belief and behavior. Our behavior flows out of what 

we believe about ourselves and what we believe about God. 

     And Paul identifies their wrong belief about God as the root of the problem: “For some have 

no knowledge of God.” Jesus made the same point with the Sadducees, a Jewish sect that 

denied the resurrection. Remember what he said to them, “You are wrong, because you know 

neither the Scriptures nor the power of God… And as for the resurrection of the dead, have you 

not read what was said to you by God: ‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the 

God of Jacob’? He is not God of the dead, but of the living.”  
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Jesus identifies the root problem of the Sadducees: they didn’t know the power of God. They 

didn’t really know God. The real God “gives life to the dead and calls into existence things that 

do not exist.” To some of the Corinthians shame, they didn’t know this God. 

     In Hebrews chapter 11 we’re reminded of the organic link between belief and behavior. “By 

faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, 

choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of 

sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was 

looking to the reward.” 

    What about us? Where is our focus? Are we more focused on this world or the next? Are we 

more focused on the acceptance of others or the acceptance of Christ? Are we more focused 

on the treasures of America or the treasures of Christ? Are we more focused on getting and 

maintaining our best life now? Or do we recognize that we only get our best life in the 

resurrection? I’ll admit what you already know: my focus tends to be on the here and now. I 

suspect it’s an area for growth for all of us. How can we cultivate resurrection growth? 

Prayerfully read and re-read 1 Corinthians 15, Hebrews 11, Romans 8, and Revelation 21-22. I’m 

regularly reciting Paul’s summary of the Bible: “As in Adam all die, so also in Christ will all be 

made alive.” 
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Conclusion 
      I want to conclude by looking at phrase we skipped. Look at verse 31. The NLT paraphrases, 

“For I swear, dear brothers and sisters, that I face death daily. This is as certain as my pride in 

what Christ Jesus our Lord has done in you.” Paul invokes an oath that he daily faces death. But 

notice that the certainty of his daily dying is as certain as his pride in what Jesus has done in and 

through them. It’s an astonishing statement. Paul is certain about the work of Christ in this 

church. A church that needed a ton of adjustment. In fact, it reminds me of the way Paul begins 

the letter: “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given 

you in Christ Jesus…who will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” 

And that’s a word for each of us. We may still need adjustment – we do still need adjustment. 

But the grace of God in Christ Jesus is working in us and through us and will sustain us. Today, 

tomorrow, and through to resurrection. And because of that, our Christianity is not useless. 


