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Abstract 

This study examines 1 Corinthians 15:35-49, a passage that has caused scholarly 

puzzlement. The content of Paul’s argument has been generally understood to 

emphasise discontinuity between the present human body and the body of the 

resurrection. However, Paul’s use of the seed motif then seems to contradict ancient 

understandings of seeds; the purpose of his cosmological descriptions becomes 

opaque; and, at some points, elements of his argument appear redundant. This study 

answers Troels Engberg-Pedersen’s call for a ‘cosmological’, rather than a ‘cognitive’, 

understanding of Paul’s language, and brings together both causal and functional 

analyses of Paul’s argument. By recognising both the philosophical background to 

Paul’s motifs and his use of Old Testament intertexts, a new understanding of the 

passage is achieved. Furthermore, an examination of religious practices in Corinth 

provides the basis for proposing a reconstruction of the situation addressed by Paul. 

 

The study demonstrates that, in seeking a ‘cosmological’ reading, a fresh 

interpretation becomes possible; an interpretation that resolves some of the puzzles 

attending existing readings. Paul’s seed material in vv.36-38 can be seen to accord 

with ancient understandings of seeds, and to emphasise continuity rather than 

discontinuity. An intertextual analysis of vv.39-41 identifies Psalm 8 as the hitherto 

undetected intertext which structures Paul’s thought. Paul’s argument portrays 

continuity between the present and eschatological ages, with Paul constructing a 

model of correspondence that emphasises a renewed cosmos as the context for the 

resurrection. A further model of correspondence in v.45 then allows Paul to write of 

the agency of Christ in the resurrection, and also the character of raised humanity 

(vv.47-49).   
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1 

1. Introduction 

1.1. The Thesis and Its Derivation 

1.1.1. Continuity and Discontinuity in Resurrection 

Several prominent scholars, most notably Karl Barth, have considered 1 Corinthians 

15, with its defence of the resurrection and portrait of the resurrection body, to be 

both the climax of, and the key to, understanding Paul’s epistle.1 As one of the key 

sources for a Christian doctrine of the resurrection body, the chapter has 

understandably attracted a great deal of scholarly attention and spawned a 

significant volume of secondary literature.2 It is perhaps surprising, therefore, that 

there remains some uncertainty about the aim of Paul’s argument in the chapter, and 

about the audience to which it is addressed. 

Two recent treatments of the chapter demonstrate radically divergent renderings of 

Paul’s teaching about the resurrection body. N. T. Wright has cast Paul’s teaching on 

the resurrection body very much in terms of new (or renewed) creation, with a 

significant emphasis on continuity.3 For Wright, the argument of 1 Corinthians 15 

reveals that Paul envisages ‘the recreation of humankind’ in terms of the pattern of 

Genesis 1 and 2. Hence, in the chapter Paul paints ‘a deliberate and careful theology 

of new Genesis, of creation renewed’ using a ‘step-by-step argument’.4 This emphasis 

on continuity in resurrection is detected by Wright across Paul’s writings, with 

Wright placing considerable weight on Romans 8: ‘[f]rom one point of view the new 

world, and the new bodies, are the redeemed, remade versions of the old ones; that is 

                                                        

1 Karl Barth, Resurrection of the Dead (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2003), 11. Anthony Thiselton  judges that 
there is ‘no convincing reason’ for disputing this verdict (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NIGTC 
(Carlisle: Paternoster, 2001), 1169). 
2 See, for example, Thiselton’s main bibliography for Chapter 15 (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1178–
82) and his supplementary bibliography for vv.35-58 (ibid., 1260–61). 
3 N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (London: SPCK, 2003). See Wright’s summary of Paul’s 
view (ibid., 372–374). His understanding of resurrection has been popularised by his book Surprised by 
Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (London: SPCK, 2007). Wright 
writes that ‘[e]ven in its own terms, there can be no doubt that Paul intends this entire chapter to be 
an exposition of the renewal of creation, and the renewal of humankind as its focal point,’ The 
Resurrection of the Son of God, 313, emphasis added. 
4 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 341. 
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the emphasis of Romans 8.’5 Wright’s understanding of resurrection in Paul stresses 

Paul’s adoption and development of Jewish views, largely taken from the Jewish 

scriptures, in contrast (and in opposition) to common Graeco-Roman understandings 

of the post-mortem fate of human beings. For Wright, Paul ‘clearly belongs on the 

Jewish map rather than the pagan one.’6 

Troels Engberg-Pederson has also rendered Paul’s view of resurrection against a 

backdrop of new creation. However, for Engberg-Pedersen, Paul has derived his view, 

to a significant degree, from his knowledge of Stoic cosmology. The new creation is 

therefore highly discontinuous with the old. Paul envisages, according to this view, 

‘the generation of an altogether new pneumatic world of eternal life in which everything 

that was tied to the lower elements of the present world of corruption and death 

would be transformed into a wholly different kind of heavenly existence, indeeed 

(sic), into an altogether different world.’7 In Engberg-Pedersen’s view, the whole 

cosmos, including the bodies of those who are ‘in Christ’, will be rendered into pneuma 

at the eschaton. There would therefore seem to be virtually no continuity between the 

familiar and resurrection bodies. This view is built almost entirely on a foundation 

derived from the data of 1 Corinthians 15 and Engberg-Pedersen mines the rest of the 

Pauline corpus for support.8 

That these two portraits of Paul’s teaching on resurrection, which both recognise that 

it ought, properly, to be set against the backdrop of a new creation, can be at such 

variance from one another, illustrates the nature of the debates surrounding 

continuity and discontinuity in resurrection. These debates have existed since the 

early centuries of the church. Several of the second century Fathers, in arguing for 

the very possibility of resurrection, adopt highly continuous portraits. For Justin, ‘the 

resurrection is a resurrection of the flesh that has died.’9 Athenagoras links the 

resurrection with the perpetuity of the created order.10 Irenaeus also places 

                                                        

5 Ibid., 372–373. 
6 Ibid., 372. 
7 Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul: The Material Spirit (Oxford University 
Press, 2010), 38, italics original. 
8 Ibid., 8–38. 
9 Justin Martyr, On the Resurrection 10 (ANF 1:298). 
10 Athenagoras, Resurrection of the Dead 13-14 (ANF 2:156). 
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resurrection in the context of the restoration of creation to its primeval condition.11 

He goes to some lengths to argue that v.50 of 1 Corinthians 15 does not preclude a 

resurrection of the flesh.12 In the third century, Tertullian argues for a different form 

for the resurrected human body, but with significant continuity. The essential 

continuity is a restoring according to the pattern of nature, which is seen in 

Tertullian’s conviction that our limbs and other features will be preserved in the 

resurrection.13 This emphasis on continuity amongst the early fathers was often set 

against Gnosticism, which denigrated both the human body, seeing it as extraneous 

to the salvation of the soul, and the created world.  

Also in the third century, but in contrast, Origen espouses a view of the resurrected 

human body which demonstrates a high degree of discontinuity from the familiar 

human body. Origen argues for a spiritual body, ethereal and clear. It seems that in 

Origen’s conception, the human body is to be transformed from a solid, cold, moist 

body of earth, to a body which is dominated by fire or ether.14 So, the bodies of those 

who are raised as saints become like the stars.15 In addition, rather than a restoration 

of the familiar creation, in the consummation all of the diversity which is currently 

seen in the created order will be abolished. For Origen, the ‘whole of bodily nature 

will, in the consummation of things, consist of one species.’16 

The divergent renderings of Wright and Engberg-Pedersen therefore have 

precedents in the Early Church, and throughout the history of Christian theology the 

seeds of these early divergent renderings have sent out shoots.17 

                                                        

11 Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.32 (ANF 1:561-2). Also see Against Heresies 5.33-36 (ANF 1:562-567). 
12 Against Heresies 5.9 (ANF 1:534-5). 
13 Tertullian, On the Resurrection 60 (ANF 3:591-2). Nevertheless, it is clear that Tertullian’s conception 
of resurrection existence is also significantly different from the world we know, since he cannot say 
of what possible use our limbs and other bodily structures will be in a world where there is no food 
and no work and therefore no eating, drinking or labour. 
14 Origen, De Principiis 2.2 (ANF 4:270). 
15 Origen, Against Celsus 5.10 (ANF 4:546-7). 
16 De Principiis 3.6.6-8 (ANF 4:346-8). 
17 These divergent strands are situated within the broader reflection on resurrection in the Church. 
For a survey of this reflection up until the Mediaeval Period see Caroline Walker Bynum, Resurrection 
of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336, Lectures on the History of Religions 15 (Columbia University 
Press, 2013). For a brief survey of some contemporary reflection, see Pheme Perkins, Resurrection: New 
Testament Witness and Contemporary Reflection, 1st Ed. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1984), 421–446. 
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1.1.2. Paul’s Cosmological Language 

Close to the heart of these disputes about the continuity or discontinuity between the 

familiar and eschatological human body (and the familiar and eschatological 

creation) is the interpretation of Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15:35-49. The 

passage plays an important role in many early conceptions of the resurrected human 

body. It is these verses that are addressed in this thesis.  

In v.35, Paul composes two questions: ‘How are the dead raised? And in which kind of 

body do they come?’18 The first question concerns the ‘how’ of resurrection, the ‘by 

what means?’ The second concerns the type of body that is given in resurrection.19 

The questions suggest that Paul intends to address each of these issues. The language 

and complexity of the argument that follows certainly suggest that Paul has adopted, 

in the words of Engberg-Pedersen, a ‘philosophical mood’.20 Paul’s argument begins 

with observations akin to a natural philosopher, with the seed material of vv.36-38. 

It then takes a distinctly cosmological turn in vv.39-41, before returning to the 

language of agriculture in vv.42-44. In v.45, Paul cites Genesis 2:7, introducing a 

section where the language is thoroughly anthropological.  

Despite the ‘philosophical mood’ that Paul has adopted, interpreters have almost 

ubiquitously suggested literary devices, rather than specifically philosophical 

content, as the key to Paul’s argument. In the early church, allegory was employed to 

decipher the cosmological language.21 In modern times, Paul’s botanical language has 

tended to be understood as analogical: the seed sown and raised presents an analogy 

of the human body in death and resurrection, or in familiar and eschatological life.22 

The cosmological language of vv.39-41 has almost universally been understood as a 

distinct second analogical movement in Paul’s argument, emphasising the great 

variety of bodies that God is able to create.23 Paul’s detailed and specific cosmological 

                                                        

18 My translation. 
19 On the relationship between the two questions, see §2.5.1. 
20 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 26. 
21 On the Resurrection 52 (ANF 3:585-6). See also §4.2.2. 
22 See the discussion in §3.6. 
23 See §4.2.2. 
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description in these verses is then understood as serving a rather prosaic end: to 

demonstrate that God can create various types of body.  

Engberg-Pedersen urges that, rather than adopting a metaphorical, or ‘cognitive’, 

method of understanding Paul’s language (specifically here in 1 Corinthians 15, but 

also elsewhere), it is preferable to seek a ‘non-metaphorical, concrete and basically 

physical’ way of understanding.24 Engberg-Pedersen labels this a ‘cosmological’ 

approach to understanding Paul’s language and this label specifically allows him to 

make proposals about Paul’s concept of the material pneuma, a constitutive part of 

the cosmos conceived along Stoic lines. 

In this thesis, I uphold Engberg-Pedersen’s complaint against a metaphorical reading 

in the specific case of 1 Corinthians 15:35-44. As he argues, an attempt must be made 

to understand Paul’s philosophical language, not as metaphor, but as straightforward 

description. Paul’s language, in botanical description and in cosmology proper, can 

be appropriately considered under the general rubric of a ‘cosmological reading’. This 

is because cosmology is concerned with the structure of the cosmos (both on earth 

and in the heavens) and with its processes. In vv.36-41, Paul’s concern with types of 

bodies, whether of a wheat plant, of a bird, or of a star, is distinctively cosmological. 

To attempt a ‘cosmological reading’ of these verses is to consciously recognise Paul’s 

notably philosophical mood, resisting any impulse towards allegory or metaphor in 

seeking understanding, and exploring his language as straightforward description of 

the cosmos. This call for a ‘cosmological reading’ stands at the head of this present 

thesis and guides the first movement of the methodology. 

Interpreters who attempt to do some justice to Paul’s philosophical language, such as 

Engberg-Pedersen and Jeffery Asher, conclude that Paul intends an overwhelming 

emphasis on discontinuity in his conception of the resurrection.25 In their view, Paul 

espouses a very similar view to that of the dominant Graeco-Roman philosophies of 

                                                        

24 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 1. 
25 For example, Engberg-Pedersen writes that Paul teaches that ‘a ‘pneumatic’ one [body] belongs in 
heaven… Or to be even more precise: a ‘pneumatic body’ is a heavenly body like the sun, moon, and 
stars’ (ibid., 28). Jeffrey Asher similarly writes that Paul demonstrates that ‘the terrestrial body will be 
changed into a celestial one’ (Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15: A Study of Metaphysics, Rhetoric, and 
Resurrection, HUT 42 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 145). 
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the first century – a familiar human body is totally unsuited to human existence after 

the eschaton. Asher detects in Paul’s argument in vv.35-49 the Hellenistic trope of 

cosmic polarity between the terrestrial and celestial realms. For Asher, Paul is 

employing this well-established trope in order to reassure the philosophically-

minded, well-educated Corinthian opponents that his conception of the resurrection 

body complies with the presuppositions of pagan cosmology.26 Paul hopes to 

demonstrate that his conception of the resurrection body is ‘spatially compatible’ 

with this principle of cosmic, locative polarity.27 In this, Asher follows Dale Martin, 

who similarly proposes that Paul envisages that ‘the resurrected body will have to be 

thoroughly reconstituted so as to be able to rise from the earth to a new luminous 

home in the heavens.’28 

How do those who, like Wright, argue for greater continuity between the familiar 

cosmos and human body, and their eschatological equivalents, deal with the same 

data in vv.35-49? When the metaphorical, or analogical, readings of 1 Corinthians 

15:35-49 in established scholarship are followed through, they do logically lead to an 

almost overwhelming emphasis on discontinuity between the familiar and 

eschatological human body. Exegetes adopting a ‘cognitive’, analogical reading of 

vv.36-41, but also wishing, for theological reasons, to temper Paul’s seeming emphasis 

on discontinuity, continue to struggle against the strong inertia of Paul’s seed 

‘analogy’. The logical conclusions of this analogy emerge even in portraits where 

some emphasis on continuity is desired. So, for example, Thiselton continually 

emphasises continuity of personal identity, especially in relation to the category of 

‘body’.29 However, the seed analogy drives him to conclude that Paul argues for a full 

and radical transformation of form, such that Thiselton concludes that ‘no human 

mind can predict or conceive the shape or form of the as-yet-unseen σῶμα of the 

resurrection…’30 Similarly, Wegener summarises Paul’s argument in vv.35-38 as: ‘It is 

                                                        

26 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 91. 
27 Ibid., 99, 116–117. 
28 Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (Yale University Press, 1999), 135. See also Keener’s view: 
‘although Paul contends for a bodily resurrection, it is a body of glory rather than of flesh…a particular 
kind of heavenly rather than any earthly sort of body, aptly compared to heavenly bodies like the stars’ 
(1-2 Corinthians (Cambridge University Press, 2005), 131). 
29 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1263–5, esp. 1281. 
30 Ibid., 1265–6. Italics original. 
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foolish to try to figure out what kind of body we will have after the resurrection.’31 

Lenski states: ‘The supposition that in the resurrection our bodies must have the 

appearance which they had in this earthly life is invalid; God is able to renew our dead 

bodies in a form of existence which is utterly different from that in which we now see 

them’.32 Once again, it is not only the human body that is in view, but the context for 

resurrected life. The logical conclusion of such ‘cognitive’ readings is that Paul invites 

unbounded conjecture concerning the resurrection body, and leaves the second 

question of v.35 entirely unanswered.33 As has been noted, Wright himself relies heavily 

on Romans 8 to supply continuity to Paul’s portrait of resurrection, but he (like most 

others) also detects continuity in vv.36-38, since the seed and plant are closely 

related. He concludes that in using the example of the seed Paul argues for 

‘discontinuity within continuity’ since ‘the basic image speaks of continuity.’34 An 

argument for basic continuity between the kinds of body possessed by a seed and plant 

seems difficult to sustain, a point amply illustrated by Wright’s contrasting of a 

cauliflower seed with a cauliflower.35 In Wright’s treatment of the seed ‘analogy’ one 

feels that the force of the analogy’s implied discontinuity has been somewhat glossed 

over. Thiselton’s conclusion would seem to be the logical outcome of a supposed seed 

‘analogy’, an outcome that would seem to be entirely supported by the following 

supposed ‘analogy’ in vv.39-41. Those who interpret these following verses in this 

way generally conclude that Paul is emphasising that God is able to create a diverse 

array of bodies, and so will have no problem finding one suitable for humans in the 

resurrection.36 Robertson and Plummer’s interpretation is representative:  

[t]he God who made these myriads of differences in one and the same universe 
can be credited with inexhaustible power … he has found a body fit for fish, 

                                                        

31 Mark I. Wegener, “The rhetorical strategy of 1 Corinthians 15,” Currents in Theology and Mission 31:6 
(December 1, 2004): 449. 
32 R. C. H Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Fortress, 1963), 707, emphasis added. 
33 A. J. M. Wedderburn, Beyond Resurrection (London: SCM Press, 2012), 132. 
34 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 341, 344. 
35 Ibid., 344. 
36 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1267, 1269. This has been the view of the vast majority of 
interpreters, at least since Calvin. Previous to that, as has been noted, an allegorical rather than 
analogical interpretation was also espoused. 
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fowl, cattle and mortal man: why not for … [raised] man? … Experience cannot 
teach that there is a type of life for which no suitable body can be found.37  

Wright adopts the same ‘analogical’ method of interpretation for vv.39-41, but again 

plays down the implied discontinuity of this analogy.38 His analysis majors on 

distinctions of glory and spatial location, but resists the logical pull which others 

acknowledge. This second ‘analogy’ similarly would seem to lead to an unbridled 

conjecture on the nature and form of the resurrection body, which again leaves Paul’s 

readers no wiser as to what kind of body it will be.  

Such cognitive approaches to Paul’s language in vv.36-41, which Engberg-Pedersen 

criticises, serve up a conflict with the highly continuous emphasis of Romans 8, which 

is undoubtedly why Wright emphasises this latter passage when stressing that Paul’s 

view is of the redemption of the existing cosmos.39 Despite Wright’s attempts to 

mitigate in his treatment the apparent emphasis on discontinuity in 1 Corinthians 15, 

it seems as if Romans 8 must be pressed into service in an attempt to secure the point. 

It is extremely difficult to reconcile ‘cognitive’ approaches to vv.36-41 with Wright’s 

insistence that Paul is presenting a ‘deliberate and careful theology of new Genesis, 

of creation renewed’ in 1 Corinthians 15.40 Whilst it is possible that Paul could present 

a highly discontinuous view of resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15 and a highly 

continuous view in Romans 8, this seems unlikely.41 By upholding Engberg-Pedersen’s 

appeal for a ‘cosmological’ reading, this present study produces a new interpretation 

of 1 Corinthians 15:36-41 which resolves this seeming conflict in Paul’s 

understanding(s) of resurrection. 

                                                        

37 Archibald Robertson and Alfred Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St 
Paul to the Corinthians, 2nd Ed., ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1914), 371; Thiselton, The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians, 1270. 
38 ‘Paul’s main purpose here is to establish that there are different kinds of physicality, each of which 
has its own proper characteristics’ (Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 344). Wright is clear that 
Paul is offering ‘analogies’ (ibid., 345). 
39 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 372–3. 
40 Ibid., 341. 
41 The epistles were written perhaps as little as a few months apart, with Romans probably being 
composed in Corinth. Dates for writing are usually taken as 55-57 A.D. for Romans (see James D. G. 
Dunn, Romans 1-8, WBC (Dallas: Word Books, 1988), xliii–xliv), and 54-56 A.D. in the case of 1 
Corinthians. See J.R. Richards, who dates Romans before 1 Corinthians (“Romans and 1 Corinthians: 
Their Chronological Relationship and Comparative Dates,” NTS 13 (67 1966): 14–30). In addition, there 
are good reasons for suspecting that existing interpretations of 1 Cor 15:35-49 have not adequately 
uncovered Paul’s purpose (see §1.1.5). 
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1.1.3. Echoes of Scripture 

Various proposals for the source(s) of Paul’s concept of the resurrected human body 

have been made. Unsurprisingly, these proposals tend to mirror the interpretation of 

the concept itself. Interpreters have for a long time noted the echoes (and citations) 

from the Old Testament in 1 Corinthians 15. Citations from Psalm 8 in v.27, Genesis 

2:7 in v.45 and from Isaiah and Hosea in vv.54-55 are generally acknowledged. 

Burchard, Usami, Fee and others note that in vv.39-41, Paul evokes several cosmic 

categories from Genesis 1.42 However, since Wright proffered that ‘Genesis 1-3 forms 

a subtext for the whole chapter,’43 a keener eye has been focussed on these 

connections to Jewish creation traditions. This is not least because of the significance 

Wright invests in them – that they are indicative of Paul’s doctrine of cosmic new 

creation. Wright argues not only that there are frequent allusions to Genesis 1-3 in 1 

Corinthians 15, but that these Jewish traditions delineate the structure of Paul’s 

argument.44 So, Ciampa and Rosner see Paul’s seed analogy as arising from Genesis 1 

and understand the content of vv.39-41 as reflecting Paul’s working backward 

through the various bodies mentioned in Genesis 1:14-28.45 However, despite Wright 

and others identifying the close and strong allusion to Genesis 1 in vv.39-41, Paul’s 

purpose in this allusion has not been truly pinned down. Where this allusion is 

stressed, it is usually suggested that Paul wishes to make a distinction between 

earthly and heavenly bodies, but why he wished to do so is left largely unexplored.46 

Despite the recognition that there are close affinities between Paul’s argument and 

the cosmology of Genesis 1, this does not seem to have affected interpretations to any 

significant degree. 

Of course, those who posit Graeco-Roman philosophy as the driver of Paul’s teaching 

on resurrection tend to draw comparatively little attention to the echoes of Jewish 

creation traditions in 1 Corinthians 15. Whilst Engberg-Pedersen understands Paul to 

                                                        

42 These connections are highlighted by Kôshi Usami, “‘How are the dead raised?’(1 Cor 15, 35-58),” 
Biblica (1976): 468–493 and Christoph Burchard, “1 Korinther 15 39-41,” ZNW 75:3-4 (2009): 233–258. See 
also Gordon D. Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 782–84. 
43 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 313. 
44 Ibid.. 
45 Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 
805. 
46 Beyond the rather prosaic point that he argues that bodies can be different. 
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be thinking within a thoroughly Jewish, apocalyptic framework, he proposes that the 

meat on these apocalyptic bones is decisively influenced by Stoic cosmology. Thus, 

he leaves any connection between vv.39-41 and Genesis 1 unexplored. Whilst Asher 

notes that others have proposed such echoes, he questions the validity of a link to 

Genesis 1 by correctly highlighting that both the order and the categories of animals 

mentioned in vv.39-41 do not correspond to those in Genesis 1.47 He proposes that in 

fact Greek parallels show greater correlation with vv.39-41.48 Asher generally leaves 

any apocalyptic or Jewish background unexplored, and without a clearly identified 

connection to Jewish creation traditions, or an associated explanation for it, there 

might seem to be no strong reason to quibble with Asher’s approach.49 

However, this present study illuminates these connections to Jewish creation 

traditions, not only clearly identifying them, but also proposing why Paul alludes to 

them. The methodology utilises intertextual theory to analyse Paul’s use of scripture. 

As will be demonstrated, a very specific creation tradition emerges as the intertext 

forming Paul’s thought. Driving forward the insightful proposal of Wright, this study 

concludes that it is not specifically Genesis 1-3 that orders Paul’s thought, but rather 

the Jewish creation hymn of Psalm 8. 

1.1.4. Paul Among the Philosophers 

In his review of Engberg-Pedersen’s Cosmology and the Self, John Barclay writes of the 

huge service to the discipline of Pauline theology that is rendered by Engberg-

Pedersen’s attempt to dispel the antithesis between a Jewish (or apocalyptic) Paul and 

a Graeco-Roman (or philosophical) Paul.50 In this study both Jewish and Graeco-

Roman backgrounds to Paul’s arguments are considered. Any successful 

                                                        

47 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 101, esp. n.28. 
48 Ibid., 103–105, esp. 104n.34. 
49 ‘[W]hile A[sher] acknowledges the “dual resonance” of apocalyptic eschatology and philosophical 
cosmology in vv.39-49, he has given relatively little attention to the former’ (John Gillman, “Review of 
Jeffrey Asher, ‘Polarity and change in 1 Corinthians 15: a study of metaphysics, rhetoric, and 
resurrection,’” CBQ 64:2 (April 1, 2002): 367). 
50 John M.G. Barclay, “Stoic Physics and the Christ-event: A Review of Troels Engberg-Pedersen, 
Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul: The Material Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010),” 
JSNT 33:4 (June 1, 2011): 413. See Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 17–18. 
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understanding of Paul’s thought must attempt to situate Paul ‘among the 

philosophers’ as well as to be alive to his ‘Echoes of Scripture’.51 

For Abraham Malherbe, Paul is ‘thoroughly familiar with contemporary philosophical 

traditions.’52 Malherbe’s emphasis is on moral philosophy but, as he recognises, the 

moral aims of Hellenistic philosophies cannot be divorced from their metaphysical 

systems.53 A reading of 1 Corinthians 15:35-49 cognisant with Engberg-Pedersen’s 

appeal for a ‘cosmological’ rather than ‘metaphorical’ reading requires that Paul 

himself be able to operate comfortably within the world of Hellenistic cosmology. 

Dale Martin is correct in his proposal that in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul is addressing the 

educated and wealthier members of the Corinthian church.54 Certainly the tenor of 

the early part of the letter, with its emphasis on wisdom (σοφία) seems to support the 

view that some of those in the church were concerned with φιλοσοφία.55 Bruce 

Winter’s convincing portrayal of the influence of the Sophist movement in Corinth 

adds to the likelihood of this portrayal.56 Paul’s theology impinged on the ancient 

discipline of physics simply because Paul’s theology involved the physical world. 

Therefore, Paul’s doctrine of human resurrection in the context of new creation 

(which is portrayed clearly in Romans 8) immediately sits within the broader first 

century milieu of physics, and more precisely, cosmology.57 For the Epicureans, any 

notion of immortality in an entirely material cosmos ruled by chance was untenable. 

For the Stoics, the cosmos was to be remade through a cyclical process of 

conflagration. For Platonists, the physical world was a mere shadow of a higher, 

hidden reality. Paul, in teaching human resurrection, was moving in this milieu. 

This study therefore attempts to listen on all channels, to situate a Jewish Paul in a 

Hellenistic world, writing to a church in a Roman colony. Paul’s rhetoric is formed 

within an intertextual matrix, and in this study theories of intertextuality inform not 

                                                        

51 These (the titles of this and the previous section) are taken from Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture 
in the Letters of Paul (Yale University Press, 1993) and Chapter 14 of N. T. Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness 
of God (London: SPCK, 2013). 
52 Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Popular Philosophers (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1989), 8. 
53 Ibid., 5. 
54 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 107–8. 
55 Ibid., 107; Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 180. 
56 Bruce W. Winter, Philo and Paul Among the Sophists, SNTS 96 (Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
57 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1367–71. 
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only the exploration of Paul’s use of the Old Testament, but also the exploration of 

Paul’s use of themes and motifs from Hellenistic philosophy.58 The portrait that 

emerges accords with the conclusion of Malherbe: ‘as a theologian, Hellenistic 

elements are not at the centre of Paul’s thinking, but provide the means by which he 

conducts his argument.’59  

1.1.5. The Thesis: Statement and Justification 

Two simple proposals (which are justified below) initiate this present exploration of 

1 Corinthians 15:35-49. The first is this: Paul’s seed material in vv.36-38 has been 

misinterpreted. There follows a second: vv.39-41 do not represent a distinct, second 

movement in Paul’s argument but develop (organically, even) the argument of vv.36-

38. 

These two proposals lead to the thesis at the heart of this study: in the passage, Paul 

argues for an overwhelming continuity (although with carefully delineated elements 

of discontinuity) between the familiar cosmos and the eschatological cosmos, within 

which he understands the form and nature of the resurrected human body. The study 

argues for this thesis and, through pursuing a ‘cosmological’ rather than a ‘cognitive’ 

reading, proposes a new interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15:35-49. This new 

interpretation yields a satisfying and coherent understanding of Paul’s argument, 

together with a portrayal of resurrection in the context of new creation which chimes 

strongly with Paul’s portrayal in Romans 8. Such a thesis requires a suitably robust 

justification. 

The justification for pursuing this study is found, in part, in the preceding sections of 

this chapter. That such divergent proposals for Paul’s portrayal of resurrection and 

new creation in 1 Corinthians 15 (as related above) can arise from the same data 

invites a reappraisal. The apparent variance between Paul’s portrait of resurrection 

in 1 Corinthians 15 and that in Romans 8 also suggests that, if Paul is not to be charged 

with incoherence or arbitrary argumentation, one or other (or both) of these 

                                                        

58 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 42,43. The conclusions of Thiselton (appealing to both 
Moore and Eriksson) that Paul uses appeals to scripture and appeals to logic, or rational coherence, in 
his argument provides support for such an approach. 
59 Abraham J. Malherbe, Light from the Gentiles: Hellenistic Philosophy and Early Christianity: Collected Essays, 
1959–2012, by Abraham J. Malherbe, ed. Carl R. Holladay et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 207. 
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passages require reappraisal. The recurrent puzzlement which has been expressed by 

scholars examining Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15:35-49 suggests this passage 

as the prime suspect.60 

Uncertainty about Paul’s argument can be particularly noted at three points: first, in 

the seed material in vv.36-38; second, in the cosmological material of vv.39-41; and 

third, in Paul’s enigmatic citation of Genesis 2:7 in v.45. As regards vv.36-38: Thiselton 

and Fee judge the grammar and syntax of Paul’s argument to be awkward; Mack 

thinks that Paul’s supposed seed analogy is ill-suited; Bynum, that it is ‘enigmatic’; 

Perkins, that Paul himself recognises it is flawed; and, most significantly of all, Songe-

Møller judges that it is contrary to all ancient mythic and philosophical 

understandings of seeds.61 

Vv.39-41 have caused similar problems to interpreters since the early days of the 

church. Tertullian’s abrupt transition to allegorical interpretation on encountering 

these verses is justified by the claim that any straightforward (or perhaps 

‘cosmological’) reading would be ‘absurd’.62 John Chrysostom struggles to understand 

Paul’s sudden interest in ‘the stars and the sun’.63 Calvin also recognises that Paul’s 

argument takes an uncertain course between v.38 and v.39.64 Amongst modern 

interpreters we find that Fee adjudges Paul’s argument in vv.39-41 as ‘not clearly 

specified’.65 Beker comes to a similar conclusion.66 Similar levels of uncertainty 

surround v.45. Scroggs puts the problem concisely, asking ‘how Paul can possibly 

                                                        

60 Rudolf Bultmann famously concluded that Paul had let himself be ‘misled into adopting his 
opponents’ method of argumentation’, resulting in an ‘un-Pauline’ use of ideas (Theology of the New 
Testament: v. 1, trans. K. Grobel (London: SCM Press, 1971), 192). 
61 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1264; Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 780; Burton L. 
Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress Books, 1990), 58; Bynum, Resurrection of the 
Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336, 4; Pheme Perkins, First Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012), 187; 
Vigdis Songe-Møller, “‘With What Kind of Body Will They Come?’ Metamorphosis and the Concept of 
Change: From Platonic Thinking to Paul’s Notion of the Resurrection of the Dead,” in Metamorphoses: 
Resurrection, Body, and Transformative Practices in Early Christianity, ed. Turid Karlsen Seim and Jorunn 
Økland (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2009), 116. 
62 Tertullian, On the Resurrection 52 (ANF 3:586). See §4.2.2. 
63 John Chrysostom, Homilies on First Corinthians 41 (NPNF 1.12:251). See §4.2.2. 
64 John Calvin, First Corinthians, Calvin’s New Testament commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 
337. See §4.2.2. 
65 Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 782. See §4.2.3. 
66 Christiaan J. Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1980), 
169. See §4.2.3. 
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derive a concept of the spiritual body out of Gen 2:7’.67 Many interpreters see a radical 

or startling re-interpretation of Genesis 2:7.68 Wright, in contrast, sees v.45 as almost 

redundant to Paul’s argument.69 

If Paul is addressing philosophically-minded and influential members of the 

Corinthian church, and if he is indeed adopting a ‘philosophical mood’, then the 

puzzled reactions of modern scholars to Paul’s argument, and their judging of it as 

opaque, might suggest that something is not quite right. Can it really be that ‘the 

simplicity of Paul’s own argument obscures the mess he makes of philosophical 

exegesis’?70 Scholarly differences on this important passage provide justification for 

re-examining it. Engberg-Pedersen has appealed for a ‘cosmological reading’, but has 

down-played the importance of Paul’s use of the Old Testament.71 This study attempts 

to advance on both fronts together. 

1.2. Methodology 

The thesis above is explored and defended by means of an exegetical methodology 

which begins with the two sections of 1 Corinthians 15 which are the subjects of the 

initial proposals above (namely, vv.36-38 and vv.39-41). The trajectory set by the 

exegesis of these sections is then followed into the remainder of the passage (vv.42-

49). There is also a brief consideration of vv.50-54. The methodology reflects a 

determination to advance simultaneously on the two fronts mentioned above. The 

first means reading Paul’s argument as arising from a ‘philosophical mood’ and 

against its philosophical background (a ‘cosmological reading’). The second means 

reading Paul’s argument with a keen ear towards echoes of Jewish creation traditions.  

                                                        

67 Robin Scroggs, The Last Adam: A Study in Pauline Anthropology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), 86. 
68 So Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, Hermeneia 
(Phillipsburg: Fortress Press, 1975), 284; Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 28–29. 
69 N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1991), 31. 
70 Perkins, First Corinthians, 188. 
71 Engberg-Pedersen (Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 12–13) feels that Paul ‘felt 
forced to try to construct a picture also of God’s dealings with mankind (or at least with the Jews) before 
Christ...’ and that Adam, so prominent in 1 Corinthians 15, was added for contingent reasons to that 
schema. Wright points out in Engberg-Pedersen’s exegesis his ‘marginalization of Paul’s subtle and 
complex Jewish world…’ (Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1394). 
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The methodology is described below. It is not merely (i) exegetical. It also (ii) 

prioritises a cosmological reading of the passage, and (iii) seeks a coherent account of 

Paul’s argument in both its causal and functional aspects, which necessitates an 

identification of the audience for the argument. The methodology also (iv) builds on 

intertextual theory in exploring both the Graeco-Roman and Old Testament 

backgrounds. 

1.2.1. Rhetorical Structure and Exegetical Sections 

The careful language and rhetorical integrity of Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15 

is generally acknowledged (despite the difficulty of some sections).72 In terms of the 

rhetorical structure of the chapter, Eriksson identifies vv.36-49 as a second refutatio, 

with its propositio addressing the questions set up by Paul in v.35. The following 

section (vv.50-57) then constitutes a second confirmatio.73  

At one level, for an understanding of the rhetorical structure of the letter this is 

sufficient and some scholars (for example, Mitchell and Saw) employ no further 

demarcation.74 For the purposes of this study, where the logical structure of Paul’s 

argument is in question, more detail is required. Eriksson correctly observes that in 

terms of the logic of Paul’s argument v.35, vv.36-38 and vv.39-41 ought to be 

delimited.75 Other scholars wish to define a larger section spanning vv.35-44 (for 

example, Mack, Watson, Collins).76 In Mack’s case this is because he groups the 

antithetical contrasts of vv.42-44 with the analogies (as he understands them) which 

he sees as uniting vv.35-41. However, a methodology which rather understands such 

‘analogies’ as straightforward philosophical descriptions cannot accept that vv.36-38 

                                                        

72 Conzelmann styles it a ‘self-contained treatise’ (1 Corinthians, 249). See also Thiselton, The First Epistle 
to the Corinthians, 1177. 
73 Anders Eriksson, Traditions as Rhetorical Proof: Pauline Argumentation in 1 Corinthians (Stockholm: 
Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1998), 267–8. 
74 Margaret M Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation: An Exegetical Investigation of the Language 
and Composition of 1 Corinthians (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993), 286; Insawn Saw, Paul’s 
Rhetoric in 1 Corinthians 15: An Analysis Utilizing the Theories of Classical Rhetoric (New York: Edwin Mellen 
Press, 1995). 
75 Eriksson, Traditions as Rhetorical Proof, 268–9. 
76 Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament, 56–57; D. F. Watson, “Paul’s Rhetorical Strategy in 1 Cor 15,” in 
Rhetoric and the New Testament: Essays from the 1992 Heidelberg Conference, ed. S. E. Porter and T. H. 
Olbricht, JSNTSup 90 (London: Continuum, 1993), 244–46; Raymond F. Collins, First Corinthians 
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1999), 527. 
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and vv.39-41 be united by that category. Rather, the distinct material within vv.36-41 

(first agricultural, then taxonomic and cosmological) must be differentiated.  

I propose, along with Eriksson (but for different reasons), a separate section 

beginning with v.42 and extending to v.44.77 Several interpreters propose a break at 

v.44b (Watson, Wegener, Collins, Fee).78 However, as I argue in chapter 5, v.44b 

belongs properly with the material in vv.42-44a and not with v.45.79 Mack, like 

Eriksson, proposes a section break at v.45.80 Whilst Eriksson and most others delineate 

the next section as vv.45-49, Mack unusually includes v.50.81 Wegener helpfully 

compares various approaches before proposing the demarcation of vv.35-38; vv.39-

41; vv.42-44a; vv.44b-45, and vv.46-49. Whilst there are differences (notably the 

separating out of vv.44b-45), this broadly reflects the proposal of Eriksson and my 

own proposal below. 

In this study, therefore, the sections of vv.35-49 are denoted and demarcated as: 

questions (v.35); agricultural example (vv.36-38); cosmological taxonomy (vv.39-41); 

model of cosmological correspondence (vv.42-44); and, model of anthropological 

correspondence (vv.45-49). As can be seen, this division broadly follows Eriksson’s 

thorough treatment, which is also generally adopted by Thiselton.82 However, whilst 

Eriksson recognises the same transitions, his interpretation of the material is largely 

different from my own. 

In the exegetical work which is at the heart of the study, these sections are examined 

and presented in turn. In chapter 2, v.35 is considered as part of a consideration of 

the audience for Paul’s argument. In chapter 3, vv.36-38 are examined; in chapter 4, 

vv.39-41; and in chapter 5, vv.42-44 and vv.45-49 are both addressed, since they are 

united by Paul’s adoption of models of correspondence in each. 

                                                        

77 The justification is given in section §5.2. Wegener, Horsley, and Wright also propose a new section 
here (Wegener, “The rhetorical strategy of 1 Corinthians 15,” 449; Richard A. Horsley, 1 Corinthians, 
ANTC (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 208; Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 347). 
78 Watson, “Paul’s Rhetorical Strategy in 1 Cor 15,” 246; Wegener, “The rhetorical strategy of 1 
Corinthians 15,” 449; Collins, First Corinthians, 527; Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 787. 
79 §5.2.2. 
80 Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament, 57. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Except Eriksson separates v.49 from vv.45-48. See Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1177–
8. 
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1.2.2. Philosophical Language 

The philosophical nature of Paul’s argument is seen in the early part of 1 Corinthians 

15 in Paul’s strong appeals to logic.83 In v.35 and following, Paul’s use of diatribe again 

supplies this philosophical flavour.84 In prioritising a cosmological reading, the 

exegesis in this study approaches vv.36-44 not only as part of a philosophical 

argument, but as a fundamentally cosmological text. In Biblical Studies, the language 

of cosmology has recently been employed in a sociological sense, under the influence 

of theories such as Peter Berger’s theory of the construction and maintenance of 

social worlds.85 So, for example, it has become more common to speak of a ‘cosmology 

of imperial power’ in the Roman world.86 Paul’s argument in vv.36-44 is cosmological, 

not in this sense, but in the sense of describing in realist and straightforward terms 

the physical cosmos.87  

The approach to these verses adopted in this study does not imply a wholesale 

approbation of Engberg-Pedersen’s appeal for a straightforward, concrete reading of 

all of Paul’s language. Engberg-Pedersen himself acknowledges that in many cases, 

Paul’s language is metaphorical.88 Each text must be judged on its own terms before 

the kind of ‘hermeneutical preference’ employed in this study can be utilised.89 As 

Barclay points out, some of Engberg-Pedersen’s literal readings are more readily 

defended than others. However, in the case of 1 Corinthians 15:35-49, Paul’s particular 

philosophical descriptions justify the preference for a cosmological reading. 

As explained above, the study applies this impulse towards a cosmological reading of 

the text to the ‘seed’ or ‘agricultural’ material in vv.36-38.90 Therefore, the study 

examines how seeds are used in the Hellenistic tradition of philosophy: in natural 

                                                        

83 Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation, 287–88. 
84 See §2.5.1. 
85 Edward Adams, Constructing the World: A Study in Paul’s Cosmological Language (London: Continuum, 
2000), 3–7. 
86 Steven J. Friesen, “Normal Religion, or, Words Fail Us: A Response to Karl Galinsky’s ‘The Cult of the 
Roman Emperor: Uniter or Divider?,’” in Rome and Religion: A Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue on the Imperial 
Cult, ed. Jeffrey Brodd and Jonathan L. Reed (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 25. 
87 See §1.1.2. 
88 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 1. 
89 Barclay, “Stoic Physics and the Christ-event,” 408. 
90 §1.1.2. 
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philosophy; in cosmological theory; and, in metaphysics. This background, therefore, 

not only informs the interpretation of the agricultural material of vv.36-38, but also 

the cosmological material which follows. Paul’s cosmological taxonomy in vv.39-41 is 

examined and traced to its source in a specifically Jewish cosmology. Both of these 

movements represent a wider drive to situate the resurrection debate at Corinth 

against the philosophical and religious backgrounds (recognising that a division of 

these realms is anachronistic and would not have been recognised by either Paul or 

the Corinthians) of first century Corinth with respect to anthropology and death.  

The recognition of Paul’s philosophical argument, and its cosmological nature, is 

carried from the initial sections (vv.36-38 and vv.39-41) into the remaining sections 

(vv.42-44 and vv.45-49). In vv.45-49, Paul’s language remains philosophical and 

retains its cosmological sense, but his argument progresses into anthropology, into 

answering specifically the questions of v.35 about dead human beings (οἱ νεκροί). In 

these verses, Paul writes about ἄνθρωπος, actually about two types of ἄνθρωποι, just 

as he has written about two types of σῶμα in v.44. As will be demonstrated, the 

anthropological content of vv.45-49 is intrinsically connected to the previous 

sections, both through intertextuality with Jewish creation traditions and through 

the type of explanatory model which Paul adopts. Through these mechanisms, Paul 

intimately connects anthropology to, even sets it within, a cosmological framework. 

1.2.3. Intertextuality 

The search for the sources, as well as the shape, of Paul’s rhetoric is integral to this 

study. How Paul argues is intimately related to the sources which he uses in his 

argument. The framework for recognising and interpreting these sources draws both 

on Michael Riffaterre’s theory of intertextuality and Richard Hays’ work on Paul’s use 

of the Old Testament. Intertextual methods have become more and more common in 

biblical studies over the last two decades and a significant debate has emerged 

concerning intertextuality between Paul’s letters and the scriptures of Israel.91 Much 

                                                        

91 J. Ross Wagner, Heralds of the Good News: Isaiah and Paul “in Concert” in the Letter to the Romans (Leiden: 
Brill, 2001), 5n18. 
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of this debate was initiated by Richard Hays’ influential 1989 publication Echoes of 

Scripture in the Letters of Paul.92 

Some biblical scholars have strongly objected to the use of intertextual methods 

within the field of biblical studies, mainly because Poststructuralist literary theorists 

such as Kristeva and Barthes employ theories of intertextuality as part of a 

‘disruption of certainty’ in the meaning of a text through moving the locus of 

meaning from the author to individual readers.93 This objection is, however, 

unfounded. Theories of intertextuality have been used to support diverse theories of 

meaning.94 Intertextuality is a concept of sufficient flexibility and explanatory power 

to find a place both in theories that seek to disrupt notions of meaning and in those 

that seek to fix meaning.95 

Hays appeals to such diverse theorists as Kristeva, Barthes, Bloom and Hollander, and 

derives from them the important point that all discourse is intertextual; all texts are 

read within a ‘semiotic matrix within which a text’s acts of signification occur.’96 Hays 

points out that the theorists who stand behind his own approach (John Hollander and 

Thomas Greene) do not share the philosophical outlook concerning the nature of 

meaning that objectors to intertextual theories in biblical studies seem to think is 

                                                        

92 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul; Kenneth D. Litwak, “Echoes of Scripture? A Critical Survey 
of Recent Works on Paul’s Use of the Old Testament,” Currents in Research 6 (January 1, 1998): 260. 
93 G. K. Beale, Handbook on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament: Exegesis and Interpretation (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2012), 39–40; Stanley E. Porter, “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: A 
Brief Comment on Method and Terminology,” in Early Christian Interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel: 
Investigations and Proposals (London: Continuum, 1997), 84–5; William Scott Green, “Doing the Text’s 
Work for It: Richard Hays on Paul’s Use of Scripture,” in Paul and the scriptures of Israel, ed. Craig A. 
Evans and James A. Sanders, Studies in Scripture in Early Judaism and Christianity 1 (Sheffield: JSOT 
Press, 1993), 63. Green seems to demonstrate this discomfort when he writes that the purpose of 
intertextual analysis is ‘to undercut the notions of an autonomous author or a self-contained text’ and 
‘to undergird and underscore an ideological position about the fluidity of textual meaning’ (ibid.). 
94Graham Allen, Intertextuality: New Critical Idiom (London: Routledge, 2000). See Chapters 2 and 3 for 
post-structuralist and structuralist theories, respectively. 
95 Ibid., 4. 
96 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 15. Hays looks to, for example, Julia Kristeva, Séméiôtiké: 
Recherches pour une Sémanalyse (Paris: Edition du Seuil, 1969); Roland Barthes, “Theory of the Text,” in 
Untying the Text: A Post-Structuralist Reader, ed. Robert J.C. Young (London: Routledge, 1981), 31–47; 
Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford University Press, 1997); and John 
Hollander, The Figure of Echo: A Mode of Allusion in Milton and After (University of California Press, 1981). 
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inevitable.97 Hays refutes Green’s astonishing assertion that ‘intertextuality is the 

reader’s work, not the writer’s’.98 

Michael Riffaterre argues strongly, using intertextuality as a key part of his theory, 

for the possibility of maintaining stable meanings in texts, even over long periods of 

time. For Riffaterre, the meaning of texts can to an extent be controlled by the 

presence of intertexts. Riffaterre defines an intertext as ‘one or more texts which the 

reader must know in order to understand a work of literature in terms of its overall 

significance.’99 These intertexts themselves bear some relationship to the wider 

sociolect, the socially normative discourse.100 Intertextuality is therefore ‘the web of 

functions that constitutes and regulates the relationships between text and 

intertext.’101 For Riffaterre, there are two modalities of reader response to a text. First, 

there is the urge to look to intertexts in order to provide further illumination on the 

meaning of a text – to ‘fill gaps’. Second, there are the limits imposed by the text itself 

on the scope of the first modality, the urge to look to intertexts. The text itself 

controls the scope of the readers’ responses.102 As a consequence of this second 

modality, ‘[T]he text maintains its identity despite changing times, despite the 

evolution of the sociolect, and despite the ascent of readerships unforeseen by the 

author.’103 

                                                        

97 Richard B. Hays, “On the Rebound: A Response to Critiques of Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of 
Paul,” in Paul and the scriptures of Israel, ed. Craig A. Evans and James A. Sanders, Studies in scripture in 
early Judaism and Christianity 1 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 80–81. 
98 Green, “Doing the Text’s Work for It: Richard Hays on Paul’s Use of Scripture,” 61; Hays, “On the 
Rebound: A Response to Critiques of Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul,” 81. Hays wonders 
whether resonances between James Joyce’s Ulysses and Homer’s Odyssey are really only a product of 
the reader’s imagination (ibid.). 
99 Michael Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” in Intertextuality: Theories 
and Practice, ed. Michael Worton and Judith Still (Manchester University Press, 1990), 56. 
100 Allen, Intertextuality, 119. 
101 Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” 56. 
102 It must be pointed out that Riffaterre distinguishes between aleatory intertextuality (allowing the 
reader to relate a text to the widest group of intertexts) and obligatory intertextuality (where the 
reader must take account of a specific intertextual origin). Although only a presupposition of intertext 
is required for reading, it is the location of an intertext in an obligatory sense that is of concern here.  
See Michael Worton and Judith Still, “Introduction,” in Intertextuality: Theories and Practice, ed. Michael 
Worton and Judith Still (Manchester University Press, 1990), 26–7; Michael Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry 
(Indiana University Press, 1978), 6–13; Michael Riffaterre, “Interview: Michael Riffaterre,” Diacritics 
11:4 (December 1, 1981): 13–15. 
103 Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” 57. 
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Riffaterre’s theory of intertextuality is in stark contrast to the poststructuralist 

theories that are so disconcerting for some scholars.104 Allen summarises the contrast: 

Whilst Barthes, Kristeva and other poststructuralist textual or semiotic 
analysts move outwards from the text to what we have called the general or 
social text and so explode the traditional idea of textual unity, Riffaterre reads 
in a backwards movement, from text to textual invariant, from mimetic 
ungrammaticalities to semiotic (textual) unity… Texts presuppose inter-texts, 
which the reader must then actualize within a semiotic reading of the text.105 

Of course, such an actualisation requires the reader to be capable of successfully 

decoding the text. The reader must have a level of ‘knowledge of the sociolect and of 

literary traditions’ that will allow such a decoding.106 Thus, Riffaterre’s theory offers 

strong support to the very practice of grammatico-historical exegesis whereby the 

biblical scholar seeks to identify as fully as possible not only the sociolect within 

which texts were produced, but also that in which the text itself has become an 

intertext. Hays judges the literary-critical method of examining intertextual 

relationships as neutral with respect to ‘metatheories about language and truth’ and 

therefore potentially supportive of biblical criticism.107 Riffaterre’s theory is explicitly 

supportive and in this study undergirds not only the study of intertextualities with 

the scriptures of Israel, but also the intertextual connections with the broader 

sociolect, or intertextual matrix, of the first century Roman world. 

When adopting an intertextual method, there are two important and related areas of 

definition. The first is how the nature of intertextual relationships is to be described; 

the second is how the presence of an intertext is to be identified.108 The first of these 

has produced a protracted debate within the field of biblical studies.109 Hays himself 

                                                        

104 Porter, “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: A Brief Comment on Method and 
Terminology,” 84–5, esp. 84n.18; Susanne Gillmayr-Bucher, “Intertextuality: Between Literary Theory 
and Text Analysis,” in The Intertextuality of the Epistles: Explorations of Theory and Practice, ed. Thomas L. 
Brodie, Dennis Ronald MacDonald, and Stanley E. Porter (Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2006), 17n.13. 
Gillmayr-Bucher stands out in referring to Riffaterre in a biblical studies context. 
105 Allen, Intertextuality, 124–5. 
106 Ibid., 125. 
107 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 227n.60; Hays also re-emphasises this point in a rejoinder 
to Green in Hays, “On the Rebound: A Response to Critiques of Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of 
Paul,” 79–81. 
108 The second of these being of far greater importance than the first. 
109 For example, see: Porter, “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: A Brief Comment on 
Method and Terminology”; Hays, “On the Rebound: A Response to Critiques of Echoes of Scripture in 
the Letters of Paul”; Green, “Doing the Text’s Work for It: Richard Hays on Paul’s Use of Scripture”; 
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defines intertextuality as ‘the imbedding of fragments of an earlier text within a later 

one’, which is a somewhat narrower definition than Riffaterre’s.110 However, Hays 

goes on to discuss various types of intertextuality: quotations, allusions and echoes. 

The first of these, and perhaps the second are definite ‘imbeddings’ of an earlier text, 

but the third is almost certainly not. Much hinges on how the terms are defined, 

something which Hays does not do.111 Clarity in the definition of terms is called for by 

Porter, who criticises many studies for omitting such definition.112 Porter’s attempts 

at a five-level definition are in contrast to the approach of literary theorists.113 Porter 

himself notes Thompson’s assertion that amongst literary critics there is a consensus 

that ‘allusion involves (1) the use of a sign or marker that (2) calls to the reader’s mind 

another known text (3) for a specific purpose.’114 This simple definition is reflected in 

the qualitative approach of Hays’ work and is in stark contrast to those who have 

followed the urgings of Porter towards stricter definition.115 More importantly, this 

highly-defined approach is not seen amongst literary theorists such as Riffaterre (and 

others from both the structuralist and post-structuralist schools) in their close 

readings of texts.116 There is a general recognition of direct quotation, and a general 

understanding of the diverse types of allusion. Since each case of intertextual 

connection needs to be examined on its own merits, further definition and taxonomy 

is redundant. The important work is not in the task of classification, but in sensitivity 

                                                        

Stanley E. Porter, “Further Comments on the Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament,” in The 
Intertextuality of the Epistles: Explorations of Theory and Practice, ed. Thomas L. Brodie, Dennis Ronald 
MacDonald, and Stanley E. Porter, New Testament Monographs 16 (Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2006), 98–
110. For a summary of the debate see Litwak, “Echoes of Scripture?” 
110 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 14. 
111 Some of the more important works responding to Hays include: Craig A. Evans and James A. Sanders, 
eds., Paul and the Scriptures of Israel: Studies in Scripture in Early Judaism and Christianity, JSNTSup 83 
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993); Litwak, “Echoes of Scripture?”; Beale, Handbook on the New Testament Use 
of the Old Testament. 
112 Porter, “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: A Brief Comment on Method and 
Terminology,” 81–2; Porter, “Further Comments on the Use of the Old Testament in the New 
Testament,” 99. Porter’s instinct toward categorisation is seen in this work. 
113 Porter, “Further Comments on the Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament,” 106–9. Porter’s 
categorisation is: formulaic quotation, direct quotation, paraphrase, allusion and echo. 
114 Porter, “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: A Brief Comment on Method and 
Terminology,” 86. 
115 For example, Christopher Beetham defines and distinguishes quotation, allusion, echo and parallel, 
subgroups of some of these and a detailed description of the evidence required to identify them (Echoes 
of Scripture in the Letter of Paul to the Colossians (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 15–20). 
116 See, for example, Riffaterre’s reading of André Breton’s poem ‘Sur la montagne Sainte-Geneviève’ 
in Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” 59–77. 
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to, and identification and exegesis of, such intertextualities.117 Therefore, I judge 

Hays’ more qualitative framework as entirely appropriate and suited to the task 

here.118 

The second problem is how intertextual connections are identified. This is related to 

the discussion above, since quotation is the literary presence of the intertext in the 

form of imbedded words. To identify these words requires knowledge of the intertext 

from which they are taken. Identifying the presence of allusion is less 

straightforward. The consensus definition of allusion put forward by Thompson, 

quoted above, emphasises the presence of a sign or marker that identifies the 

presence of an intertext. This idea is found in Riffaterre’s own proposals for 

identifying the specific signposts in a text that ‘at once stand for the intertext, point 

to its locus, and uncover its identity.’119 Riffaterre proposes that these signposts are 

words or phrases which both indicate a difficulty (‘an obscure or incomplete 

utterance in the text’) and point the direction to the intertext where the difficulty 

can be resolved. It is this dual nature of these lexical or phrasal features that identifies 

them. They are both problem and solution, belonging in both the text and the 

intertext.120 Thus, Riffaterre labels them connectives. 

In a similar vein, Hollander utilises the important concept of metalepsis.121 Essentially, 

metalepsis is the functioning of an intertextual connection as a diachronic trope, 

whereby the link between text and intertext consists of more strands than those that 

                                                        

117 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 21; Wagner, Heralds of the Good News, 11n44 is critical of 
Porter’s approach: ‘Porter misses the mark when he criticizes Hays for failing to offer a rigorous set of 
criteria, as if interpretation were simply a matter of hitting on the right methodology. While 
methodological rigor is crucial for certain purposes, it fails miserably as a strategy for reading 
literature, particularly for such metaphorically-charged literature as Paul’s letters.’ 
118 Gillmayr-Bucher, “Intertextuality: Between Literary Theory and Text Analysis,” 21–22. Gillmayr-
Bucher sees quantitative criteria as useful in identifying the ‘intensity of intertextual relations’ but 
notes the essential contribution of qualitative criteria. She lists the six criteria of Pfister 
(Referentiality, Communicativity, Autoreflexivity, Structurality, Selectivity and Dialogism) which bear 
comparison with Hays’ approach and contrast with work such as Beetham’s (see n.113 above). 
119 Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” 58. In Riffaterre’s early work, the 
connective is the hypogram (that feature of the text which initiates the search for an intertext) and the 
interpretative context which is communicated from the identified intertext is the matrix. See 
Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry, 12–13; Riffaterre, “Interview,” 14. 
120 Gillmayr-Bucher, “Intertextuality: Between Literary Theory and Text Analysis,” 18–20. See also 
Gillmayr-Bucher’s discussion of the functioning of textual markers. 
121 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 20. Hollander also uses the term transumption (The Figure 
of Echo, 114). 
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are immediately detected. These unstated points of resonance can be uncovered once 

the initial intertextual connection is explored, which uncovers the further strands to 

reveal a fuller tapestry of intertextuality. Synthesising this idea with Riffaterre’s 

connectives, these then become conduits along which much greater intertextual 

resonances travel. Identifying these connectives is only part of uncovering meaning 

through intertextuality; an awareness of the broader resonances present through 

metalepsis is also essential. 

Hays proposes seven tests for identifying what he calls ‘intertextual echoes’, which 

in reality also embraces allusion.122 This is appropriate for 1 Corinthians 15:35-44, 

since in these verses the issue is not direct quotation, but the presence of intertexts 

through allusion. Hays notes that the first three tests are the key criteria for 

determining ‘echoes’.123 These are: availability (the presence of the intertext as part 

of the sociolect of the author and intended audience, in this case Paul and the 

Corinthian Christians respectively); volume (the extent of repetition of lexical or 

syntactical patterns between text and intertext); and recurrence (the proximity 

within the text of links to the same intertext). The last four tests are directed towards 

aiding the interpretation of echoes. These are: thematic coherence (the extent to 

which the use of the proposed intertext fits into the line of argument in the text and 

illuminates it); historical plausibility (whether the proposed use of the intertext fits 

into the broad historical picture); history of interpretation (the extent to which other 

readers have detected the same proposed intertext); and satisfaction (the extent to 

which the proposed intertextuality ‘makes sense’ and illuminates the surrounding 

discourse).124 Of course, there are difficulties with these, a fact that Hays himself 

acknowledges. Porter is particularly critical of Hays’ tests whilst at the same time 

acknowledging that there are no agreed tests for detecting and classifying 

intertextual relationships. Hays’ framework has been adopted by several analysts of 

                                                        

122 See the comments by both Beale and Porter on Hays methodology. Beale, Handbook on the New 
Testament Use of the Old Testament, 32–4; Porter, “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: 
A Brief Comment on Method and Terminology,” 82–4. 
123 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 30. 
124 Ibid., 29–32. 
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Paul’s use of the Old Testament and offers itself as a reasonable approach for my 

purposes here.125 

1.2.4. Functional and Causal Aspects, and Coherence 

Part of Jeffrey Asher’s justification for his own study of 1 Corinthians 15 comes 

through arguing that previous studies have adopted inadequate methodologies. 

Asher draws on R. G. Collinwood’s historiographical method to propose that, in 

historical investigation, questions must be used to evaluate evidence, and that 

functional questions must precede causal questions.126 That is to say, in the context 

of 1 Corinthians 15, how Paul argues must be analysed before the reason he does so can 

be properly addressed. Only subsequent to this can any diachronic analysis of Paul’s 

thought, or any ascertaining of sources, proceed. Asher assesses previous 

interpretations as having neglected this prioritisation of tasks. Asher highlights this 

shortcoming in previous treatments of the theme of polarity.127 He is also critical of 

studies which prioritise functional questions, yet fail to answer causal questions.128 

In fact, causal and functional questions cannot be entirely separated – any question 

may have both functional and causal aspects. Asher’s desire to subordinate, 

methodologically, ancestral or source questions also seeks a neat division that cannot 

be achieved in practice (even if it were desirable). Questions as to how Paul has 

constructed his argument cannot be answered without recognising the sources of his 

argument. Any successful study must actually seek an integration of functional and 

causal analyses. Both aspects represent movements in a heuristic process, whereby 

each informs the other. The merit of any functional proposal must be tested against 

a causal analysis. Ideas derived from the latter in turn inform the former. 

                                                        

125 For example, Robert L. Brawley, Text to Text Pours Forth Speech: Voices of Scripture in Luke-Acts (Indiana 
University Press, 1995); Sylvia C. Keesmaat, “Exodus and the Intertextual Transformation of Tradition 
in Romans 8.14-30,” JSNT 16:54 (1994): 29–56; Karen H. Jobes, “Jerusalem, our Mother: Metalepsis and 
intertextuality in Galatians 4: 21–31,” WTJ 55:2 (1993): 299–320; Frank Thielman, “Unexpected mercy: 
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Corinthians 5-7 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 18–19. However, he does not explicitly refer to the tests 
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126 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 5–6. 
127 Ibid., 9–14. 
128 Ibid., 14–15. 
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However, Asher does correctly identify one of the problems that has beset 

interpretation of the chapter: questions of either causation or sources have been 

accorded a privileged position to the detriment of functional analyses.129 The present 

study attempts to integrate both functional and causal aspects as necessary 

components of any satisfactory interpretation.  

Causal questions are addressed in Chapter 2, at the head of the study. However, this 

does not reflect any methodological priority to this aspect. In fact, the majority of the 

functional analyses presented in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 were completed prior to the 

causal aspects being addressed. The fact that causal assumptions were resisted prior 

to these functional analyses has, in my view, allowed a fresh look at the question of 

the situation which Paul addressed. Indeed, the conclusions in Chapter 2 represent a 

fresh perspective on this situation, which contributes to a satisfying, coherent 

understanding of vv.35-49. The results of the subsequent addressing of causal 

questions have been woven back into the functional analyses – the study has 

progressed through iterative reflection on these two aspects. Nevertheless, situating 

the chapter identifying the historical background at the head of the study greatly 

assists the reader. I recognise that approaches to the historical background to 1 

Corinthians 15 must be marked by a certain humility. The plethora of proposals is a 

reminder that the data are somewhat scant; reconstructions can only be hypotheses.  

As noted above, Collingwood emphasises the role of questions in historical method. 

In turn, Ben Meyer emphasises the process of hypothesis and verification in 

answering those questions.130 Wright, drawing from Meyer, emphasises that any 

historical hypothesis of value is first of all required to incorporate all (or at least as 

much as is possible) of the relevant data without them being ‘squeezed out of shape 

any more than is inevitable’.131 Second, it must demonstrate simplicity and coherence. 

Third, it must assist in addressing other related historical problems, or using Wright’s 

term, be shown to be ‘fruitful’.132 This study attempts such a hypothesis for the 

historical background, and also for the shape of Paul’s argument in vv.35-49. The 

                                                        

129 Ibid., 28. 
130 Ben F. Meyer, The Aims of Jesus (Eugene: Pickwick, 2002), 76–81. 
131 N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (London: SPCK, 1992), 99. 
132 Ibid., 100. 
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overall hypothesis attempts to incorporate the relevant data (including the relevant 

philosophical nature of the text in question) and attempts simplicity. The value of a 

historical hypothesis is not ensured merely by a comprehensive approach to the data, 

simplicity, coherence, and fruitfulness. A hypothesis can only be shown to be a good 

hypothesis through verification.133 Verification involves an assessment of the merits 

of a hypothesis, in terms of its simplicity, coherence and inclusion of data. In addition, 

verification involves the hypothesis shedding light on existing problems. What 

picture emerges from it? In this case, is it at all familiar within the Pauline landscape? 

This is where Paul’s description of resurrection in Romans 8, with which this 

introductory chapter commenced, becomes useful. A brief comparison of 1 

Corinthians 15:35-49 and Romans 8:18-30 appears at the conclusion of this study.134 

Although necessarily limited, the comparison lends weight to the verification of the 

study by demonstrating that there is a significant degree of common ground in these 

two Pauline portraits of resurrection. 

1.3. Outline of the Study 

Much of the outline of the study has been presented above. To summarise, the thesis 

proceeds in four main chapters. Chapter 2 presents a historical reconstruction of the 

Corinthian disputes concerning resurrection. As explained above, this part of the 

study’s broader hypothesis (the broadly causal aspect) has arisen alongside, and 

through interaction with, the analysis of Paul’s argument (the broadly functional 

aspect). The historical reconstruction displays several fresh facets in its portrait of 

the background to 1 Corinthians 15. 

 

At the heart of this study is the proposal that Paul’s seed material in 1 Corinthians 

15:36-38 has been misunderstood. Chapter 3 presents a new assessment of this 

material arising from an examination of the role of seeds in early natural philosophy, 

especially cosmological theories. The fact that seeds play a key role in Graeco-Roman 

cosmology is especially significant given that Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15:35-

44 is fundamentally cosmological. 

                                                        

133 Ibid., 104–9. 
134 See §6.3. 
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Chapter 4 then follows the second proposal: that Paul’s argument proceeds smoothly 

into vv.39-41 in what is essentially a natural extension of the seed material in vv.36-

38. The background to Paul’s cosmological taxonomy in vv.39-41 is examined and it 

is demonstrated that Psalm 8, rather than Genesis 1, is the form of the intertext which 

Paul draws upon here.  

 

In chapter 5, Paul’s mode of argument in vv.42-49 is examined. The proposal is made 

that Paul constructs two models of correspondence, one cosmological, one 

anthropological. The first (vv.42-44) completes his answer to the question of what 

kind of body is given in resurrection; the second (v.45) answers the question of how 

the dead are raised, the question of agency. The chapter also briefly considers v.50 in 

the light of the exegetical work in the preceding verses. 

Finally, chapter 6 summarises the four main chapters and compares the picture that 

emerges from them to Paul’s description of resurrection in Romans 8. The 

comparison demonstrates some striking parallels between the two portraits. As will 

be demonstrated, Paul does not primarily emphasise discontinuity with his seed 

material, in an effort to explain away discomfort with the place of the familiar human 

body in eschatological existence – far from it. Rather, Paul utilises familiar Graeco-

Roman understandings of seeds alongside well-known Jewish creation traditions 

(specifically from Psalm 8 and Genesis 2) to construct an affirmation of the place of 

the largely familiar human body in a largely familiar eschatological cosmos. However, 

neither the human body, nor the cosmos are wholly familiar in Paul’s eschatology. 

There is discontinuity in his cosmological portrait, which is clearly and concisely 

delineated. 
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2. Corinthian Cosmologies: Identifying the Rhetorical 

Audience 

2.1. Introduction 

In this chapter a historical reconstruction of the background to Paul’s argument in 1 

Corinthians 15 is presented. The cultural influences within the Roman colony of 

Corinth are briefly surveyed, and the religious beliefs in the colony are examined, 

particularly beliefs about death, as evidenced in archaeological data from the city of 

Corinth itself. These are set against the backdrop of commonplace beliefs concerning 

death and post-mortem human existence in the early Empire. A proposal is made for 

the background to Paul’s argument concerning resurrection. The conclusion is 

reached, in contrast to most existing scholarship, that the audience is not a single 

party or group, but two positions: the Deniers and the Syncretisers. The 

reconstruction further proposes that it is the Syncretisers, rather than the Deniers, 

who are Paul’s primary audience in vv.35-49. 

In the introductory chapter, two inter-related aspects of the analysis of Paul’s 

argument were described: functional analysis and causal analysis.1 In this chapter, 

the causal aspect is addressed. However, to repeat an important methodological 

point, the priority of the causal aspect in the structure of the thesis does not reflect a 

methodological priority. The results of the causal analysis arise from, as well as inform, 

the functional analyses presented in subsequent chapters. An iterative hermeneutical 

process lies behind this reconstruction. 

                                                        

1 Temporal analysis and source, or ancestral, analysis complete the four facets of rhetorical analysis 
highlighted by Jeffrey Asher (Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 6–7). 
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2.2. Religion in Roman Corinth 

The understanding of religion in the Roman Empire,2 including in the Roman colony 

of Corinth, has been advanced significantly in the last decade.3 The reconstruction of 

the situation addressed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 begins with a survey of recent 

work on cultural influences and religious beliefs in Roman Corinth.  

2.2.1. Corinth as Colony 

The ancient city of Corinth was destroyed by the Romans in 146 B.C. and rebuilt and 

re-founded as a Roman colony in ca. 44 B.C.4 After centuries of established Greek 

culture in the city, the century-long hiatus and subsequent re-colonisation by 

Romans produced a complex milieu of social, religious and cultural identity. Although 

it is true that ‘[t]he cities of the Empire, whilst united under the framework of Roman 

rule and ideology, exhibited their own distinctive characteristics, including in the 

realm of religion’,5 the fact that Corinth was a Roman colony immediately assists the 

historian in understanding the religious landscape of the city.6 The importance of 

                                                        

2 The concept of ‘Religion’ as a category for understanding Roman society may be defended, but it is 
important to understand the anachronism of conceiving the categorisation in modern terms (any 
conception of a secular realm of life would be incomprehensible in the Roman world). At all points, it 
is necessary to understand the comprehensive links between religion and every other aspect of life in 
the Roman Empire. See Mary Beard, John A. North, and S. R. F. Price, Religions of Rome: Vol. 1, A History 
(Cambridge University Press, 1998), x–xi,43. 
3 The work of the Greco-Roman Religions unit of the Society for Biblical Literature has contributed 
greatly to this progression in understanding. See Jeffrey Brodd and Jonathan L Reed, eds., Rome and 
Religion: A Cross-Disciplinary Dialogue on the Imperial Cult (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), ix–
x. The publication of volumes Urban Religion in Roman Corinth in 2005 (URRC) and Corinth in Context in 
2010 (CIC) has presented an on-going interdisciplinary conversation and its fruits: Daniel Schowalter 
and Steven J. Friesen, eds., Urban Religion in Roman Corinth: Interdisciplinary Approaches (Harvard 
University Press, 2005); Steven J. Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters, eds., Corinth in 
Context: Comparative Studies on Religion and Society (Leiden: Brill, 2010). 
4 The city was destroyed by Roman general Mummius, and founded as a colony by Julius Caesar. There 
is minor dispute about the date (Benjamin W. Millis, “The Social and Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in 
Early Roman Corinth,” in CIC, ed. Steven J. Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters (Leiden: 
Brill, 2010), 13n1. Walters estimates a colonisation of between 12,000 to 16,000 colonists (James C. 
Walters, “Civic Identity in Roman Corinth and Its Impact on Early Christians,” in URRC, ed. Daniel 
Schowalter and Steven J. Friesen (Harvard University Press, 2005), 402. 
5 Andrew D. Clarke, Secular and Christian Leadership in Corinth: A Socio-Historical and Exegetical Study of 1 
Corinthians 1-6, Paternoster Biblical Monographs (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2006), 9. Studies of 
Corinth using evidence from other cities have been criticised by, for example, Daniel Schowalter, 
“Seeking Shelter in Roman Corinth: Archaeology and the Placement of Paul’s Communities,” in CIC, ed. 
Steven J. Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 337. 
6 However, heed must be taken of Karl Galinsky’s criticism that in NT studies the Empire, and imperial 
cults in particular, is being portrayed as ‘more monolithic and undifferentiated than it was in actuality’ 
(K Galinsky, “The Cult of the Roman Emperor: Uniter or Divider?,” in Rome and Religion: A Cross-
Disciplinary Dialogue on the Imperial Cult, ed. Jeffrey Brodd and Jonathan L Reed (Atlanta: Society of 
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Corinth’s status as a colony has been emphasised in recent scholarship. It was 

formerly assumed that there was considerable continuity between the Greek and 

Roman cities.7 However, the weight of scholarly opinion has shifted considerably.8 

The view that Corinth was a Roman colony in government only, with a distinctively 

Greek culture, has been strongly challenged.9 Recent interdisciplinary consideration 

of the evidence from Corinth has fashioned the view that Corinth was strongly Roman 

in nature.10 The early colonists were from Rome and largely from the freedmen class.11 

These colonists established a thoroughly Roman city under the direction of those of 

the elite ranks who accompanied them, even though a significant proportion may 

have been ethnically Greek.12 Mary Walbank writes that ‘in layout, organization and 

religious practice, Corinth was a Roman colony and not simply a restoration of the 

Greek city’.13 Any Roman colony can be conceptualised as an instantiation of a mini-

Rome, whose religious institutions mirror those of Rome itself ‘more closely than any 

other setting outside of Rome.’14 The colony was a clone of Rome in all respects.15 

                                                        

Biblical Literature, 2011), 2. The same point is emphasised in Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome: 
Vol. 1, A History, 318. 
7 See, for example, Edwards, K. M., Coins 1896-1929 (Cambridge, 1933), cited in Millis, “The Social and 
Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early Roman Corinth,” 14n.4. Nancy Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 
146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” in URRC, ed. Daniel Schowalter and Steven J. Friesen (Harvard University Press, 
2005), 148–50. 
8 See for example Millis, “The Social and Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early Roman Corinth”. Millis 
does not make inferences from broad archaeological data, but begins with the (admittedly somewhat 
scant) literary and epigraphic evidence.  
9 For example, Bowersock’s influential portrait of the colonists as ‘Greeks returning home’. See G. 
Bowersock, Augustus and the Greek World (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), 67–71; Millis, “The Social and 
Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early Roman Corinth,” 16. 
10 Millis, “The Social and Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early Roman Corinth,” 16n.14. 
11 Millis argues that the Roman freedmen class in Corinth was entirely Greek in origin (ibid., 21–23,30–
31). It ought to be noted that there is no evidence for Corinth as a veteran’s colony (ibid., 17–21). 
Bookidis envisages a small proportion of veterans (Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 
C.E.,” 151) and this is certainly supported by Spawforth’s analysis of coinage from Corinth in the first 
century A.D. (Walters, “Civic Identity in Roman Corinth and Its Impact on Early Christians,” 408). 
Strabo specifically refers to ‘some soldiers’ amongst the Corinthian colonists (17.3.15). 
12 See, for example, the view of Fowler (from Fowler, H. N. and Stillwell, R., Introduction, Topography, 
Architecture (Cambridge, 1932)) cited by Millis, “The Social and Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early 
Roman Corinth,” 14n.3. 
13 Mary E. H. Walbank, “Pausanius, Octavia and Temple E at Corinth,” BSA 84: 394. 
14 Bronwen L. Wickkiser, “Asklepios in Greek and Roman Corinth,” in CIC, ed. Steven J. Friesen, Daniel 
N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 57; Walters, “Civic Identity in Roman Corinth 
and Its Impact on Early Christians,” 401. Roman elites displayed their adherence to a system which was 
centred on the cults at Rome (Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome: Vol. 1, A History, 230). 
15 Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome: Vol. 1, A History, 315. 



 

32 

Whilst the polis was thoroughly Roman, the population would have become 

increasingly ethnically Greek.16 Greek and Roman cultural outlooks would thus not 

have been distributed equally amongst the various strata of society. Only by the 

middle of the first century A.D. were Greek notables beginning to hold office in the 

colony.17 Millis suggests that ethnic Greeks amongst the elites negotiated cultural 

differences more easily, whereas elements of the lower strata remained more 

typically Greek and less Roman in their outlook.18 Walters summarises these recent 

scholarly trends: Corinth was more Roman than has generally been assumed; there 

was some transition to further Greek elements of culture during the reigns of 

Augustus and Claudius.19  

2.2.2. Roman Civic Religion 

In the sphere of religion Roman society had embraced and established the general 

religious outlook of the Greeks. Rives writes: 

The two most important cultural traditions of the empire, those of the Greeks 
and Romans, shared so many religious practices and beliefs that we can 
reasonably talk about a single Graeco-Roman religious tradition…. [T]heir 
common ground constituted a sort of implicit religious standard, a set of 
practices and beliefs that the social and cultural elite of the empire regarded 
as normal.20 

Corinth displayed the plurality of deities common to both Greek and Roman religious 

life – the world of ‘many gods’. Bookidis’ description of the cults of Roman Corinth 

demonstrates this. The cults of Tyche/Fortuna, Poseidon/Neptune, Clarion Apollo, 

Venus, Artemis/Diana (but possibly Dionysos/Bacchus) and Hermes/Mercury were 

represented in and around the forum.21 Away from the forum were the cults of 

                                                        

16 The population would be increased by an influx of Greeks from the hinterland (Millis, “The Social 
and Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early Roman Corinth,” 17n.15). Appian writes of the founding of 
the colony of Carthage that ‘he (Augustus) sent some 3000 colonists from Rome and collected the rest 
from the neighbouring country’ (Pun. 136). 
17 Walters, “Civic Identity in Roman Corinth and Its Impact on Early Christians,” 409. 
18 Millis, “The Social and Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early Roman Corinth,” 32. 
19 Walters, “Civic Identity in Roman Corinth and Its Impact on Early Christians,” 397. 
20 James B. Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire (Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), 6.  
21 Following Bookidis, where Hellenic/Roman names differ, both are given (Bookidis, “Religion in 
Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 153). For a very useful map of the forum area, see Fig 4.7 in Margaret L. 
Laird, “The Emperor in a Roman Town: the Base of the Augustales in the Forum at Corinth,” in CIC, ed. 
Steven J. Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 87. 
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Zeus/Jupiter, Apollo, Asklepios/Asculapius, Demeter-Kore/Ceres-Proserpina, and 

Aphrodite/Venus. These latter four cults had been present in Hellenistic Corinth and 

their sanctuaries were renewed within 50 years of the re-founding of the city.22 

Certain pre-existing Hellenic cults would have been candidates for re-establishment 

because of the desire to establish a Rome-like cultic configuration within the city.23  

Scholars debate the relationship between the re-founded Roman cults and the 

Hellenic versions. Bookidis argues that all of the five cults found outside of the forum 

(some pre-dating Roman colonisation) can arguably be derived directly from the 

Roman colonisation and are not necessarily a residue of Greek cultic activity. She 

makes the point that all of these ‘had been recognised by the Romans and 

incorporated into their own worship at a time already in the past.’24 Since the colony 

of Corinth was established at a time in which ‘Hellenism was being moulded and 

reconfigured to the serious purposes of the Roman world empire’,25 the presence of 

cults from the Greek city in Roman Corinth cannot be simply explained as a re-

establishment of the Greek cults – something misunderstood in earlier scholarship. 

Christine Thomas underlines this important point: ‘[t]he establishment of a Roman 

colony represented the formal foundation of its public religious life, including the 

determination of a local calendar of festivals and sacrifices, consecrated by priests 

from Rome itself. … At Corinth…[t]he traditional cults retained their historic 

locations, but the religious practices changed. Sanctuaries were generally rebuilt to 

                                                        

22 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 159–61; Wickkiser, “Asklepios in Greek and 
Roman Corinth,” 56. The Asklepieion seems to have been restored within the first two decades of 
Corinth’s re-founding. 
23 The cults at Corinth can be compared to the major cults at nearby Kenchrai: Aphrodite, Poseidon, 
Isis, Asklepios, Dionysus, Pan. See Joseph L. Rife, “Religion and Society at Roman Kenchreai,” in CIC, ed. 
Steven J. Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 391–432. 
24 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 161, italics added. See also Rives, Religion in the 
Roman Empire, 203. 
25 Jon Davies, Death, Burial and Rebirth in the Religions of Antiquity (London: Routledge, 1999), 125. Davies 
understands this process to be happening in the ‘world of the Late Republic and the Early Roman 
Empire.’ 
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facilitate worship in a Roman fashion…’26 In terms of religious attitudes, Williams 

concludes that the Corinthian settlers were ‘Roman through and through’.27 

The case of the hero-god Asklepios illustrates this well. The ruined Hellenic sanctuary 

of Asklepios (the Asklepieion) was reconstructed early on in the new colony, perhaps 

within the first two decades.28 Although it was acknowledged in Rome that Asklepios 

had Greek origins, there were special connections between Asklepios and Rome in 

the popular Roman mythology of the time.29 This interplay illustrates both the 

common religious worlds inhabited by Greeks and Romans, but also the specifically 

Roman mythology that was constructed around the Greek gods. The religious world 

of Corinth would have seemed at least generally familiar to the Greek inhabitants of 

the city, but it had a distinctly Roman flavour. 

2.2.3. The Imperial Cult at Corinth 

The pervasive presence of the imperial cult would have entirely disrupted any 

simplistic identification of the religious world with the Hellenic past. Pausanias 

attests to the imperial worship of the Corinthians.30 Mary Walbank has described the 

significant non-literary evidence for the imperial cult in Corinth, including at least 

sixty-two inscriptions making reference to it.31 The figure of the emperor was the 

central unifying influence in the Empire as the commander of the imperial army, and 

the pinnacle of the social hierarchical system of patronage.32 Richard Horsley writes: 

                                                        

26 Christine M. Thomas, “Greek Heritage in Roman Corinth and Ephesos: Hybrid Identities and 
Strategies of Display in the Material Record of Traditional Mediterranean Religions,” in CIC, ed. Steven 
J. Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 137. See also Bookidis 
(Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 152) on the evidence (from the founding 
document of Urso in Spain) for the requirement on duovirs to agree on the cultic calendar of the 
colony. 
27 C.K. Williams, “The Refounding of Corinth: Some Roman Religious Attitudes,” in Roman Architecture 
in the Greek World, ed. Sarah MacReady and F.H. Thompson, Occasional Papers 10 (Society of Antiquaries 
of London, 1987), 30. 
28 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 160; Wickkiser, “Asklepios in Greek and Roman 
Corinth,” 56–7. 
29 Wickkiser, “Asklepios in Greek and Roman Corinth,” 56–61. 
30 Description of Greece, 2.3.1. 
31 Mary E. H. Walbank, “Evidence for the Imperial Cult in Julio-Claudian Corinth,” in Subject and Ruler: 
The Cult of the Ruling Power in Classical Antiquity, ed. Alastair Small, JRASup 17 (Ann Arbor: Journal of 
Roman Archaeology, 1996), 201–14. 
32 Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire, 148–9. 
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What held the empire together in the cities…was not standing armies, which 
were absent, or an imperial bureaucracy, which was minimal, but the imperial 
religion expressed in temples, shrines, statues, inscriptions and games.33 

The integration of the emperor into religion was not only at the level of cultic 

worship. Imperial anniversaries formed part of the cultic calendar, when festivals 

would be held and sacrifices offered. The reinstatement of the Isthmian games close 

to Corinth must be seen in this light, as well as part of the complex annexation of 

other Greek traditions into the Roman civic identity. Not all emperors were deified 

after the pattern of Romulus, but at the time of Paul’s writing, Divus Iulius, Divus 

Augustus and perhaps the recently deified Divus Claudius formed the initial succession 

of deification in the imperial family.34 Whilst several negative responses to the idea 

of such deification are encountered in Roman literature, for large parts of the 

population patronage by an emperor with divine ancestry was an influential part of 

the religious world.35 There is no doubt that, as in other colonies of Rome, the imperial 

cult in Corinth was a pervasive and commanding presence.36 A physically-imposing 

raised bronze statue of the deified Augustus stood in the Corinthian forum – one of 

the tallest features in the entire forum area.37 It was located amidst an array of 

demonstrations of ‘imperial power’. The Julian Basilica, containing images of 

Augustus’ heirs, stood to the east and many of the small temples in the vicinity were 

dedicated to deities whose cults were especially associated with the imperial family.38 

To the north of the forum, close to the temple of Apollo, are two further temples, one 

of which may also have been associated with the imperial cult.39  

                                                        

33 Richard A. Horsley, “Paul’s Assembly in Corinth: An Alternative Society,” in URRC, ed. Daniel 
Schowalter and Steven J. Friesen (Harvard University Press, 2005), 375. 
34 Other members of the wider imperial family were divinised in later periods. See Peter G. Bolt, “Life, 
Death, and the Afterlife in the Greco-Roman World,” in Life in the Face of Death: The Resurrection Message 
of the New Testament, ed. Richard N. Longenecker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 72. 
35 Ibid., 71–2. 
36 Wickkiser, “Asklepios in Greek and Roman Corinth,” 60–1. 
37 Laird, “The Emperor in a Roman Town: the Base of the Augustales in the Forum at Corinth,” 67. The 
identity of the statue was proposed by Walbank in 1996 (ibid., 88n.63). For an artistic  reconstruction 
of the statue, see Laird’s Figure 4.18 (ibid., 109). 
38 Laird, “The Emperor in a Roman Town: the Base of the Augustales in the Forum at Corinth,” 89–91. 
Bookidis notes that fragments of two small altars found in the basilica also indicate its association with 
the cult, perhaps indicating sacrifices to the Genius Augusti ( Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. 
to 100 C.E.,” 156). 
39 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 154–56. 
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The imperial cult did not, as is shown by the evidence from 1st century Corinth, as 

well as from elsewhere and later in the Empire, displace the traditional cults. These 

flourished and provided the larger cultic context within which the veneration of the 

emperor could be accommodated.40  

2.2.4. Hellenic Cults at Corinth 

Therefore, despite the fact that many of the major cults of the Greek city appear in 

Roman Corinth, it is incorrect to think of them as surviving the rupture of 146-44 B.C. 

These cults were re-established by the Roman colonists in accordance with 

thoroughly Roman religious ideals.41 Greek settlers in the city would, in their 

encounters with Roman religion, therefore accommodate and negotiate a milieu of 

the (at least at face-value) familiar and the alien, of the indigenous and the colonial.42 

However, as well as the official civic religion, several fringe cults were present, cults 

which were particularly associated with Hellenistic Corinth but not with Roman 

religion. Pausanias indicates that outside of the forum area were the cults of the 

Mnema of Medea’s children, Athena Chalinitis, Serapis and Isis, Helios, Ananke and 

Bia, the Fates, and Eilithyia.43 Dionysos is also attested in the Acrocorinth sanctuary.44 

The hero-cult of Melikertes-Palaimon, with its associations with Dionysos and 

Dionysian mysteries, was present at Isthmia.45 These cults had origins in Greek 

Corinth and were probably gradually revived over time in the Roman city. This 

perhaps occurred under the influence of Greek elites settling in the city, who gained 

influence in the local bureaucracy. This would accord with the desire of the Romans 

                                                        

40 Rives, Religion in the Roman Empire, 203; Galinsky, “The Cult of the Roman Emperor: Uniter or 
Divider?,” 4–7. For an illustration of how successfully the imperial cult was integrated into traditional 
cultic life, see Wickkiser, “Asklepios in Greek and Roman Corinth,” 59–60. 
41 Margaret Laird writes of Greek religion being revived ‘with a Roman twist’ (“The Emperor in a Roman 
Town: the Base of the Augustales in the Forum at Corinth,” 110). However, it may be more accurate to 
envisage these cults as re-established on fundamentally Roman terms, but with a Greek twist. 
42 Galinsky, “The Cult of the Roman Emperor: Uniter or Divider?,” 4; J. C. Hanges, “To Complicate 
Encounters: A Response to Karl Galinsky’s ‘The Cult of the Roman Emperor: Uniter or Divider?,’” in 
Rome and religion: a cross-disciplinary dialogue on the imperial cult, ed. Jeffrey Brodd and Jonathan L Reed 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 30–32. 
43 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 161. For these cults in Greek Corinth, see ibid., 
146–8. 
44 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 159n.83. 
45 Elizabeth R. Gebhard, “Rites for Melikertes-Palaimon in the Early Roman Corinthia,” in URRC, ed. 
Daniel Schowalter and Steven J. Friesen (Harvard University Press, 2005), 165–203, esp. 174–181. 
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to give testimony to the historical importance and Greek roots of the city.46 It seems 

probable that these cultic sites would have been mainly frequented by Greek settlers 

in the city.47  

2.2.5. Jewish Religion 

In the Book of Acts, we are told that Paul, in line with his usual pattern, began to visit 

the Corinthian synagogue to reason with ‘both Jews and Greeks’ and to seek to 

persuade the Jews of that city.48 Philo includes Corinth in a list of Jewish colonies.49 

Apart from this evidence, other evidence of a Jewish community in Corinth is sparse.50 

In the first century Empire, Jewish religion was anomalous, marked out by its belief 

that only the Jewish god was the true god and by abstinence from the normal cultic 

practices of the Roman religion in preference for the rituals of its own cult.51 Whilst 

many private associations (civic and religious) might be present in Corinth, the 

synagogue would be the only gathering with a religious worldview entirely different 

to the Greeks and Romans. The Jewish religion attracted some pagans, described in 

New Testament accounts as ‘god-fearers’.52 However, friction was also present, as the 

edict of Claudius expelling Jews from Rome testifies – a friction that would eventually 

lead to the destruction of the Jerusalem temple. This edict itself resulted in Paul’s 

meeting with Aquila and Priscilla at Corinth.53 That Jews are present in the Christian 

church in Corinth is also clear from the account in Acts: a prominent ‘worshipper of 

god’, Titius Justus leaves the synagogue together with Crispus, the leader of the 

synagogue, in order to join the church.54 

                                                        

46 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 164. This was prior to the period of superstitio, 
whereby foreign cultic practice was derided, see Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome: Vol. 1, A 
History, 221–22, 224. 
47 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 163. 
48 Acts 18:4-5. 
49 Legat. 281. 
50 Millis, “The Social and Ethnic Origins of the Colonists in Early Roman Corinth,” 30, esp. n62 and n63. 
51 For the relationship between Rome and Judaism, see Beard, North, and Price, Religions of Rome: Vol. 1, 
A History, 222–23, 266–67. 
52 Acts 10:2; 13:16, 26. See ibid., 275, 293. 
53 Acts 18:2. 
54 Acts 18:7. 
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2.3. Death in Roman Corinth 

The Roman and Greek cults of Corinth constitute a part of the broader religious 

framework informing beliefs about human death and post-mortem human existence. 

In the brief survey above it was noted that Roman religion appropriated the older 

Greek beliefs for its own purposes. Much of the mythological basis for the religion 

remained intact. When Mary Walbank warns that personal religious beliefs are 

elusive by nature, her comments ought to be seen against the background of this 

shared basic structure, by Greeks and Romans, for the religious world.55 Within this 

religious world there were, however, varying beliefs about death and post-mortem 

survival. This variation in beliefs was partly connected to shifting philosophical 

currents. It will become clear that these varying beliefs at Corinth provide an entirely 

sufficient basis for proposing the background to Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15. 

2.3.1. Burial Practices 

Studies by Mary Walbank and Christine Thomas have documented the burial 

practices of the Roman Corinthians.56 In the 1960s, seven chamber tombs and 

approximately sixty-five single graves were excavated to the north east of ancient 

Corinth, near the Isthmian gate. These graves date to the period from the early first 

century to the mid-second century A.D. They are the ‘ordinary graves of very 

ordinary people.’57 Several features are of interest. The re-use of graves illustrates the 

first century realities of encounters with human remains in states of corruption. The 

emptying of tombs and graves in order to facilitate their re-use seems to have been 

widespread.58 One of the chamber tombs at Corinth contained the remains of 13 

individuals.59 Another contained the remains of 9 individuals in one of its cists and a 

                                                        

55 Mary E. H. Walbank, “Unquiet Graves: Burial Practices of the Roman Corinthians,” in URRC, ed. Daniel 
Schowalter and Steven J. Friesen (Harvard University Press, 2005), 249. Literary evidence on religion 
also requires careful interpretation, reflecting as it does the views of the elites. See Rives, Religion in 
the Roman Empire, 9. 
56 Walbank, “Unquiet Graves: Burial Practices of the Roman Corinthians”; Christine M. Thomas, 
“Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at Corinth 
and Ephesos,” in URRC, ed. Daniel Schowalter and Steven J. Friesen (Harvard University Press, 2005). 
57 Walbank, “Unquiet Graves: Burial Practices of the Roman Corinthians,” 279. 
58 The extensive re-use of chamber tombs, either for multiple burials, or for re-use in secondary burials 
is a significant finding (ibid., 270). 
59 Chamber Tomb X (ibid., 261). 
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total of at least 42 individuals in all cists and graves.60 In another there had been a 

total of 98 interments with newly interred corpses either being laid on top of the 

previous bones, or the bones of earlier interments being pushed aside.61 Perhaps most 

striking of all is the discovery, close to one of the larger chambered tombs, of a 

sunken, upended half of an empty sarcophagus used as a pit. It contained the mixed 

remains of 19 individuals, including children.62 Single graves (both tile graves and 

sarcophagi) were also re-opened either in order to add cremation urns to the grave 

(probably indicating that the various deceased belonged to a single family) or to 

dispose of the remains of the previously inhumed corpse in order to re-use the grave. 

In the North Cemetery of Corinth, similar re-use of graves is attested during the 

Roman period up until the end of the first century A.D.63 Alongside the inhumations 

are notable indications of cremation; both inhumation and cremation co-existed in 

Corinth as burial practices.64 Cremation urns are found in amphora (the simplest type 

of cremation burial) and in single graves, and chamber tombs also exhibit provision 

for cremation as well as inhumation.65 Studies by Palmer and Rife have shown that 

colonisation by the Romans introduced the Roman rite of cremation (for all but the 

poorest) to Corinth as a completely new burial practice.66 The evidence suggests that 

the Roman colonists, unless they were too poor, adopted the usual Roman practice of 

cremation, which continued amongst the Romans until the end of the first century.67 

Poor Romans, together with Greek settlers in Corinth, would adopt the more usual 

Greek practice of inhumation.  

These studies provide important background to Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15. 

For example, the prevalence of cremation in Roman Corinth casts doubt on whether 

                                                        

60 The Painted Tomb (ibid., 266–7). 
61 The Tomb with Sarcophagi (ibid., 271). 
62 Ibid., 271–2. 
63 Thomas, “Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at 
Corinth and Ephesos,” 286. Collins stands out amongst commentators in referring to archaeological 
evidence specifically when dealing with the issue of resurrection in Corinth (Collins, First Corinthians, 
541). 
64Thomas, “Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at 
Corinth and Ephesos,” 286. 
65 Walbank, “Unquiet Graves: Burial Practices of the Roman Corinthians,” 253–261, 270. 
66 Unpublished Ph.D thesis by Joseph Rife (University of Michigan, 1999) and Hazel Palmer, “The 
Classical and Roman Periods,” in The North Cemetery (ed. C.W. Blegen, H. Palmer, and R.S. Young; 
Corinth XIII; Princeton: ASCSA, 1964), cited in Thomas, “Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and Social 
Stratification in the Early Roman Period at Corinth and Ephesos,” 286. 
67 The cost of the significant amount of fuel required for a cremation would be considerable (ibid., 287). 
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Paul would choose to use seeds and plants as a metaphor for inhumation and 

resurrection (vv.36-38). Adopting such a metaphor would seem to severely limit the 

efficacy of Paul’s argument, due to the popularity of cremation. The philosophical 

nature of Paul’s argument suggests that his primary audience were well-educated and 

likely drawn from higher socio-economic strata in Corinth, the very strata amongst 

whom cremation was most prevalent. Similarly, against this background of 

widespread disturbance of corpses is it likely that Paul is portraying his audience as 

crassly imagining corpses ‘coming out’ of graves (v.35)?68 

2.3.2. Grave Offerings 

Evidence of grave offerings is widespread at Corinth. In many graves and tombs, 

vessels for drink and food (such as a dish and cup) are present, and in some cases 

vessels to contain perfume and lamps.69 Sarcophagal features facilitating libations 

also indicate the prevalence of traditional beliefs concerning the dead. Holes in 

sarcophagi and in the covering slabs of chamber tombs, located over the head of the 

corpse, facilitated the pouring of libations into the grave, which were intended to 

nourish the dead person.70 The practice indicates the traditional belief of an intimate 

connection between the human corpse and the shade of the person in Hades.71 Several 

examples of the practice of inserting a bronze coin into the mouth of the corpse 

further illustrate the prevalence of mythic beliefs. This coin was intended as payment 

for Charon (thus, ‘Charon’s fee’) who was portrayed in myth as carrying the deceased 

person over the watery passage to Hades by boat.72 On the walls of a passage in the 

so-called Painted Tomb at Corinth, frescoes show river-side activities. These recall 

the Nile, with images of fishermen, lotus flowers and reeds, again recalling the theme 

of a journey over water to the realm of the dead.73 Roman cultic meals celebrated at 

                                                        

68 I argue against both these views. See §3.6 and §2.5.4. 
69 Walbank, “Unquiet Graves: Burial Practices of the Roman Corinthians,” 272–8. 
70 Lucian, Char. 22. 
71 Toynbee views it as ‘likely’ that feeding and libation tubes indicate a belief that the dead dwelt either 
at, or close to, the site of their remains (Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 37). Thomas’ 
understanding of a connection between the dead person’s remains and their shade-self in Hades 
almost certainly reflects the belief more accurately (Thomas, “Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and 
Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at Corinth and Ephesos,” 290). 
72 Hades, in mythology, was surrounded by waters, including the lake Acheron, across which Charon 
operated his ferry. 
73 Walbank, “Unquiet Graves: Burial Practices of the Roman Corinthians,” 261–5. 
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tombs and graves further testify to this belief in a connection with the person in 

question via the location of their body.74 These grave offerings and related 

sarcophagal features illustrate the prevalence of the mythic view of the dead 

particularly in association with inhumation, but also in association with cremation. 

In ancient thought, the dead were often understood corporately (οἱ νέκροι).75 The 

Roman Manes were understood as the corporate, somewhat undifferentiated shades 

of ancestors, who could influence events in the world of the living. They were 

honoured in order to gain a favourable response.76 Nevertheless, a definite belief in 

the survival of individuals is incorporated within the concept of the Manes.77 A general 

belief in the survival of individual human persons is evidenced by all of the above 

practices and in the many surviving epitaphs from around the empire.78 

2.3.3. Post-Mortem Survival in Corinth 

All of the gods of Roman Corinth were originally associated with the mythic Greek 

view of the post-mortem survival of humans as shades. For example, Aphrodite, so 

prominent in Hellenic Corinth, had a traditional chthonic role as a ruler of Hades.79 

The mythology of Demeter and Kore is similarly rooted in the traditional view of 

Hades.80 For the traditional Greek cults in Corinth, this conception of the underworld 

would have continued.81 It may have been this association with the underworld that 

relegated some of the Greek fringe cults to their locations on the outskirts of the 

Roman city.82 The rite of inhumation, practiced by the Greeks, is particularly 

associated with this mythic, chthonic view of the underworld evidenced in the grave 

                                                        

74 Ibid., 272–3. 
75 See §2.4.3. 
76 Thomas, “Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at 
Corinth and Ephesos,” 290. 
77 Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 35. Notions of the manes are very close to the traditional 
views of the shades of the dead (ibid., 37). 
78 See for example, Richmond Alexander Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs (University of 
Illinois Press, 1962). 
79 Walbank, “Unquiet Graves: Burial Practices of the Roman Corinthians,” 258. 
80 Davies, Death, Burial and Rebirth in the Religions of Antiquity, 128. 
81 See Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs, 51, 53, 58, 63–65, 87–90. 
82 Bookidis, “Religion in Corinth: 146 B.C.E. to 100 C.E.,” 147. 
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offerings of Roman Corinth. Such traditional views of Hades were distinctly 

pessimistic.83 In this view, humans continue to exist after death in Hades as shades.  

Such views were originally adopted by the Romans from Greek religion and up until 

the later Republic they remained largely unchanged.84 However, the Romans 

gradually began to develop more hopeful views of the afterlife - something the Greeks 

had previously done only for their heroes. The mythology of the Greeks was 

expounded, developed and modified in popular Roman literature. Virgil gives a 

detailed account of the realm of Hades in all of its various parts (Limbo, Tartarus, the 

Elysian Fields).85 The tranquillity of the Elysian Fields or the Isles of the Blessed, in 

Greek myth the destination of heroes rather than the masses, became increasingly 

democratised. Although the detailed literary view of Virgil is not generally reflected 

in burial practices from around the Empire, the frescoes at the Painted Tomb in 

Corinth may attest to a more hopeful view of the underworld.86 More philosophical 

Greek thought, under the influence of Plato, had also led to the conception of a 

paradise in the celestial realms above the earth, rather than a chthonic view. Statues 

of both Zeus Chthonius and Zeus Most High at Corinth may attest to these varying 

beliefs about the realm of the dead.87 Plato’s cosmology had incorporated the 

traditional mythic view of the gods, but proposed that the human person did not 

continue to exist after death as a shade-body in Hades, but rather as a soul which had 

originated in the astral regions.88 According to Plato, in ascending to this region after 

death, the soul was returning to its true home. This development was a ‘striking 

divergence’ from traditional belief.89 Plato coupled this doctrine with that of the 

transmigration of souls, whereby human souls were imagined as passing through 

cycles of earthly existence within various bodies (humans or animals, or even plants), 

until they attained to the goal of embodiment in their own star.90 The idea of a 

                                                        

83 The concept of shades in the underworld is found in the founding myths of Hesiod; Davies, Death, 
Burial and Rebirth in the Religions of Antiquity, 127. 
84 Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 35. 
85 Virgil, Aeneid, 6.540-644. See also Plutarch, Life of Sertorius, VIII, 2; Ovid, Metamorphoses, 4.432-80; 
10.14-63; 14.112. 
86 Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 36–7. 
87 Pausanias, Description of Greece, 2.2.8. Chthonius = Of the Lower World. 
88 Tim., 41d-e. 
89 Lewis Richard Farnell, Greek Hero Cults and Ideas of Immortality (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1921), 399. 
90 Tim., 42b-c. See §2.4.2. 
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celestial dwelling place of the dead was popularised in the Imperial period. It had 

been considered that the gods (and heroes) dwelt in heaven from the earliest days of 

myth, but under the influence of Platonic philosophy, astral immortality became a 

democratisation of this idea, not only for heroes (such as the emperor), but for others 

also.91  

Ancient sources demonstrate that differing attitudes to the afterlife were generally 

associated with inhumation and cremation. Inhumation, the traditional practice of 

the Greeks, was associated with the older mythic attitudes towards death, whereas 

the Romans, who embraced ideas about the release of the soul for a more blessed 

afterlife, practiced cremation.92 The evidence from Corinth gives clear testimony of 

these two types of beliefs in the pre-Roman and Roman periods.93 In the Roman rite, 

it is likely that the rising smoke of the immolation was associated with the release of 

the soul from the body and its ascension to the celestial realms. Cicero’s depiction of 

the dwellings of the blessed dead in the Milky Way demonstrates the fluidity of 

conceptions of the afterlife, with mythic traditions usually associated with Hades 

being married to the astral emphasis of Platonic philosophy.94 The increasing 

incidence of cremation seems to reflect the fact that conceptions of the afterlife 

began to move away from traditional chthonic views of it as a shady reflection of 

earthly life.95 

The belief that human souls resided in an astral realm after death was affirmed in the 

rituals of the imperial cults. At Roman Imperial funerals, the release of a caged eagle 

over the funeral pyre would graphically symbolise the ascension of the soul of the 

emperor to the celestial realm. News of such occasions would travel from Rome 

throughout the Empire. It must be remembered that apotheosis was a very traditional 

                                                        

91 Bolt, “Life, Death, and the Afterlife in the Greco-Roman World,” 72. 
92 Thomas, “Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at 
Corinth and Ephesos,” 288–291. 
93 Ibid., 289, 284–292. 
94 Cicero, Resp., 6:15-18. Also Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 35. 
95 Farnell, Greek Hero Cults and Ideas of Immortality, 393. The picture becomes complex through the 1st 
Century. After the turn of the 1st and 2nd Centuries A.D., the Romans began increasingly to abandon 
cremation for inhumation. This was certainly not attended by a return to traditional views of 
immortality. Toynbee argues that the gradual conversion of burial practice in the Roman Empire from 
cremation to inhumation during the course of the 1st Century A.D., but more noticeably throughout 
the 2nd Century A.D., most likely demonstrates that inhumation began to be associated with belief in a 
blessed, rather than shadowy, afterlife. See Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 40. 
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Greek idea, co-existing alongside the traditional views of Hades as the realm of the 

dead. Therefore, imperial apotheosis was not an innovation in that sense. The 

apotheosis of the emperors from Julius Caesar onwards was an appropriation of the 

myth of the divinisation of Romulus, who was also taken up into a heavenly abode. 

Plutarch, in his work on Romulus, argues that the soul must be freed from the body 

in order to attain its goal in the realm of the gods.96  

Although the relocation of the realm of the dead is a ‘striking divergence’ from 

traditional belief, some components of traditional views endured.97 Thomas points 

out that traditional beliefs about the connection between the remains of the dead and 

their souls could also attend the ritual of cremation. At Corinth grave goods are 

connected with cremation as well as inhumation. In Rome, feeding tubes and grave 

goods have been found in cases both of inhumation and cremation.98 As Farnell points 

out, cremation and inhumation could both be practised in conjunction with very 

similar theories about the dead.99 It seems to be the case that although the imagined 

location of the dead was changed to a heavenly rather than subterranean realm, along 

with changes to the way in which the bodies of the dead were imagined (from ghostly 

shades to glorious, astral bodies), traditional beliefs concerning the connections 

between the remains of the person and their continued existence in the afterlife 

lingered on.100 Nevertheless, the practice of both inhumation and cremation at 

Corinth suggests that traditional chthonic views of post-mortem existence were 

present alongside more Platonic views. The evidence also suggests that Greeks were 

more likely to have held the former views, and Romans the latter. 

2.4. Death in the Early Empire 

The religious world of Roman Corinth provides important background to Paul’s 

rhetoric in 1 Corinthians 15. As has been seen above, funerary evidence from Roman 

Corinth suggests that within the broad mythic view of death and post-mortem 

                                                        

96 Plutarch, Romulus 28.6. 
97 Rives argues that knowledge of the myths that undergirded these traditional views was not 
restricted merely to the elite, but was propagated amongst the lower classes through public religion 
(Religion in the Roman Empire, 30). 
98 Thomas, “Placing the Dead: Funerary Practice and Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at 
Corinth and Ephesos,” 290; Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 41. 
99 Farnell, Greek Hero Cults and Ideas of Immortality, 393. 
100 See also the inscription noted by Martin, The Corinthian Body, 110n.21. 
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existence, a variation of beliefs was present. The spectrum between more traditional 

views of Hades and more hopeful views of an afterlife incorporated differing beliefs 

about the nature and location of the realm of the dead. A broader analysis of evidence 

from the early Empire supports this characterisation of the situation in Corinth. 

2.4.1. Post-Mortem Survival in the Early Empire 

Some scholars propose that there was little belief in post-mortem existence in 

Graeco-Roman religion.101 Contemporary philosophical beliefs, in the form of 

Epicureanism, are sometimes used to support this notion and have been used to 

explain the denial of resurrection in the Corinthian church.102 However, awareness of 

philosophical categories and arguments were in general confined to the small 

proportion of the population classified as educated elites.103 Even amongst these, 

knowledge of philosophy would have been generally superficial. David Sedley writes: 

It is difficult to think of a society where members of the upper class were more 
generally aware of philosophy than seems to have been the case in Imperial 
Rome. For some of them, indeed, that awareness will have been quite 
superficial and scarcely positive, but every senator or knight would have 
known the difference between the values of a Stoic and those of an 
Epicurean.104 

In the realm of religion (and associated cosmological views), philosophical awareness 

did not displace older, more traditional views of the world. James Rives notes that 

‘[r]egardless of philosophical position, most people apparently had no desire to reject 

or subvert traditional beliefs and practices with regard to the divine.’105 Philosophy 

represented an alternative approach toward metaphysical questions, particularly 

about the divine, and immortality, but it augmented, rather than supplanted, the 

traditional views of the gods. Philosophy was a significant cultural force, but far less 

influential than public displays of religion through cult, architecture and art, in terms 

                                                        

101 This is suggested by, for example, Dale Martin (ibid., 108–9), who cites MacMullen for support. See 
n.119 below. 
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of the beliefs of the masses.106 Regarding philosophical challenges to traditional 

religion, ‘it is likely that most people neither knew nor cared.’107  

Therefore, any widespread influence of Epicurean philosophy, with its belief that the 

soul is material and that death is the death of the human in toto, must be doubted.108 

It is by no means clear that denials of post-mortem existence based on Epicurean 

philosophy would gain a significant foothold even amongst the elites. Plutarch 

viewed the Epicurean denial of an afterlife as repugnant to the hopes of the 

majority.109 Incidences of the epigraphic slogan ‘I was not, I was, I am not’ (or similar 

variants, sometimes in abbreviated form) are often cited to support portrayals of 

widespread doubt about post-mortem existence.110 However, this type of slogan must 

be understood alongside the large body of evidence for belief in post-mortem 

existence. In Lattimore’s view the slogans are polemic, testifying to the strength of 

the view which they attempt to counter – that the dead do survive.111 The inscriptions 

may reflect Epicurean belief, but the idea that their abbreviation demonstrates their 

proliferation cannot be simply accepted.112 Lattimore admits that there are actually 

very few such inscriptions extant.113 Given Plutarch’s characterisation of the 

unpopular nature of Epicurean denials of an afterlife, it is entirely possible that the 

abbreviation of the slogans was a response to this unpopularity.114 Lattimore’s 

observation that these epitaphs are often ‘veiled under deliberately cryptic diction’ 

such that they sometimes ‘seem more like riddles’ ought to further suggest this 

                                                        

106 Ibid., 41. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Alan F. Segal, Life After Death: A History of the Afterlife in Western Religion (New York: Doubleday, 2004), 
221. Epicureanism was well-enough represented during Paul’s lifetime for its philosophers to be at the 
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“Life, Death, and the Afterlife in the Greco-Roman World,” 67–8; Farnell, Greek Hero Cults and Ideas of 
Immortality, 393. 
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Greek and Latin Epitaphs, 84–85.  
111 Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs, 75. 
112 Ibid., 84n.473. This is the view offered by both Christine Thomas (“Placing the Dead: Funerary 
Practice and Social Stratification in the Early Roman Period at Corinth and Ephesos,” 288) and Dale 
Martin (The Corinthian Body, 109). 
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possibility.115 The possibility ought also to be entertained that these types of slogans 

are in fact entirely compatible with traditional and widespread views of the dead. 

These slogans may be understood as reflecting the insurmountable distance between 

the human corpse and the shade of the person in Hades, or the impossibility of return 

for someone who had joined the Manes.116 These slogans would then express the 

reality of death – the deceased is not in the world of the living. In any case, Toynbee 

correctly concludes that ‘[s]uch explicitly negative statements are, however, by and 

large, exceptional.’117 

Belief in a post-mortem existence of the dead was the norm amongst the populace. 

The evidences from popular myth, from the mythic world of Roman religion and from 

the funerary and burial practices of the time are testament to this.118 The inscriptions 

presented by Lattimore also evidence this view. Therefore, his negative comments 

about the paucity of hopeful conceptions of immortality cannot be taken as comments 

about general belief in post-mortem existence.119 A similar view can be taken 

concerning MacMullen’s assertion that there was little interest in what happened 

after death.120 The widespread occurrence of the Roman concept of the Manes and its 

synthesis with the idea of Hades illustrates that Roman religion had embraced the 

earlier mythic views of the Greeks.121 Whilst mockery of popular beliefs and denials 

of an afterlife are sometimes encountered amongst the elites (whether poets or 

philosophers), these cannot be taken as representative of the views of the masses.122 

Rather, the success of Roman religion in carrying to the masses of the Empire the 

                                                        

115 Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs, 85. 
116 For epitaphs related to the Manes, see ibid., 90–96. 
117 Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 34. 
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traditional views of immortality is evidenced by Lucian’s portrayal of, and ridiculing 

of, beliefs about the gods and death.123 

More hopeful views of post-mortem existence were definitely present in the early 

Empire alongside more pessimistic mythic views. So, for example, Lattimore writes 

about epitaphs that represent ‘a faith in the afterlife’: 

I have not the slightest wish to discount them; but it seems natural that, if one 
believes in another better life introduced by death, it is idle to call up further 
consolations, and to lament the dead is to insult them. The gist of threnodic 
and consolatory themes alike is that death is an evil.124 

Lattimore’s conclusion that ‘this faith, when it existed, could not generally have been 

anything either clear or strong,’125 arises from his belief that a conception of an 

afterlife must be of a ‘better life’. However, in this Lattimore is not correct. More 

hopeful Roman views of the afterlife do not depend on death being perceived as 

anything other than an evil. 

Thomas writes that ‘a strong and confidently expressed belief in a happy afterlife is 

the exception’ for both Greek and Roman cult.126 These more hopeful conceptions are 

usually associated with cremation, as noted by Thomas herself.127 They may not be 

strongly or positively expressed, but they are more hopeful than the chthonic view. 

Thomas notes that in the Imperial period, as well as in the Republican, Hellenistic, 

and Classical periods, there was ‘a tentative oscillation between two beliefs: the first, 

that the spirit is somehow set free from the body at death so that it continues to live; 

and the second, that the dead are still resident in their graves.’128 The oscillation of 

views she detects is the conjunction of the traditional mythic-chthonic view of the 

underworld and more hopeful views of post-mortem existence (which still cannot be 

expressed necessarily as a ‘better life’ or ‘happy afterlife’). Even chthonic beliefs did 

not, strictly speaking, understand the dead as being ‘resident’ in their graves. Whilst 
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the body remained in the grave, the shade lived out a shadowy existence in the 

underworld. A connection was believed to exist between these two elements of the 

person, evidenced by the practice of grave offerings. 

On balance, the evidence from Corinth and from the wider Empire casts doubt on the 

view that there was any widespread denial of post-mortem existence. Scholars such 

as Martin use the small amount of evidence for such doubt to overstate the case 

against belief in post-mortem survival.129 A consideration of the evidence points to: a 

general belief in post-mortem human survival; a widespread and established belief 

that this was an experience best characterised as ‘death’ not ‘life’; a less-common but 

significant view that was less pessimistic, envisaging a more hopeful existence for the 

dead; and, an extremely small body of opinion that humans have no conscious post-

mortem existence. Although the balance of this portrait may differ from the portrait 

of Martin, his broad conclusion can be affirmed: 

[T]here existed no single Greek or Graeco-Roman belief about life after death; 
beliefs could range…from relatively uninterested agnosticism, to traditional 
views about the dead dwelling in Hades or under the earth, to expressions of 
the immortality of the soul.130 

2.4.2. Bodily Post-Mortem Existence in Ancient Thought 

One of Dale Martin’s most important contributions to the interpretation of 1 

Corinthians 15 is his reminder that in the Graeco-Roman world all existence was in 

some sense material existence.131 Martin warns about importing a Cartesian physical-

spiritual dichotomy, or the related concept of ‘immateriality’, into the debate about 

resurrection at Corinth.132 Martin has summarised how in the realm of the educated, 

there was an understanding that as well as earthly creatures possessing bodies (such 

as humans, dogs or birds), celestial bodies were also just that: bodies composed of fire 

or ether.133  

                                                        

129 Despite Martin’s stated intention of avoiding this, he still overplays this aspect of the evidence (The 
Corinthian Body, 109). 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid., 115. 
132 Ibid., 107. 
133 Ibid., 118–19. 
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The idea of astral immortality has been introduced above in its relationship to more 

hopeful views of post-mortem existence for the human soul. In astral immortality, 

the human soul is embodied after death as (or in) the celestial body of a star. Or, in 

Cicero’s astral description of the Elysian Fields, the human body becomes star-like. 

Although Cicero’s protagonist, Africanus, has left his body of flesh and blood behind, 

he still possesses an astral body which in some sense resembles him.134 Such ideas are 

also demonstrated in the imagery of the imperial cult. Statues of the deified emperor 

would propagate the idea that astral immortality was not a disembodied existence, 

but that, in the same way as more traditional views of death and in the same way as 

elucidated by Cicero, the deceased person was still embodied and recognisable. It 

must be noted that astral apotheosis, or divinisation, of the emperor was not 

equivalent to astral immortality. To be immortal in the heavens was not the same as 

becoming a god. Nevertheless, the imperial theory that Julius Caesar’s soul had 

become a new star gives some insight into the type of existence that the soul could 

expect in heaven, one of glory akin to that of the celestial bodies.135 The same can be 

said of Greek and Roman hero cults (such as those of Heracles, Asklepios and 

Melikertes-Palaimon). As with the Imperial Cult, it is clear through statues and art 

associated with the cults that the deified heroes are imagined as possessing bodies 

with recognisable forms, even if these are not normal human bodies of flesh and 

blood. Such ideas build on the traditional portraits of the gods as taking human form 

(as well as other forms).136 

The Pythagorean ideas which served as a significant foundation for Plato’s 

philosophy espoused the idea that human souls would return to their home in the 

stars as celestial bodies. Plato also received from Pythagoras the idea that during their 

journey back to the stars they could be embodied within many different types of 

body.137 In Plato the concept of astral immortality is intimately connected with the 

concept of metempsychosis, whereby human souls progress through cycles of 

existence within the bodies of human beings, animals and plants, until by the gaining 

                                                        

134 Cicero, Somnium Scipionis, i, 4= Rep. vi,10; ibid. iii, 6= vi, 16. See Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman 
World, 35. 
135 Bolt, “Life, Death, and the Afterlife in the Greco-Roman World,” 72. 
136 See R. G. A Buxton, Forms of Astonishment: Greek Myths of Metamorphosis (Oxford University Press, 
2009), 157–190. 
137 Plato, Tim., 41d-42e, 91d-92c. 
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of sufficient wisdom, they attain to their final return home to the celestial realms of 

the divine.138 

The idea of embodied existence was not merely confined to cosmology or beliefs in 

metempsychosis and astral immortality. Mythic views of death and post-mortem 

existence also display this understanding. In ancient thought, the shades of the dead 

are not disembodied souls. Richard Bauckham’s characterisation of Jewish belief is 

also apposite for the pagan conception of the dead: ‘[t]he shades were not immaterial 

beings, but shadowy, ghostly versions of living, bodily persons, who could hardly be 

said to be alive.’139 An account of the bodily forms of the dead in Elysium is found in 

Virgil.140 In traditional mythology that undergirds traditional religion, the soul or 

continuing existence of the person involves some conception of a body. The dead 

retain their names and their identity (even in the Manes), and their lives in some sense 

bear a shadowy similarity to their lives on earth.141 However, whatever the imagined 

composition of the shade-body, it is not a body of flesh and blood, but rather the body 

of a ghost. 

Hence the question which Paul envisages will be asked by some of the Corinthians, 

‘what kind of body?’ (v.35), would open a number of options to first century minds.142 

This fact is not acknowledged by many interpreters who, when encountering the 

language of σῶμα, assume that a familiar human body must be meant. So for example, 

Ben Witherington writes that ‘for the Corinthians…the combination of body and 

immortality did not make sense’.143 This is plainly not the case. The combination of a 

familiar human body and immortality may not have made sense, but σῶμα would not 

necessarily imply such a body. 

                                                        

138 See previous note and Republic 617d-621b; Phaedo, 81d-82b; Phaedrus, 249b. 
139 Richard Bauckham, “Life, Death, and the Afterlife in Second Temple Judaism,” in Life in the Face of 
Death: The Resurrection Message of the New Testament, ed. Richard N. Longenecker (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998), 80. 
140 Virgil, Aeneid, 6, 640-649. See again Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World, 35. 
141 Ibid. 
142 It is not the case that speculation about bodies only arises when human bodies, or ‘corporeal’  
resurrection (by which scholars mean essentially the same thing) is in view, as Collins thinks (First 
Corinthians, 563). 
143 Ben Witherington, Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 
Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 306–7, italics original. 
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2.4.3. Understandings of ἀνάστασις: Wright and Porter 

In narrowing the focus of this investigation to the situation in the church at Corinth, 

two related aspects of the background to Paul’s teaching on ἀνάστασις are 

particularly important.144 The first is the variation in beliefs about the dead amongst 

the Corinthians, as examined above. The second related aspect is the question of how 

the Corinthians would have heard Paul’s teaching on ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν. Was the 

concept entirely unknown to them? Or, were there similar ideas in the Graeco-Roman 

religious world?  

This second aspect can be illuminated by a consideration of debates in contemporary 

scholarship. In The Resurrection of the Son of God, N.T. Wright argues that in the Graeco-

Roman world, the resurrection of the dead was an unknown concept.145 He 

understands resurrection as a Jewish concept and Paul’s own doctrine of ἀνάστασις 

as essentially Jewish. This conception of resurrection is concisely expressed by 

Wedderburn:  

When the Greek-speaking Jew spoke of ἀνάστασις and its cognates, or ἐγείρειν 
and its cognates, in the context of the after-life, then, like the non-Jewish 
Greek, he did so knowing ‘that the severed connection between the soul and 
the body must be restored again’.146 

This is Wright’s view, and amongst those espousing the same view is F.F. Bruce.147 

However, Stanley Porter argues against the position taken by Wright and 

Wedderburn, specifically addressing Bruce’s portrayal of the background to Paul’s 

doctrine.148 Porter argues that non-Jewish Greeks would have their own ways of 

understanding ἀνάστασις, drawn from familiar concepts in the Graeco-Roman world. 

Porter acknowledges specifically Jewish ideas of resurrection, but it is his 

identification of Graeco-Roman analogies to resurrection that is of special interest for 

                                                        

144 I often choose to use ἀνάστασις and ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν in the text in an attempt to maintain focus 
on the concept as it was heard in Corinth, and to avoid importing into the argument assumptions tied 
to the English word ‘resurrection’. 
145 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 82–83. 
146 A. J. M. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection: Studies in Pauline Theology Against Its Graeco-Roman 
Background (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 167, citing E. Fascher, “Anastasis - Resurrectio - 
Auferstehung,” ZNW:40 (1941): 187. 
147 F. F. Bruce, Paul, Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2000), 246–7. 
148 See Stanley E. Porter, “Resurrection, the Greeks and the New Testament,” in Resurrection, ed. Michael 
A. Hayes, Stanley E. Porter, and David Tombs (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2004), 52. 
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this present study. The two sides of the debate (represented by Wright and Porter 

respectively) are anchored to differing approaches to the interpretation of ἀνάστασις 

νεκρῶν. Wright argues that ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν would have necessarily been taken by 

an ancient audience to refer definitively to the post-mortem reinstatement of human 

life with a largely familiar human body. This conception of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν is 

undoubtedly present in Jewish religion, and Wright is correct to argue that this 

particular conception would be totally unfamiliar in Graeco-Roman thought.149 

Porter, on the other hand, takes ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν as a phrase open to a more flexible 

interpretation by an ancient audience. The expression, he argues, might be 

understood more broadly as a change in status of the dead. Such an understanding of 

ἀνάστασις might involve bodies, but not necessarily familiar human bodies. Taking 

this broader semantic approach, Porter is then able to argue that examples of 

‘resurrection’ are definitely present in Graeco-Roman thought.150 Thus Porter cites 

the following as evidence of a Graeco-Roman concept of ἀνάστασις: traditional 

mythic views of the underworld; the Orphic and Egyptian cults, present at Corinth; 

the story of Alcestis; apotheosis; and, more particularly for our purposes, a change in 

bodily form to that of an animal, metempsychosis, and astral immortality.151 The degree 

to which each of these could be understood as ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν in the Graeco-

Roman world might differ, but Porter is correct to identify beliefs that, to a pagan 

mind, might readily fall within the orbit of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν. Porter finally 

acknowledges that most of the concepts that he appeals to are, strictly speaking, best 

categorised as belief in the immortality of the soul, not bodily resurrection.152 

However, the point remains that Porter is identifying beliefs that might function as 

ready analogues to Paul’s unfamiliar teaching on ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν. Dale Martin 

takes a similar approach, identifying analogies to ἀνάστασις in (i) the healing powers 

                                                        

149 E.g. Dan 12:2 LXX; Isa 26:19 LXX; 2 Macc 7:11; 14:46; 1 Enoch 51:5; Sib. Or. 4:181-82; Apoc. Ez.; 4 Ezra 7:36; 
T. Benjamin 10:6-8; Apoc. Mos. 13:3-5; 41:3. 
150 This approach necessarily conflates to some degree the idea of survival of death with resurrection,  
Porter, “Resurrection, the Greeks and the New Testament,” 71. 
151 Ibid., 71–80. 
152 Porter writes: ‘This implies continued existence for the soul after death, a consistent theme in much 
Greek thinking…, even though there is not much said about the concept of resurrection’ (ibid., 73–4). 
And again: ‘From the evidence, one can see that there is a persistent theme in Graeco-Roman cults of 
belief in some form of soul life, even if bodily resurrection is not part of it’ (ibid., 77). 
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of Asclepius, whose cult was present at Corinth; (ii) traditions concerning the power 

of magic; and (iii) astral immortality.153 

It is the further thesis of this chapter that the differing approaches to the 

interpretation of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν taken by Wright and Porter to some degree 

reflect the range of responses to Paul’s doctrine that would be available to the 

members of the Corinthian church. Wright is correct, in my opinion, to argue that 

Paul’s teaching on ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν arises from and reflects the Jewish view of the 

reinstatement of familiar human life in a familiar human body, the restoration of ‘the 

severed connection between the soul and the body’. Support for this will be set out in 

subsequent chapters. However Porter is also correct (along with Martin) in 

perceptively identifying that this would not be the only (or the most likely) sense in 

which ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν would be understood by Greeks or (especially) Romans. It is 

entirely realistic to expect that some members of the Corinthian church attempted 

to assimilate Paul’s doctrine of ἀνάστασις into ‘categories of self-understanding 

derived from a ... Greco-Roman cultural environment’.154 This would perhaps 

especially be the case for those whose existing beliefs about death provided ready 

analogues to ἀνάστασις, or those whose broader philosophical knowledge brought an 

awareness of such analogues. 

It is not merely the meaning of ἀνάστασις that must be considered, but also the 

meaning of οἱ νεκροί, which appears prominently in v.12 and v.35 of 1 Corinthians 15. 

Dale Martin argues that the deniers at Corinth understood ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν as a 

reinstatement of human life in a familiar human body through the resuscitation of a 

corpse. Martin argues that οἱ νεκροί would have been most readily taken by the 

deniers as referring to corpses since this was the ‘normal meaning of the term’.155 

However, Martin’s contention that the normal meaning of the term was ‘corpse’ 

ignores instances in both the LXX and in classical literature where οἱ νεκροί does not 

                                                        

153 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 110–120. 
154 Richard B. Hays, The Conversion of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s Scripture (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 6. 
155 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 108. Hays adopts Martin’s views (Hays, First Corinthians, 253). Horsley 
also believes that οἱ νεκροί would necessarily understood as corpses (Horsley, 1 Corinthians, 201).  
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refer to corpses, but refers to those who inhabit Hades, the realm of ‘the dead’.156 The 

construction οἱ νεκροί would actually be understood straightforwardly as ‘those who 

are dead’ or simply ‘the dead’.157 The term cannot be understood without connecting 

it with the common view that reference to ‘the dead’ includes both the bodies of those 

who are dead (their corpses) and the souls or shades of the dead persons. In fact, the 

semantic range of οἱ νεκροί entirely reflects traditional views of a persistent 

connection between the corpse and the shade of the person who had died.158 Indeed, 

Martin himself notes that in Lucian’s On Funerals Hades is a place deep under the earth 

where οἱ νεκροί reside.159 This is clearly a reference to shades, not corpses. If Paul is 

aware of the ‘normal meaning of the term’ and if he is, as I will conclude, not arguing 

for the simple resuscitation of corpses, then his own use of οἱ νεκροί (which stands 

behind v.12 and is reproduced in v.35) cannot be reconciled with Martin’s argument. 

Paul is teaching not the ἀνάστασις of ‘the corpses’, but the ἀνάστασις of ‘the dead’. 

In conclusion therefore, there are two ways in which the phrase ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν 

might be understood by the Corinthians. First, it might be interpreted as a reference 

to the reinstatement of the dead person as a living person, a reinstatement involving 

a largely familiar human body.160 As will be demonstrated, this is what Paul taught. 

For pagans holding the most common mythic views on death, understanding the 

phrase in this way would challenge their belief in the impossibility of ‘leaving the 

realm of the dead.’161 It is not inconceivable that some might have understood this as 

the resuscitation of a corpse. The second way of interpreting the phrase would derive 

                                                        

156 E.g., in the LXX: Deut 18:11; Ecc 9:3; Ps 105:28; Wis 4:19; Sir 22:11; 38:16,23; Is 8:19. E.g., in classical 
literature: Homer, Odyssey, 11.475, Diogenes L, 1.8.104, Thucydides Hist. 4.14.5; 5.10.12; Lucian, Ver. Hist. 
1.39. 
157 Thiselton also believes that Martin’s lexicographical claim may be overstated (Thiselton, The First 
Epistle to the Corinthians, 1217, italics original). He writes: ‘In the LXX…the Greek term often means the 
dead without necessarily alluding to a rotting corpse: BAGD and Grimm-Thayer may be more helpful 
than the classic Greek allusions which he [Martin] cites almost exclusively from Liddell-Scott-Jones.’  
Thiselton (ibid. n.10) advises that ‘LSJ should be compared with BAGD, 534-35 and Grimm-Thayer, 423-
24.’ See also Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 264n13. 
158 Eriksson concludes that the singular nekros refers to a corpse, the plural to dwellers in the nether 
world (Eriksson, Traditions as Rhetorical Proof, 235). However, the plural is frequently used in ancient 
literature to refer to corpses as well as to ‘the dead’ in Hades.  
159 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 110. 
160 The translation offered by Robertson and Plummer perhaps carries this sense: ‘…how is it that some 
are declaring among you that there is no such thing as a resurrection of dead people?’ (Robertson and 
Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St Paul to the Corinthians, 344, emphasis 
added). 
161 Collins, First Corinthians, 543. 
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from Roman beliefs and result in ἀνάστασις being understood as a raising, lifting up, 

or improved status (even a ‘return’) for dead persons, which would not include a 

familiar human body.162 These proposals can be carried forward to a consideration of 

the positions in the debates on resurrection represented in 1 Corinthians 15. 

2.5. Identifying the Corinthians Addressed by Paul 

In the sections above it has been demonstrated that evidence from Corinth (within 

the broader context of evidence from the wider Empire) indicates varying beliefs 

about human death. The particular history of Corinth as a Roman colony resulted in 

a juxtaposition of Greek and Roman inhabitants, cults and associated beliefs 

concerning post-mortem survival. This variation in beliefs about the location and 

character of the place of the dead are a key feature of this milieu. I have also drawn 

on Porter’s and Martin’s arguments that certain Roman religious and philosophical 

beliefs would offer to Roman members of the church in Corinth (especially the more 

educated) ready analogues by which Paul’s teaching of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν might be 

understood. 

It will now be demonstrated that this variation in Corinthian conceptions of post-

mortem existence, and the availability of pagan analogues to Paul’s teaching on 

ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν, can adequately account for Paul’s rhetoric in 1 Corinthians 15. In 

this section, beliefs about death in the early Empire will be brought into conversation 

with the rhetoric of 1 Corinthians 15 in order to propose the composition of the 

rhetorical audience in the chapter. An important proposal will be put forward: that 

two positions, not one, are addressed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15. These positions are 

those of the Deniers and Syncretisers. 

2.5.1. Deniers and Enquirers 

Existing interpretations of 1 Corinthians 15 have identified a single group or position 

within the Christian community, which is addressed by Paul in two different ways in 

v.12 and v.35.163 This almost ubiquitous approach proposes that the audience 

addressed in 1 Corinthians 15 is undifferentiated and that they deny outright Paul’s 

                                                        

162 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 755. 
163 See, for example, Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation, 289. See n.165 below. 
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teaching on the resurrection of the dead. However, there are good reasons for 

questioning whether such an approach is justified. 

A consideration of the chapter itself raises doubts about this approach. The two sets 

of questions – Paul’s question to the Deniers in v.12 and the questions rhetorically 

placed on the lips of others in v.35 – when taken at face value, do not suggest a single 

focus for Paul’s argument. The question in v.12 is direct. Those in v.35 are rhetorically 

more oblique. In v.12 Paul asks a question: πῶς λέγουσιν ἐν ὑμῖν τινες ὅτι ἀνάστασις 

νεκρῶν οὐκ ἔστιν; (how do some among you say that there is no resurrection of the 

dead?). The question strongly suggests that Paul has knowledge (whether direct or 

via reports) that some of the Corinthian Christians are denying his teaching of 

ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν. In v.35, Paul places two questions on the lips of a rhetorical 

enquirer: Ἀλλὰ ἐρεῖ τις, πῶς ἐγείρονται οἱ νεκροί; ποίῳ δὲ σώματι ἔρχονται; (but 

someone will say, ‘How do the dead rise? And in which kind of body do they come?).164 

In the case of these questions, it is less clear whether they are actual questions within 

the Christian community.165  

Interpreters concluding that the questions of v.35 continue to address the Deniers of 

v.12 see the questions not as representing genuine enquiries, but rather the 

incredulity, or objections, that Paul imagines to be on the lips of these same people.166 

This interpretation is usually supported by reference to Paul’s seemingly harsh 

                                                        

164 My translation. 
165 The introductory construction: Ἀλλὰ ἐρεῖ τις (‘But someone will say’), with its future form of λέγω, 
rather than the subjunctive, seems to indicate that Paul is addressing a reaction that he anticipates 
will arise, rather than one that merely may arise. See Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 280n.8 where he cites 
Schmithals’ correct view that v.35 reflects, not actual questions asked by the Corinthians, but the 
situation in Corinth as Paul perceives it. Thus it seems likely that Paul has knowledge of the position 
of the Enquirers. Paul may be mistaken in anticipating their queries, but this seems unlikely, given the 
detailed and specific argument that follows. 
166 E.g. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1258–59, 1262–63; Victor Paul Furnish, “Theology in 
1 Corinthians,” in Pauline Theology: 1 and 2 Corinthians, ed. David M. Hay, SBL Symposium 22 
(Minneapolis: Fortress), 2:74; Horsley, 1 Corinthians, 208; Hays, First Corinthians, 270; Fee, First Epistle to 
the Corinthians, 779; Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 799; Joseph Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 
AB 32 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 585; Witherington, Conflict and Community in Corinth, 
306; Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 342; Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 280; Gregory J. Lockwood, 
First Corinthians, CPC (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2000), 585; Jorunn Økland, “Genealogies of the Self: 
Materiality, Personal Identity, and the Body in Paul’s Letters to the Corinthians,” in Metamorphoses: 
Resurrection, Body, and Transformative Practices in Early Christianity, ed. Turid Karlsen Seim and Jorunn 
Økland (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2009), 90; Martinus de Boer, The Defeat of Death: Apocalyptic Eschatology in 1 
Corinthians 15 and Romans 5 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1988), 132. 
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response to the questions: ἄφρων (‘How foolish!’).167 The rhetorical use of the 

questions of v.35, along with this refutation, are rightly used to classify Paul’s 

argument in this section as diatribe, but Perkins goes too far in insisting that diatribe 

meets an objection that can be rejected out-of-hand or treated as absurd.168 Diatribe 

has no typical structure, and is focussed on the aim of leading from error to truth, 

which the argument here clearly is.169 Paul’s use of ἄφρων in v.36 is ‘not merely an 

emotive outburst’, but is an exclamatio, part of a clearly reasoned argument.170 It is an 

indication that in Paul’s view the conceptual framework of those who are enquiring 

(as will become clear, their cosmological framework) is wrong-headed. There is no 

reason to see this rhetorical feature as out of place in the deliberative rhetoric of the 

chapter as a whole.171 Thus, Hays is incorrect when he writes that Paul ‘characterizes 

the sceptical queries of verse 35 as silly, small-minded questions.’172  

Changes in Paul’s rhetorical style and the content of his argument in vv.12-34, when 

compared to vv.35-58, reinforce the impression that more than one position may be 

addressed in the chapter.173 The argument in vv.13-34 is entirely different in form and 

content to that in vv.36-49.174 The former is built around logic and the connection 

between the resurrection of Christ and the resurrection of those in Christ. The latter 

is built around cosmological language and references to Hebrew creation traditions. 

Yet still the hypothesis persists that these very different arguments address the same 

position of outright denial identified in v.12. There is no reason not to take the 

                                                        

167 Some interpreters who want to emphasise this as a response to the deniers of v.12 construct the 
phrasing in v.36 as  ἄφρων σὺ, ὃ σπείρεις, οὐ ζῳοποιεῖται ἐὰν μὴ ἀποθάνῃ· against both NA27 and UBS4, 
which have ἄφρων, σὺ ὃ σπείρεις…. The former is thought to strengthen what is Paul’s insulting 
response (You fool!) to the ridiculous questions of the deniers in both v.12 and v.35. In fact UBS4 and 
NA27 have correctly constructed the phrasing, with the meaning of ἄφρων best being rendered as 
‘How foolish (of you)’ (as TNIV, NIV, NJB). This avoids the ‘apparent downright rudeness (in English) 
of Fool!’, Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1263. 
168 Perkins, First Corinthians, 186. 
169 Watson, ‘Diatribe’, DPL. 
170 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1258–9, following Eriksson. 
171 Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation, 286. 
172 Hays, First Corinthians, 270. Hays holds the same understanding as others (e.g. Martin, Horsley) who 
characterize the Corinthian questions as scepticism concerning the reanimation of corpses (a kind of 
return of the ‘living dead’). Graeco-Roman thought was not so limited as to have only this option for 
understanding Paul’s doctrine, as will be demonstrated. 
173 The following scholars (amongst many) all detect some kind of transition in Paul’s rhetoric in v.35: 
Wright, Mack, Watson, Saw, Johnson, Wegener, Eriksson, Horsley. See §1.2.1. 
174 Watson concludes there are two separate arguments (“Paul’s Rhetorical Strategy in 1 Cor 15,” 248–
49). 
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questions in v.35 as addressing a genuine and differentiated position, rather than as 

referring to mockery from the Deniers of v.12. This is not least because of the manner 

in which they are introduced by Paul (Ἀλλὰ ἐρεῖ τις) and the length and complexity 

of Paul’s response in the verses which follow.175 If the questions are those of sceptical 

Deniers, it is difficult to understand why Paul’s complex cosmological argument 

involving seeds, bodies and glory would be expected to persuade them.176 

Conzelmann is amongst several interpreters who express puzzlement about this. He 

notes the precise and complex way in which Paul answers the questions and yet 

concludes: ‘In spite of this precision, the real situation at issue is not clear here 

either.’177 Paul’s argument seems on the face of it geared towards persuading those 

who do believe that the dead are ‘raised’, but have incorrect assumptions as to how, 

especially as to the sort of body in which they are raised. The fact that in the Graeco-

Roman world all existence was in some sense bodily existence also lends credence to 

the suggestion that the questions of v.35 may represent genuine speculation about 

the type of body which would be given to human beings after death. As has been 

argued above, pagan beliefs about the dead provided ready analogues to ἀνάστασις 

νεκρῶν, beliefs which included the dead inhabiting various types of bodies after 

death. These analogues provide a pathway by which Paul’s teaching on ἀνάστασις 

might be conformed to Graeco-Roman ideas about human eschatology, within a 

specifically Graeco-Roman cosmology. 

In addition, a brief consideration of the rest of 1 Corinthians suggests that the kind of 

simple polarisation between the Deniers and those that accept Paul’s teaching might 

represent an over-simplification. In the rest of the letter, the problem of the 

accommodation of Christian ethics and belief to pagan patterns of thought or 

behaviour is a repeated feature.178 Paul’s constant struggle, it seems, was against the 

accommodation of his teaching into the framework of Graeco-Roman social, religious 

                                                        

175 Robertson and Plummer are correct to say that ἀλλά is not the objector’s word, but the writer’s (A 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St Paul to the Corinthians, 368). Thus the ἀλλά marks 
a different category of person to those in v.12. The Ἀλλὰ ἐρεῖ τις might be translated: ‘but someone 
else will say…’. 
176 As Fitzmyer acknowledges, the analogies (as he views them) do not begin to prove the resurrection 
of the dead (I Corinthians, 586). 
177 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 280. 
178 E.g. issues of meat and idols (8:1-13); attitudes towards the body (6:12-20); the Lord’s Supper (11:17-
34). 
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or philosophical practices and beliefs in ways which Paul found unacceptable. In the 

words of Hays, the Corinthian Christians ‘employed categories of self-understanding 

derived from a decidedly non-eschatological Greco-Roman cultural environment’.179 

Although outright rejection of resurrection may itself be construed as an extreme 

form of the accommodation of Paul’s teaching to pagan views of death, it is not the 

kind of accommodation we see elsewhere in the letter. Given the varying beliefs about 

death at Corinth it would also seem unlikely that a monolithic ‘accommodation’ in 

the form of outright denial would result from the reception of Paul’s teaching on 

resurrection. According to Acts, the proclamation of the resurrection on Mars Hill 

elicited a reaction which cannot be construed simply as accepters and deniers. There 

were some who believed, some who sneered, but a third group who wished to hear 

Paul again.180 

Social theories also suggest that reactions in the Corinthian church from those 

unfamiliar with Paul’s doctrine of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν might be complex.181 Theories 

addressing the diffusion of innovations (and Paul’s teaching about resurrection 

certainly fell into that category for his pagan audience) suggest a spectrum of 

responses to an innovation within a community.182 Responses to an innovation 

develop over time within a community.183 Early adopters appear first, whereas late 

adopters require a greater level of persuasion to become psychologically involved 

with the idea.184 Those who adopt the idea may ‘re-invent’ it and the more difficult it 

is to understand an innovation, the greater the probability that certain adopters will 

re-invent it.185 From a sociological point of view, there is a relationship between 

adoption of an innovation and the compatibility of that innovation with existing 

values and beliefs.186 The ways in which innovative ideas are received in communities 
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suggests the likelihood of syncretisation of ideas. For Corinthian Christians with a 

pagan background, the innovation of resurrection might be expected to engender an 

approach to adopting the idea that did indeed employ categories of self-

understanding from their cultural environment.187 

I suggest that the questions that appear in v.35 ought to be considered as genuine and 

differentiated enquiries: How? In what kind of body?188 They do not address the same 

position as is addressed in v.12. I suggest that in v.35, and in the section which follows, 

Paul is addressing a different constituency within the Corinthian church than the 

Deniers addressed in v.12. This separate constituency can be conceived of, initially, 

as a group presented by Paul as Enquirers, in contrast to the Deniers. The questions 

of v.35 then mark a new stage in Paul’s argument, addressing this group.189 This thesis 

receives support from Asher, Eriksson and Songe-Møller, who stand out amongst 

interpreters in considering that there are different positions being addressed in 1 

Corinthians 15.190 Eriksson thinks it ‘unlikely’ that all members of a group should have 

the same opinion, ‘especially in the case of the Corinthian church with its subgroups 

divided according to social status, religious background and gender differences.’191 He 

concludes that is it ‘more methodologically sound to assume a plurality of opinions’ 

and that Paul is ‘not arguing against the same position the entire time, but addresses 

people with different views and understandings.’192 

Given all of the above, the thesis that there are in fact two positions addressed in 1 

Corinthians 15 can be taken forward. Since this study is concerned with vv.35-58 of 1 

Corinthians 15, the identity of these Enquirers is of primary concern. However, it will 

be demonstrated that both positions can be fruitfully set against the Greek and 

Roman religious background as set out above.  
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2.5.2. The Enquirers: Functional Analysis of vv.35-58 

This chapter presents a Causal Analysis – addressing the question of why Paul 

structures his rhetoric as he does. The critical Causal question at this point is: who 

are those presented as Enquirers by Paul in vv.35-49? Causal Analysis is interrelated 

with Functional Analysis – the ‘how?’ of Paul’s rhetorical structure. The subsequent 

chapters of this study contain exegetical work which presents a Functional Analysis 

of vv.35-58. This Functional Aspect must be briefly anticipated here, since it interacts 

hermeneutically and iteratively with the reconstruction presented here of the 

situation in Corinth. 

As will be argued in subsequent chapters, there are four major features of Paul’s 

rhetorical content in vv.35-58: a teleological argument (vv.36-38); a cosmological 

argument which is taxonomic (v.39-41); a model of eschatological correspondence 

operating at both cosmological (vv.42-44) and anthropological (vv.45-49) levels; and, 

an account of transformation or change (vv.50-54). 

The teleological argument is surveyed in Chapter 3 of this thesis. This teleological 

argument is Aristotelian in nature, by which Paul argues for the continuity of species, 

with specific concern for differentiation between the bodies of those species. Each of 

the forms of life has a body of its own (ἴδιον σῶμα). An extension of Paul’s teleological 

argument from plants to all categories of life, whether terrestrial or celestial, 

introduces his cosmological argument (analysed in Chapter 4 of this thesis). Paul’s 

concern with differentiation continues: all flesh is not the same (v.39a). Paul is 

concerned to differentiate the terrestrial and celestial realms: there are different 

kinds of bodies, both on earth and in the heavens (v.40a). Not only so, but each of the 

bodies has its own appropriate glory (v.40b-41). 

Paul then sets up two models of eschatological correspondence. The first uses 

imagery from his initial agricultural example and is examined in Chapter 5. There is 

a correspondence of bodies between both eschatological eras of the cosmos (v.44b). 

The whole cosmos will partake in the transformation which effects human 

resurrection. Three antithetical couplets contrast the character of bodies in each era 

of the cosmos. Paul then applies a further model of eschatological correspondence in 

the anthropological realm (vv.45-49). Paul’s account of change describes the 
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transformation that occurs in the transition between the two eschatological epochs 

of the cosmos, on an anthropological level. Paul employs the metaphor of clothing to 

explain the nature of the transformation of human beings. This is also treated briefly 

in Chapter 5. 

All of these major features of Paul’s rhetoric combine to portray human resurrection 

as one part of a cosmic transformation which occurs at the parousia of Jesus Christ. 

This transformation, according to Paul, maintains the cosmological taxonomy 

established by God at the beginning. The differentiation of appropriate bodies, in their 

respective spheres (terrestrial and celestial) with their appropriate glories, is 

maintained in ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν. The implication of Paul’s argument, to pre-empt 

the conclusions of this study, is that in the resurrection human beings take their place 

in largely familiar human bodies within a largely familiar cosmos. Alongside Paul’s 

strong emphasis on continuity in his portrait of the eschatological epochs of the 

cosmos, there is a focussed description of the nature of discontinuity. This 

discontinuity emerges as cosmic in scope in Paul’s model of eschatological 

correspondence, but in Paul’s account of change it is specifically focussed on human 

beings.  

The causal question arising from the Functional Analysis is: why did Paul argue in this 

way? Why did Paul emphasise continuity of, and differentiation between, types of 

bodies for each form of life? Why is he so keen to delineate an account of change, 

especially at an anthropological level? The brief survey of popular Graeco-Roman 

beliefs about death presented above provides answers. One common set of beliefs 

embracing cosmology, death and post-mortem existence provides a closely-

correlated explanation for the shape of Paul’s rhetoric in vv.35-58. These beliefs also 

provide a ready analogue by which some of the Corinthian Christians could have 

attempted to understand Paul’s teaching on ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν. This set of beliefs is 

derived from the philosophy of Plato. My proposal is that, in vv.35-49, Paul is 

addressing a syncretism which attempts to unite his own teaching with elements of 

Platonic cosmology. This Platonic cosmology offers as analogues to Paul’s teaching of 

ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν the concepts of the transmigration of the soul (metempsychosis) 

between various terrestrial bodies, and of the eventual ascent of the human soul to 

inhabit a body in the celestial realms.  
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2.5.3. The Enquirers: Plato, Neopythagoreanism and the Dead 

As has been already noted, the influence of philosophical movements on the general 

populace in the Roman Empire in the first century A.D. can easily be overstated. The 

same is true with respect to the beliefs of colonial elites in cities like Corinth, 

especially in the realm of religion and beliefs about death. Philosophical currents 

were incorporated into, rather than used to overturn, the world of the founding 

myths.193 The cosmology of Plato is itself an example of this. Against a background of 

historical accusations of blasphemy against other cosmologists, Plato incorporated 

the gods into his cosmology, reflecting his desire to uphold religious traditions.194  

Nevertheless, at the time of the founding of Roman Corinth, Plato’s cosmology was 

already over 300 years old.195 The philosophy of Plato would be well known amongst 

the educated classes of Rome. Plato’s Timaeus, Phaedo and Myth of Er (in the Republic) 

all taught both the transmigration of the soul into various kinds of body, and also 

astral immortality. These doctrines would have been familiar to many amongst the 

educated classes.196 These ideas are of greater antiquity than Plato. Empedocles writes 

of the reincarnation of the human soul in both male and female human bodies, in 

birds, fish and plants.197 Pythagoras claims to recognise the voice of a friend in the 

bark of a dog.198 The influence of Pythagoreanism on Platonism can be traced back to 

Plato’s own dialogues and teaching in the academy. This is true with respect both to 

immortality (the nature and destiny of the human soul) and to cosmology. The 

combination, found in Plato, of mathematical approaches to explanation, together 

with the concept of an immortal soul, is distinctively Pythagorean.199 It is primarily 

through Plato that these Pythagorean ideas prevail in antiquity and exert such a 

powerful influence on the thought of later centuries.200 These well-established ideas 
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would have been well-known amongst the elites in Corinth, due in particular to the 

strong revival of Pythagorean ideas in the early Empire.  

During the first century B.C. and the first century A.D. Platonism was being revived 

and reconfigured as a dogmatic system.201 This process re-emphasised the 

Pythagorean heritage of Platonism and ushered in the period of Middle Platonism.202 

Earlier, in the second half of the fourth century B.C., a similar emphasis on 

Pythagorean elements within Platonism had occurred with Speussipus and 

Xenocrates. Indeed, in their reworking of Platonism, they seem to have treated the 

Timaeus itself as embodying the teaching of Pythagoras.203 Trapp demonstrates that 

those who helped to reconfigure Platonism in the first century B.C. again turned to 

the Pythagorean aspects of Plato’s doctrine in order to differentiate Platonism from 

Stoicism and Peripateticism. These aspects represent the transcendent in Platonism: 

transcendent first principles, a transcendent god, and immortal human souls as 

expressions of the divine all represent a re-emphasis in Middle Platonism of these 

distinctly Pythagorean elements in Plato’s work.204  

During the period of Middle Platonism, this emphasis on transcendent Pythagorean 

elements produced a renewed interest in the character, practice and philosophy of 

Pythagoras. An identifiable stream of Neopythagoreanism within the broader period 

of Middle Platonism can be traced. One of several influences upon Middle Platonism, 

Neopythagoreanism may be defined as the revival of Pythagorean ideas within the 

Platonic tradition.205 In the first century B.C. this Neopythagorean movement was 

centred in Rome with the influential figure of Publius Nigidius Figulus, and in 

Alexandria with Eudorus.206 Little is known of Eudorus. He was active in the latter part 
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of the first century B.C., as evidenced by Strabo.207 His work represents the 

transcendentalising, distinctly Pythagorean form of Platonism described above.208  

It is the connection with Rome that is of particular interest here. Nigidius, a late 

Republican senator, is credited by Cicero with reviving Pythagoreanism in Rome in 

the early part of the first century B.C.209 Cicero’s Dream of Scipio is itself modelled on 

the Myth of Er and is distinctively Pythagorean, recalling an astral theology found in 

older Pythagorean influences in Rome.210 His translation of the Timaeus itself parallels 

Eudorus’ exegesis of that same work.211 Pliny relates the interest taken by Varro in 

Pythagorean ideas.212 Cicero’s judgement that Pythagoras was the founder of 

philosophy, together with his use and praise of Pythagorean doctrine witnesses to 

this Roman interest in Pythagoreanism.213 This interest is also evidenced in the first 

century B.C. by the Roman trade in Pythagorean pseudepigrapha.214 Kahn writes that: 

If Pythagorean philosophy was reborn in Alexandria …, it is in the Rome of 
Nigidius, Varro and Cicero that we encounter the first definite trace of a 
Pythagorean ritual community.215  

By the first century A.D., a distinct Neopythagorean philosophy had emerged which 

continued into the second century. Quintus Sextius initiated a movement in Rome 

which included the rejection of meat-eating.  Seneca followed the Sextians for a time, 

under Sotion, and embraced vegetarianism for some time before abandoning it.216   
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Sotion is reported by Seneca as directly associating vegetarianism with the 

Pythagorean doctrine of transmigration of the soul.217 

The enduring power of Neopythagorean ideas in Rome was prolonged by popular 

literature such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses.218 The appearance of large numbers of such 

mythic tales during the Hellenistic period popularised the idea of human souls 

existing in the bodies of animals or plants. In Ovid alone there are about two hundred 

and fifty such tales.219 These myths do not appear to have arisen from historical Greek 

religion and could very well be the result of the influence (either direct or indirect) 

of Pythagoreanism or Orphism.220 Transformations of humans into humans of the 

opposite sex,221 into animals,222 birds,223 plants224 and stars all occur in these stories 

and these are the main categories of transition in Plato’s doctrine of transmigration. 

In one of the climactic stories of the Metamorphoses, Pythagoras himself is 

incorporated into the founding myths of the rise of Rome as the educator of King 

Numa.225 Ovid has Pythagoras deliver a discourse on change as a fundamental 

principle in nature, together with a Neopythagorean plea for vegetarianism, based 

on the doctrine of metempsychosis.226 The climactic story itself, which follows soon 

after, is that of the apotheosis of Julius Caesar (the founder of Roman Corinth). In this 

vividly imagined account, the soul of Julius is carried to the stars by the god Venus, 

displaying itself as a comet before it rests in the celestial realms as a gleaming star.227 

In this way, Ovid’s work demonstrates the popularity of both the doctrines of 

transmigration (and its association with vegetarianism) and astral immortality. The 

influence of Pythagoreanism became geographically widespread, even in the east of 

the Empire. The popular travelling Pythagorean philosopher Apollonius was not only 
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contemporary with Paul, but also originated from Tyana in Cilicia, just north of 

Tarsus.228  

Nevertheless, Rome remained the centre of influence.229 Bolt observes that at its 

height, Neopythagoreanism was ‘centered in Rome…having reached its zenith in the 

period from 60 B.C. to A.D. 70.’230 All of this is particularly important in proposing the 

currency of Pythagorean ideas in the mid-first century in Paul’s Corinth, a city 

established as a Roman colony in 44 B.C. by settlers from the Mother City. 

Pythagorean influence was long-standing, such that Kahn can conclude that ‘to some 

extent, Pythagoreanism was always in vogue in Rome.’231 

Some of the doctrines emphasised in Neopythagoreanism influenced established 

religion.232 Thus, the changes in Roman religion that began during the last years of 

the republic may be attributed in some measure to the same transcendentalising 

influences evidenced in Neopythagoreanism. The widespread adoption of cremation 

(evidenced at Corinth) and the idea of astral immortality, as expressed through the 

imperial cult, attest to this Pythagorean emphasis on the transcendental in Middle 

Platonism. Traditional Pythagorean doctrine carried the view that the soul was ‘at 

home’ in many bodies, through its kinship with the Pythagorean ‘All’.233 These were 

the doctrines that Plato reproduced in his Timaeus.234 They are also present in The 

Republic, Phaedo and Phaedrus.235 However, Plato introduced the purgative 

punishments which were conceived as necessary for the soul to achieve its celestial 

goal.236 Through a cycle of reincarnation, the human soul was believed to 

transmigrate into various other kinds of bodies until the point when it was released 

from such terrestrial bodies in order to attain a celestial body in an astral location.237 
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All of the various animals, birds and fish are possible destinations for reincarnated 

human souls and are the results of metamorphoses responding to the character of 

human souls which inhabit them.238 At the close of The Republic there is a vivid account 

in the Myth of Er of human souls entering into other human bodies, or the bodies of 

animals, or birds for another cycle of mortal life, hoping to eventually attain to life in 

the celestial realms.239 The currency of these ideas in the first century A.D. is attested 

by Plutarch who, after the death of his daughter, comforts his wife by referring to the 

doctrine of transmigration.240 Seneca, although a Stoic, was also impressed by the 

doctrine.241  

The popularity of belief in astral immortality in the early Empire is illustrated by its 

incorporation into the Imperial Cult. This belief also predates Plato and is found, for 

example, in Euripides.242 The idea appears in the early hero myths and in other early 

Greek literature.243 Aristophanes indicates that astral immortality was a common 

belief.244 Cicero held the view that the souls of the dead would rise to the celestial 

realms.245 Lattimore observes that in epitaphs it is ‘frequently stated that the psyche 

in death returns to the sky.’246 Some inscriptions display a synthesis of mythic views 

of the realm of dead (Elysium, ‘the plain of the blessed’ or similar) and a celestial 

location for that realm.247 Others display a stronger Platonic (or Pythagorean) 

emphasis, with souls identified as becoming, or dwelling amongst, the stars.248 

Sometimes this is stated with great clarity: 
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Mother, do not weep for me. What is the use? You ought rather to reverence 
me, for I have become an evening star, among the gods.249 

Scott notes ‘the mass of epitaphs in antiquity which express the hope that the 

departed soul will return to its home in the stars.’250 

Although Roman Neopythagoreanism would have most readily influenced the 

Corinthian elites, it is likely that some members of the lower classes in Corinth would 

be brought into contact with Neopythagorean ideas through, for example, the 

Sophist movement. Bruce Winter’s work on Sophism in Corinth persuasively argues 

that this movement was influential in Corinth in the first century A.D. Sophism was 

one way in which the masses could be exposed to philosophical debates that would 

otherwise have remained the preserve of the elites.251 Although there is much 

criticism of Sophists from philosophers, that they are concerned primarily with style 

over substance, it is clear that Sophists did sometimes address philosophical 

questions, including cosmological debates. Philo refers to one such: ‘They (the 

sophists) say, “There could no longer be any unevenness existing on the earth, if the 

world were eternal.”’252 The popularity of the sophists would mean that a broad 

swathe of the populace would have been exposed to this kind of debate. Therefore, 

although we have very little, if any, evidence of the philosophical knowledge of the 

masses since this do not tend to be preserved, we can infer that there was some level 

of awareness of mainstream debates in the realms of immortality and cosmology.253  

The popularity of belief in both transmigration and astral immortality can be seen to 

persist into the second century and beyond. Plotinus knows of it, although 

Neoplatonists wished to limit transmigration only within the bounds of human 

bodies, not animals.254 In early Christian writings, the doctrine of transmigration is of 

sufficient significance to be the target of polemic by several early Christian authors. 
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Irenaeus and Tertullian both address it in their works.255 In several cases, 

transmigration is set alongside the Christian doctrine of resurrection, a phenomenon 

which is of great importance to the proposal made in this chapter. Irenaeus sets the 

doctrine of the transmigration of souls (as espoused by certain of the Gnostics) 

alongside, although differentiated from, the doctrine of the resurrection of the body. 

The two doctrines are contrasted since both involve the relationship of the soul to 

body after death.256 In On the Resurrection of the Flesh, Tertullian begins by setting the 

doctrine of the resurrection directly over and against the doctrine of the 

transmigration of the soul as taught by Empedocles, Pythagoras and Plato. In 

Tertullian’s view this is a doctrine ‘which most nearly approaches (to our own 

doctrine), that the soul actually returns into bodies, although not the same bodies, 

and not even those of human beings invariably…’257 In his Treatise on the Soul, he uses 

phrases such as ‘alive from the dead’ and ‘live again after death’ to describe the 

outlook of the Pythagorean doctrine of transmigration.258 He also describes and 

addresses the Empedoclean idea of the transmigration of souls from and to animals.259 

In both these cases, we see in the thought of the early defenders of resurrection the 

proximity of the ideas of resurrection and metempsychosis. There is common ground 

between the two: both involve the return of immortal souls into physical bodies; both 

deem an embodied state more desirable than a disembodied existence. So, for 

Tertullian, adherents of metempsychosis have come close to truth, and provide an 

example, in his view, of how even the unbelieving world ‘does not ignore the 

resurrection of the dead.’260  

In Minucius Felix’s work Octavius, we again find the resurrection set over and against 

the pseudo-resurrection of metempsychosis as taught by Plato and Pythagoras. For the 

protagonist Octavius, the Pythagorean and Platonic conception of transmigration of 

                                                        

255 See Norbert Brox, “The Early Christian Debate on the Migration of the Soul,” in Reincarnation or 
Resurrection, ed. Hermann Häring and Jean-Baptist Metz (London: SCM Press, 1993), 76. 
256 Irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.33 (ANF 1:409-11). Also in the second century, Tatian (Address to the Greeks 
6 (ANF 2:67)) sets the Christian doctrine of resurrection alongside the belief of the Stoics in a cyclic 
destruction and recapitulation of all things. Both are, in his opinion, ways of understanding that there 
will be a resurrection of bodies. 
257 Tertullian, On the Resurrection 1 (ANF 3:545). Tertullian cites the cases of Euphorbus, whose soul was 
supposed to have passed into Pythagoras, and of Homer, who is supposed to have become a peacock. 
258 Tertullian, Treatise on the Soul 28 (ANF 3:208-9). 
259 Treatise on the Soul 32 (ANF 3:212-3). 
260 On the Resurrection 1 (ANF 3:545). 



 

72 

the soul is but a ‘shadow of the corrupted truth’. Transmigration is cast as a delivering 

of ‘the doctrine of resurrection with a corrupt and divided faith,’ such that the souls 

of humans ‘return into cattle, birds, and beasts.’261 Hippolytus also sets the doctrine 

of resurrection within the context of pagan views on immortality. He writes that God 

‘…will accomplish a resurrection of all, not by transferring souls into other bodies, 

but by raising the bodies themselves.’262 Origen also addresses transmigration.263 In 

fact, he counters Celsus’ assertion that the Christian doctrine of the resurrection has 

been derived from the doctrine of metempsychosis.264 This evidence offers strong 

support to the thesis that some of the Corinthian Christians may have linked the two 

concepts. Origen was himself indebted to the Platonic doctrine of astral immortality 

in formulating his own view of the resurrection body as an ethereal body similar to a 

star.265 It seems that in Origen’s conception, the human body is to be transformed 

from a solid, cold, moist body of earth, to a body which is dominated by fire or ether.266 

The body that rises, at least for the saints, is restored ‘by God’s command’ to be a 

spiritual body, ‘capable of inhabiting the heavens’ – a body of splendour and 

brilliance.267 Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15:34-54 was a critically important text 

for Origen in the development of his view. The ideas of modern scholars such as Dale 

Martin can be traced back to this view, which was opposed by some of Origen’s 

contemporaries (e.g. Methodius) and in later controversies over the nature of the 

resurrection body (e.g. by Jerome and Justinian).268  

In the fourth century, Ambrose, John Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa and others 

address the doctrine of transmigration, indicating that it was still an issue for the 

Church. Gregory’s argument in On the Soul is, like Tertullian’s, directed towards 

refuting the idea that a human soul can inhabit the body of a beast.269 Ambrose sets 

                                                        

261 Minucius Felix, Octavius 34 (ANF 4:194). 
262 Hippolytus, Against Plato, On the Cause of the Universe (ANF 5:222). 
263 Origen, De Prin. 1.8 (ANF 4:266). See Sorabji, Animal minds and human morals, 99. 
264 Against Celsus 7.32 (ANF 4: 624). 
265 E.g. De Prin. 1.7 (ANF 4:264); Against Celsus 5.23; 8.49. For Origen’s conception of the resurrection body, 
see Scott, Origen and the Life of the Stars, 150–164, esp. 152–4. 
266 De Prin. 2.2 (ANF 4:270). 
267 De Prin. 2.10 (ANF 4:293-4); 3.6 (ANF 4:345-8). See also Against Celsus 4.57. 
268 Methodius, De Res., 1.6 (ANF 6:364); Origen, De Prin. 2.145f. See Scott, Origen and the Life of the Stars, 
152. 
269 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Soul and the Resurrection (NPNF 2.5:429-67). See Gilhus, Animals, Gods and 
Humans, 88–89. 
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pagan disbelief concerning the resurrection alongside the idea of transmigration of 

souls, which he sees as the pagans’ alternative ‘provision that the human race should 

not perish’.270 Chrysostom writes about those who ‘convey souls into plants, and 

shrubs, and dogs.’271 Lactantius also paints Pythagorean metempsychosis as a 

corruption of the truth of resurrection.272 That the message of human resurrection in 

Christianity was proclaimed in direct opposition to the doctrine of transmigration is 

illustrated by Kahn’s observation that the progress of Christianity ultimately leads to 

the demise of belief in transmigration.273 The important point which emerges 

strongly is that in these early centuries of the Church the Pythagorean doctrine of 

metempsychosis was conceived as a corrupted form of (or at least, as related to) the 

Christian doctrine of resurrection. 

2.5.4. The Syncretisers: A Proposal 

The evidence above demonstrates that the Platonic doctrines of the transmigration 

of the soul and astral immortality were well-known in the first century Roman world. 

They had found a new emphasis in Neopythagoreanism. It would be improbable that 

these doctrines were not readily encountered in Roman Corinth. They were current 

not only in Rome, the Mother City of the colony, but also at Alexandria, from where 

Apollos had originated.274 Although my conclusions differ to those of Dale Martin, he 

is entirely correct in writing: ‘[w]e are likely to have more success in understanding 

how Paul’s preaching of the resurrection of the body was heard in a Greco-Roman 

setting if we supplement our use of Greek philosophical sources by attempting a 

reconstruction of the now less visible popular notions.’275 Martin asks an extremely 

important question: ‘[w]hat analogies existed whereby Paul’s early converts could 

have made any sense at all of his preaching of resurrection?’276 These 

Neopythagorean doctrines readily provided such analogies in Roman Corinth. N.T. 

                                                        

270 Ambrose, Satyrus 2.65 (NPNF 2.10:184). 
271 John Chrysostom, Homilies on First Thessalonians 7 (NPNF 1.13:353). Matthaeus, in his notes, sees here 
a reference to Empedocles, but it equally represents the position of Pythagoreanism. 
272 Lactantius, Divine Institutes 7.23 (ANF 7:214-15).  
273 Kahn, Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans, 148. 
274 Acts 18:24; 19:1; 1 Cor 3:6. It is conceivable that Apollos was (perhaps in part, perhaps wholly) 
responsible for the views that Paul addresses in vv.35-44. 
275 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 110. 
276 Ibid., 110–11. 
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Wright judges that belief in transmigration only took hold in circles where 

Pythagorean and Platonic influence was unlikely.277 Given that these schools carry 

the belief most strongly in the Graeco-Roman tradition, it is unlikely that this is the 

case. The evidence presented above shows that Neopythagorean ideas were well-

known from the Early Empire into the fourth century. 

I propose that the enquirers who Paul addresses in v.35 are Syncretisers who are 

embracing, or are tempted to embrace, the Neopythagorean doctrines of 

transmigration and astral immortality as analogues by which to understand Paul’s 

teaching. There is ancient precedent supporting the suggestion that such analogues 

might be employed to explain or understand innovative concepts. Such a precedent 

is found in the writings of Josephus.278 Josephus seeks analogues in pagan thought, 

ideas which closely parallel the ideas he is trying to explain. Bauckham summarises 

Josephus’ approach. 

[T]he Jewish historian Josephus expresses his own beliefs in thoroughly Greek 
ways. And he even — evidently for the benefit of his Gentile readers — reports 
the views of other Jews in much more Greek terms than they themselves 
would have used. So, for example, when he claims that the Pharisees believed 
in reincarnation (Jewish War 2.164), he should be seen as translating their 
expectation of bodily resurrection — a belief that non-Jews in the Greco-
Roman world found very strange — into a form that was familiar to his Gentile 
readers.279 

Transmigration of the soul is used by Josephus as an explanatory analogue for his 

own Jewish doctrine of the resurrection. This is significant for our understanding of 

how Corinthian Christians may have responded to the challenge of Paul’s doctrine of 

the resurrection. 

                                                        

277 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 79. 
278 Jewish War 2.164. 
279 Bauckham, “Life, Death, and the Afterlife in Second Temple Judaism,” 90. Josephus draws parallels 
between the Jewish ‘philosophies’ and those of the Graeco-Roman world (Jewish War 2.119). Josephus 
may be interpreted as depicting the classic Pharisaic view of resurrection in a human body. However, 
the position taken by Bauckham (that Josephus here refers to metempsychosis) is that taken by the 
editor of the Loeb edition (Flavius Josephus, The Jewish War, Books 1-2, trans. H. St J. Thackeray, Loeb 
Classical Library 203 (Harvard University Press, 1927), 386n.a). See also Porter, “Resurrection, the 
Greeks and the New Testament,” 55. 



 

75 

Paul sets up two questions in v.35, asking πῶς ἐγείρονται οἱ νεκροί; ποίῳ δὲ σώματι 

ἔρχονται. The term ἐγείρονται οἱ νεκροί parallels ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν.280 The questions 

address two issues; they do not ask the same thing.281 The shape of the subsequent 

argument reveals that the second is answered first, then the first.282 Against those 

who argue that the second question is merely epexegetical of the first, and that the 

single essential question is about the form or type of body, is the observation that in 

v.45 Christ is portrayed as effecting the resurrection of the dead, which answers the 

first question in terms of agency.283 Nevertheless, answering the question of the type 

or form of body to be given at the resurrection is Paul’s priority. For those influenced 

by the Neopythagoreanism of the first century A.D., these bodies could be human, or 

of other animals, or celestially glorious bodies, fitted for existence as, or amongst the, 

stars.  

The wording ποίῳ δὲ σώματι ἔρχονται in v.35 has led some scholars to propose that 

Paul is addressing here a literal imagining of the dead ‘coming’ out of their graves, a 

necessarily physical procession from the location of burial. Thus Barrett writes, ‘Paul 

is probably thinking of real coming – out of graves…’, and Fee similarly concludes that 

the Corinthians ‘meant the re-animation of dead bodies, the resuscitation of 

corpses.’284 However, this is a very particular reading of ἔρχονται.285 A ‘coming’ of the 

dead might simply refer to their coming from death, not from the grave itself, their 

                                                        

280 Although see Matthew B. O’Donnell, “Some New Testament words for resurrection and the company 
they keep,” in Resurrection, ed. Michael A. Hayes, Stanley E. Porter, and David Tombs (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 2004). 
281 Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 586. As Fitzmyer notes Sider and Soards also take this position. Also Jeremias, 
who differentiates ‘how’ the resurrection happens and the nature of the body that results (Joachim 
Jeremias, “Flesh and Blood Cannot Inherit the Kingdom of God,” NTS 2:3 (1956): 151–59). 
282 Scholars taking the view that the second is a ‘more precise specification of the first’ (Hays, First 
Corinthians, 270) include Hays, Ciampa and Rosner, Fee and others. See also Thiselton, The First Epistle 
to the Corinthians, 1261–2. 
283 This is demonstrated in Chapter 5. Thiselton argues that there is a single essential question (The First 
Epistle to the Corinthians, 1262–3). Thiselton quotes from Meyer: “The δὲ places πῶς and ποίῳ δὲ σώματι 
in such a parallel relation that it does not, indeed, mean or αgain ‘but explicates’ the scope of the 
question ‘how…’.” Cf. Hays: ‘[T]he pressing question here is, “In what form?”’ (Hays, First Corinthians, 
270). Jeremias proposes that there are two distinct questions in v.35 answered by Paul in reverse order 
in vv.35-49 and vv.50-57. This differs from my own proposal. The section of vv.50-57 does not seem to 
be addressing the question of ‘how’. It certainly does not answer ‘how’. Conzelmann judges Jeremias’ 
own argument as ‘probably too subtle’ (1 Corinthians, 280n6). 
284 C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, trans. H. J. Stenning, 2nd Ed. (London: A&C Black, 
1971), 370; Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 776. Fee along with almost all others understands v.35 as 
addressed to the Deniers of v.12. 
285 Which can simply mean ‘come back’ or ‘come on the scene’ (Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 587). 
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resurrection being understood as a coming of their souls from the realm of the dead. 

In Neopythagorean thought the souls of the dead would come back in other bodies. 

The phrase does not imply a corpse coming from a grave. As has already been noted, 

the popularity of cremation amongst the Roman classes in Corinth also casts doubt 

on the effectiveness of Paul’s argument here, if such a literal image is his intention.286 

The questions which Paul places on the lips of the Syncretisers in v.35 address their 

view that the dead return embodied in other animal bodies, or in a body like a star. 

The issues are broader than narrow anthropology; they are cosmological: what are 

the stuffs of which the body is composed; what species or form of body is involved? 

Dale Martin argues that it is Paul who embraces the analogy of astral immortality in 

trying to persuade the Corinthian Christians of the acceptability of bodily 

resurrection. This is how Martin accounts for the plethora of cosmological terms in 

Paul’s subsequent argument. My own position is entirely different: Paul is actually 

opposing the use of such analogies to comprehend his teaching on ἀνάστασις. Paul’s 

cosmological argument is aimed at teaching an alternative cosmology and 

anthropology to that offered by Neopythagorean thought. Paul’s emphasis on 

teleology, taxonomy, differentiation and eschatological correspondence does indeed 

seem to be tailored to counter such notions. 

2.5.5. The Deniers: A Proposal 

The position of the Deniers may now be briefly considered. Anthony Thiselton 

summarises the plethora of proposals for the Deniers: (i) they deny any form of post-

mortem existence; (ii) they allege that the resurrection has already happened, and 

that the ‘resurrected’ spiritual existence in which they now partake will continue 

once the physical body has been shed at death; (iii) they reject the possibility of the 

resurrection of the physical body; and (iv) they represent a number of opinions (most 

probably taken from (ii) and (iii) above).287 This range of proposals has arisen because 

                                                        

286 §2.3.1. 
287 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1172–6. Thiselton’s fourth option is not a truly 
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neither a reason for the denial nor an indication of the views that led to it is present 

in the text.288  

Of the four options above, any proposal falling under category (i) encounters 

difficulties arising from the text.289 Since Paul is attempting to show the illogicality of 

the Denier’s position based on their assent to the resurrection of Christ, they do 

believe that Χριστὸς ἐκ νεκρῶν ἐγήγερται (15:12).290 The resurrection of Christ is the 

very basis of Paul’s argument against the Deniers.291 The almost ubiquitous belief in 

post-mortem survival in the Graeco-Roman world also stands against such proposals. 

Proposals of the influence of Epicurean or Sadducean denials of post-mortem 

existence seem untenable in this light.292 Proposals in category (ii) are also poorly 

supported by evidence. Older theories of Gnostic heresies are now discredited for this 

reason.293 An identification of the deniers as the forerunners of the over-realised 

eschatology of Hymenaeus and Philetus in Ephesus (2 Tim 2:17-18) has also fallen out 

of favour.294 So, does the evidence from both the text and from Corinth itself point to 

category (iii) as the most likely explanation for the position of the deniers? Several 

interpreters point to Paul’s cosmological language in vv.35-44 as indicating that 

matters of bodily post-mortem existence, rather than post-mortem existence per se 

are critical.295 They argue that the frequency and urgency of Paul’s references to 

                                                        

288 David W. Kuck, Judgment and Community Conflict: Paul’s Use of Apocalyptic Judgment Language in 1 
Corinthians 3: 5-4: 5 (Leiden: Brill, 1991), 27. 
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290 See Watson, “Paul’s Rhetorical Strategy in 1 Cor 15,” 239. Schmithals is one of few who believe that 
the deniers also deny the resurrection of Christ (Gnosticism in Corinth, 155–59). 
291 Collins, First Corinthians, 543. 
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bodies points in this direction.296 In my reconstruction the issue of bodies is one 

concerning the Syncretisers. The issue of possibility concerns the Deniers. 

It seems likely that the position of the Deniers is simply based in the widespread 

Graeco-Roman belief that no-one may return from amongst ‘the dead’. This traditional 

belief would be particularly strong in Corinth amongst the ethnically Greek 

population. A denial of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν would be a natural response for those 

believing that the dead ‘survive’ death as οἱ νεκροί, shades in a shadowy underworld. 

How then can the Deniers at Corinth hold that ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν οὐκ ἔστιν, when 

they do, as seems to be almost certain, accept that Jesus Christ ἐκ νεκρῶν 

ἐγήγερται?297 Why would those who had responded to a gospel of a resurrected Christ 

hold that there is no resurrection of the dead? The evidence from religion in Corinth 

again provides an explanation. The Greek hero cults portrayed the divinisation of 

heroes and saviours, in the context of a general impossibility of the dead returning 

from the underworld.298 Figures such as Heracles and Achilles were divinised in the 

older, founding myths of Graeco-Roman religion. Similar tales of apotheosis were the 

basis for the cult of Asklepios in Corinth and of Melikertes-Palaimon on the isthmus 

east of the city.299 Those at Corinth denying the general possibility of human 

resurrection (as a return from the realm of the dead) may have understood that Jesus, 

as the divine son of God, had been taken into heaven in the same way as the heroes 

or even as the emperor.300 Of course, such a conception of the resurrection of Christ 

would be problematic to Paul, and it might account for the prominence of the post-

resurrection appearance traditions in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11. 

Paul’s critical concern in vv.12-19 is to establish the connection between the 

resurrection of Christ and the resurrection of Christians. In vv.20-28, the 

                                                        

296 Along with Martin, Weiss and Sellin. See Hays, First Corinthians, 252–3. 
297 The resurrection of Jesus Christ is a position that both the Deniers and Paul seem to hold in common 
(Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 738). 
298 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 755. 
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eschatological component to this picture is explained as the ‘defeat of death’. If death 

is understood here according to the Graeco-Roman idea of death as a state of 

existence, then Paul is again arguing that there is a ‘return’ of the dead from the state 

of death. The difficult section in vv.29-34 at least makes the point that if death cannot 

be overcome then ‘what is the point?’ This whole section seems to exhibit exactly the 

kind of argument that might be deployed against those who specifically deny a 

connection between a return of Christ from the dead and a return of Christians from 

the dead. This proposed reconstruction is also compatible with the practice of 

baptism for the dead mentioned by Paul in v.29.301 This baptism is ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν 

(‘on behalf of the dead’). Again, this is most naturally taken, not as baptism for 

corpses, but as baptism for the dead, who continue to exist as shades in the realm of 

the dead. Such a practice might then be understood as falling within the same orbit 

of belief as grave offerings, libations and perhaps cultic meals at tombs. Baptism ὑπὲρ 

τῶν νεκρῶν would be a means of posthumously blessing οἱ νεκροί. 

2.5.6. Corinthian Cosmologies 

The two positions proposed here – Deniers and Syncretisers – are best understood 

not as two distinct parties, but as two positions adopted by various members of the 

Corinthian church. As has been discussed above, it was not only the elites who were 

philosophically aware. Those from the educated Roman classes might be expected to 

be generally more aware of the Platonic and Pythagorean doctrines of transmigration 

and astral immortality that had been revived in Rome. Hence they might be 

considered more likely to adopt the Syncretisers’ position. However, it is entirely 

possible that others, from very different backgrounds, might also adopt such a 

position. It is important to grasp that the portrait painted above does not require a 

Neopythagorean group in the Corinthian church, or even a Neopythagorean ritual 

community in Corinth. All that is required for the proposal regarding the 

Syncretisers’ position to be credible is that in Corinth there was an awareness of these 

doctrines, which had been revived by Neopythagoreanism in the Mother City.  
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How does the portrait above account for the distinctly cosmological flavour of Paul’s 

argument in the verses that follow v.35, where we encounter Paul in ‘philosophical 

mood’?302 Dale Martin recognises the cogency of exploring the links between 

conceptions of a ‘resurrection body’ and cosmology.303 Roman religion expressed an 

implied popular cosmology. This was the three-tiered cosmology of the ancient world, 

expressed in traditional mythology and developed through the influence of Greek 

philosophy. The gods, whilst active in the world, dwelt on Mount Olympus. This was 

a mythic conception of the divine realm, which was generally inaccessible to mortals. 

The divine realm also included the heavens, in which the sun, moon, stars and planets 

were seen as divine beings, in both popular and philosophical belief. The earth was 

the realm of mortal life, for both humans and animals. The gods were intricately 

involved in human life, especially through the offerings and rituals of the cultic sites. 

Hades, or the underworld, was the realm of the dead. 

The vast majority of the population of a Roman colony like Corinth would take this 

implied cosmology for granted. It was possible that from time to time a member of 

the social elite with a specific philosophical interest might privately doubt this view 

of the world. However, amongst the Roman elites, philosophical interests and 

education were general and these elites worked to sustain the world of the imperial 

religion. The proposed reconstruction of the positions addressed by Paul in 1 

Corinthians 15 as Deniers and Syncretisers leads to the conclusion that the task facing 

Paul is broader than simply speaking about death and human bodies. As has been 

most persuasively argued by Hays, Paul addresses eschatological 

misunderstanding.304 However, just as critical is Paul’s need to address the cosmology 

of the Corinthians. Especially in the case of the Syncretisers, Paul aims to challenge 

their cosmological assumptions. Paul’s cosmological language, evident throughout 

vv.36-44, is part of an argument which he constructs to oppose Platonic cosmology. 

This cosmology, carried in first century Corinth by Neopythagoreanism, understood 

the transmigration of the human soul and the attainment of astral immortality as 

‘bringing to an end the long project of making ourselves as god-like as possible.’305 For 
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Paul, this cosmology is in direct opposition to that contained in the scriptures of 

Israel. Paul’s answers to the Syncretisers question, ‘in what kind of body are the dead 

raised?’ are to be found in the wisdom of God, not in the cosmology of 

Neopythagoreanism, and hence he turns, as we will see in the next two chapters, to 

the cosmology of the Jewish scriptures. 

2.6. Conclusions 

The chapter began with a brief portrait of religion in Corinth, dominated by Roman 

cults. The religious world for both Greeks and Romans was a ‘world full of gods’, as 

Paul understood.306 The many gods and lords of Corinth, including the deities, heroes 

and deified emperors, form the basic unit of religion, the defining loci of the 

worldview within which the Corinthians existed: the ‘local religious universe.’307  

Graeco-Roman attitudes to death have also been examined. The almost ubiquitous 

belief in post-mortem existence has been summarised by Toynbee: 

‘[A]mong the great majority of people of the Roman age, as literature, 
epigraphy, and the structure and furnishing of tombs make clear, there 
persisted and prevailed the conviction that some kind of conscious existence 
is in store for the soul after death…’308 

Within this general conviction, several varying understandings of the fate of the 

human person (or soul) had developed, largely within Roman religion. These varying 

understandings included the Pythagorean doctrines of transmigration of the soul and 

astral immortality which Plato had integrated into his cosmological account of the 

world and human eschatology. These doctrines were popularised amongst the elites 

in the early Empire through the rise of Neopythagoreanism. They provide ready 

analogues to Paul’s teaching on resurrection. 
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The evidence suggests that there are two positions addressed in 1 Corinthians 15. I 

have identified these as the Deniers and the Syncretisers, but these positions are 

unlikely to have been sharply delineated socially. However, it is most likely that the 

Deniers held more traditional, perhaps more Greek, views about death associated 

with the lower classes, and the Syncretisers held views associated with the well-

educated, philosophically-aware classes.309 The Syncretisers follow a neo-Platonic 

cosmology and anthropology as expressed in, and popularised by, the 

Neopythagorean revival of the first century. Their beliefs suggest to them that a 

return of the dead in animal bodies or astral bodies might be compatible with Paul’s 

teaching of ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν. Other evidence from the text of 1 Corinthians 

supports the idea that Platonic beliefs associated with Neopythagoreanism were 

present in the church.310 In Paul’s quotation of a Corinthian slogan in 6:13-14, 

Thiselton detects ‘circles influenced by a popular form of quasi-Platonic thought.’311 

A previous generation of interpreters proposed the influence of Gnosticism as the 

background to the Corinthian disputes.312 It is now accepted that this proposal cannot 

be upheld for historical reasons. However, the evidences that led to the proposal can 

equally be understood as pointing not to Gnosticism, but to the Platonic views 

associated with Neopythagoreanism. 

As will become clear in the chapters that follow, Paul addresses the Syncretisers’ 

position at two levels: first, at a cosmological level (v.36-44), arguing that a largely 

familiar cosmos is the appropriate context for the eschatological ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν; 

and second, at an anthropological level (vv.45-49), arguing that through the agency 

of Jesus Christ human beings take their place in this eschatological cosmos. In this 

cosmos, all of the types of bodies in the present cosmos are found, in their familiar 

locations and relationships, with their appropriate forms and glory. However, these 

bodies have a changed character due to the operation of the Spirit of God. Paul’s use 

of the traditions of the Jewish scriptures demonstrates that he derives this 

eschatological vision from these scriptures. 

                                                        

309 See §6.2.3. 
310 Hays, First Corinthians, 253. 
311 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 462. 
312 A. J. M. Wedderburn, Gnosticism and Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians (University of Cambridge: 
Unpublished Fellowship Dissertation, 1969); Schmithals, Gnosticism in Corinth. 
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3. Seeds and Bodies: Paul’s Agricultural Example and 

Teleological Principle 

3.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter the case was made that Paul addresses two positions in the 

church in Corinth, the Deniers and the Syncretisers. The Syncretisers are a group 

within the church (probably not clearly demarcated) that seeks to understand Paul’s 

teaching on ἀνάστασις within a philosophical framework associated with the popular 

Roman Neopythagorean movement. They have adopted, or are in Paul’s mind in 

danger of adopting, a syncretistic view of ἀνάστασις that combines Paul’s teaching 

with analogues offered by Platonic beliefs about the dead and immortality. They 

envisage ἀνάστασις to one degree or other as a quasi-Platonic hope of human post-

mortem ascent to the celestial realm (astral immortality), along with the possibility 

of metempsychosis and a return to terrestrial life in other bodily forms. 

In this and the following chapters, Paul’s response to the Syncretisers is examined. 

This response is found in vv.36-49, but it is likely that Paul continues to write with 

the Deniers, as well as the Syncretisers, in mind.1 The text of vv.36-49 can be divided 

into four sub-sections: the agricultural example (vv.36-38); the cosmological 

taxonomy (vv.39-41); the antithetical couplets (vv.42-44) and the Adam-Christ nexus 

(vv.45-49).2 In this chapter, the agricultural example is examined. This example not 

only represents the first movement of Paul’s response, setting its trajectory, it also 

provides the source for the metaphor employed by Paul in vv.42-44. Thus the 

botanical motif of sowing forms an inclusio (vv.36-38; vv.42-44) around Paul’s 

cosmological taxonomy in vv.39-41. Any satisfactory interpretation of the 

agricultural example and the associated metaphor must account for this literary 

frame around the cosmology proper of vv.39-41. 

                                                        

1 The Deniers do not merely need to be persuaded of the fact of resurrection, but also of the cosmology 
and eschatology of resurrection. Paul understands that they will also ‘overhear’ his argument 
addressing the Syncretisers. 
2 See §1.2.1. 
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The agricultural example emphasises the role of seeds, and seeds are then intimately 

connected (via v.38b) to Paul’s cosmological language in vv.39-41. Why does Paul turn 

to seeds in addressing the views of the Syncretisers? The seed motif was of great 

importance in Hellenistic philosophy, including cosmology.3 This chapter examines 

seeds both in cosmology and in natural philosophy in Greek and Roman traditions as 

a means to shedding light on Paul’s response to the Syncretisers. An identification of 

the attributes of seeds that lent them so readily to cosmological theory will also assist 

in understanding Paul’s aims in employing seeds so prominently at the outset of his 

response to the Syncretisers. This understanding will assist in resolving existing 

scholarly puzzlement over Paul’s seed motif.4 

3.2 Seeds in Ancient Cosmology 

3.2.1 Presocratic Cosmology and the Σπερμάτα of Anaxagoras 

Seeds are present in some of the earliest cosmological myths.5 In Greek philosophy, 

the use of seeds in natural philosophy begins with the Ionian philosophers based at 

Miletus during the late 7th and early 6th centuries BC. Amongst these first 

cosmologists, Thales’ hypothesis that water was the principal element was linked to 

his observations of the nature of seeds.6 The early cosmologists seem also to have 

                                                        

3 Anstey writes: ‘The metaphorical power of seeds in this cosmological context was such that the theme 
was to continue in prominence into the early modern period’; Peter R. Anstey, “Boyle on seminal 
principles,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical Sciences 33:4 (December 2002): 
602–3. 
4 See §1.1.5. 
5 Like most ancient philosophers I use the plural ‘seeds’ (σπέρματα) to denote botanical seeds and  ‘seed’ 
(σπέρμα) to denote zoological semen as well as an individual botanical seed. In the Egyptian creation 
myths, the formation of the world is in part attributable to the semen, or seed, of the gods. This idea 
finds its roots in conceptions of the gods as sexual beings, whose fertility is reflected in that of the 
creation. See James P. Allen, Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient Egyptian Creation Accounts (Yale 
University Press, 1988); James P. Allen, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts (Society of Biblical Literature, 
2005), esp. 2, 37, 57, 68, 81, 174, 281, 291; James P. Allen, Middle Egyptian: An Introduction to the Language 
and Culture of Hieroglyphs (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 147. This type of mythic role for seeds 
does not feature in Greek myth, despite the sexual activities of the gods. 
6 Aristotle, Metaphysics 983b6-11, 20-27. On the Ionian Philosophers and especially Thales, see Barry 
Sandywell, Presocratic Reflexivity: The Construction of Philosophical Discourse c. 600-450 B.C., Logological 
Investigations 3 (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 1995), 61–64, 75–135. On the forerunning mythic ideas to 
the Milesian enterprise, see G. S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers: A Critical 
History with a Selection of Texts, 2nd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 1983), 7–74. 
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adopted an organic model for cosmogony. Anaximander envisaged the growth of all 

things from the Boundless (the apeiron, or initial state) via an initial generative seed.7 

There are parallels with the later theories of the Stoics; both propose that the original 

substance (or ἀρχή) produces a seed or ‘seminal mass’ from which everything that 

exists develops.8 

The most significant early development in attributing a role to seeds (σπέρματα) in 

cosmological theory is found in the work of Anaxagoras of Clazomenae.9 Anaxagoras 

proposed an initial mixture from which everything in the cosmos gradually 

emerged.10 All things either existed in some form in this mixture, or were otherwise 

represented in it. They emerged from the mixture when mind, or nous, initiated a 

rotation in and of the mix. The continual combination and separation of components 

of this mixture, due to the ongoing rotation, accounts for the emergence and 

disappearance of objects familiar to us in the visible world.11 Anaxagoras included 

σπέρματα as part of this mix; the mix contained ‘seeds of all things’.12 In fact, σπέρματα 

were a fundamental component of the mix in the beginning, before the rotation 

initiated by nous. 

Before there was separation off, because all things were together, there was 
not even any colour evident; for the mixture of all things prevented it, of the 

                                                        

7 This is the theory of John Palmer (Parmenides and Presocratic Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 2009), 
337n.17), who cites a passage in Pseudo-Plutarch: ‘He [sc. Anaximander] says that something from the 
eternal productive of both hot and cold…was separated out at the generation of this cosmos, and that 
from this a sphere of flame grew around the air around the earth, like bark around a tree…’ (Strom. 2, 
tr. Palmer). According to Palmer, this passage ‘suggests that the “opposites” (e.g. hot and cold, dry and 
moist) were not immediately generated from the Boundless, but instead from some kind of 
intermediate generative principle or seed’ (ibid., 337n17). Cf. H. B. Gottschalk, “Anaximander’s 
‘Apeiron,’” Phronesis 10, no. 1 (January 1, 1965): 46–47. 
8 H. B. Gottschalk, “Anaximander’s ‘Apeiron,’” Phronesis 10:1 (January 1, 1965): 51. 
9 Anaxagoras (c.500-428BC) was a follower of Anaximenes, who followed Thales and Anaximander at 
Miletus. There is therefore a likely link between their thought (although see Patricia Curd, Anaxagoras 
of Clazomenae: Fragments and Testimonia (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 129n.1). On 
Anaxagoras’ life and work, see ibid., 129–52. Anaxagoras took up the challenge of upholding some of 
the tenets of the Eleatic position, especially the affirmation that there could be no coming-to-be or 
passing-away of matter. See ibid., 137–142. 
10 ‘Together were all things, limitless both in quantity and in smallness – for the small too was 
limitless.  And when all were together, none was clear by reason of smallness; for air and ether covered 
all things, both being limitless – for in all things these are the greatest both in quantity and in size,’ 
Simplicius, in Phys. 155.23, trans. Curd. The meaning of the fragment is disputed. 
11 This is the fundamental process of Anaxagoras’ Theory of Matter. Similarly, the initial cosmogony 
can be attributed to these same processes. Curd, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, 33–36. 
12 ‘[S]eeds (σπέρματα) of all things, having all sorts of forms, colours and flavours, and that humans and 
also the other animals were compounded, as many as have soul (ψυχή),’ Simplicius, in Phys. 34.18-20, 
trans. Curd. 
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wet and the dry and of the hot and the cold and of the bright and the dark, 
and there was much earth present and seeds (σπέρματα) unlimited in number, 
in no way similar to one another. For no one of the things is similar to another. 
Since these things are so, it is right to think that all things were present in the 
whole.13 

In Anaxagoras’ homogenous, undifferentiated mixture, the opposites are present, 

represented by three pairs (wet-dry; hot-cold; bright-dark) and the elements, 

represented by earth. The σπέρματα are included in the list immediately after earth, 

which perhaps indicates that σπέρματα are botanical seeds. However, these 

σπέρματα, says Anaxagoras, are unlimited in number, like all the other ingredients in 

the mix, and no two seeds are identical.14 As this mixture changes and coalesces, the 

familiar things of the sensible world (e.g. humans and animals) appear.15 The 

important feature of Anaxagoras’ theory of matter is that σπέρματα are the 

beginnings of ‘all things’. The σπέρματα do not appear to be merely botanical seeds. 

Interpreting Anaxagoras’ physical theory and the role of the σπέρματα within it is far 

from straightforward.16 Patricia Curd offers a persuasive answer to the question: why 

did Anaxagoras include σπέρματα in his original mix? Curd’s proposal is that 

Anaxagoras was addressing the fundamental problem stressed by Schofield in his 

analysis of Anaxagoras’ theory: how does the cosmic rotation alone produce complex 

living organisms? Anaxagoras included σπέρματα because they would predicate 

structure in the phenomenal world; ‘[s]eeds are not only originating growth points, 

they also seemingly contain what we might call principles of structure.’17 Curd 

proposes that in Anaxagoras’ theory it is nous that is the organising principle within 

                                                        

13 Simplicius, in Phys. 34.20-27, trans. Curd. 
14 Curd, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, 45–47. 
15 Ibid., 159–163. 
16 The question as to how the term σπέρματα ought to be interpreted (and that of how comprehensive 
is the ‘all things’ of which the σπέρματα are the beginning) depends to a large extent upon the 
construal of the nature of the mix itself. The debate is detailed and complex. For a useful survey of the 
three basic positions, see ibid., 153–177.  For key treatments of Anaxagoras’ theory see Gregory Vlastos, 
“The Physical Theory of Anaxagoras,” in The Presocratics: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Alexander 
Mourelatos (Princeton University Press, 1993); Malcolm Schofield, An Essay on Anaxagoras (Cambridge 
University Press, 2007); Sven-Tage Teodorsson, Anaxagoras’ Theory of Matter, Studia graeca et latina 
Gothoburgensia 43 (Göteborg: Acta Universitatis Gothoburgensis, 1982); Francis M. Cornford, 
“Anaxagoras’ Theory of Matter—I,” The Classical Quarterly 24:01 (1930): 14–30; Francis M. Cornford, 
“Anaxagoras’ Theory of Matter—II,” The Classical Quarterly 24:02 (1930): 83–95; Curd, Anaxagoras of 
Clazomenae, 153–177; Colin Strang, “The Physical Theory of Anaxagoras,” in Studies in Presocratic 
Philosophy, ed. R. E. Allen and David J. Furley, vol. 2 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975), 2:361–80. 
17 Curd, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, 172. 
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the seed; not nous as the prime mover, but nous as it can be present within certain 

things – nous as ‘soul’. If σπέρματα are seeds of types of things, then in Curd’s view 

‘soul’ is that which eventuates the individual thing.  

In his analysis of Anaxagoras’ theory, Sven-Tage Teodorssen adopts the view that the 

σπέρματα are metaphysically basic particles (as in the theory of the Atomists). In 

considering why Anaxagoras employs seeds in his theory, Teodorssen is unhappy that 

the term σπέρματα be emptied of biological associations. The term must be 

interpreted in a ‘pregnant sense’.18  

Anaxagoras solved the problem [of no becoming, of everything having to exist 
ab aeternitate] by positing the σπέρματα πάντων χρημάτων as preconfigurations, 
or matrices, of individual perceptible things, inorganic as well as organic, with one 
σπέρμα for each individual thing of the universe. Being a pre-configuration or 
matrix a σπέρμα has all the qualities of its proper future state of individual 
thing. It is the thing in a pre-perceptible stage. No two sense things are exactly 
alike; consequently no two σπέρματα are exactly alike…19 

The σπέρματα therefore are pre-configurations of each individual thing that will 

emerge from the mix, both organic and inorganic. Hence, ‘[t]he final apparition of the 

thing means the accomplishment of the programme of its σπέρμα’.20 This 

programmatic quality of seeds is suggested in another part of Anaxagoras’ theory, 

where Anaxagoras sets forward the belief that not only has the familiar world 

separated out of the original mix, but also other worlds in other places.21 These 

worlds, by necessity, have developed in precisely the same way. However the 

σπέρματα might be interpreted, it seems clear that Anaxagoras has adopted them for 

their programmatic potentiality. This programmatic potentiality is an attribute 

observable in biological seeds.22  

So, we see in Anaxagoras’ theory several important developments. Firstly, seeds are 

one component amongst the fundamental building blocks of existence, and they are 

                                                        

18 Teodorsson, Anaxagoras’ Theory of Matter, 82. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid., 86 
21 Simplicius in Phys. 34.27; 157.17. See §5.2.3. 
22 Geoffrey Ernest Richard Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy: Two Types of Argumentation in Early Greek Thought 
(Bristol Classical Press, 1987), 247. 
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eternal.23 Secondly, they are a fundamental part of the philosophical response to the 

challenge of Eleatic philosophy – they help to make change intelligible.24 Thirdly, the 

term σπέρματα embraces not only botanical entities, but zoological entities, and 

perhaps even cosmological, inorganic entities and structures. In Anaxagoras’ theory, 

σπέρματα become the origin points for every living structure, and perhaps also every 

inanimate structure, in the cosmos. Fourthly and most significantly, σπέρματα are co-

opted into cosmological theory because of their programmatic qualities. Recent 

Anaxagorean scholarship has stressed this aspect. Scholars have adopted the 

language of pre-configuration, matrices and programs to elucidate the qualities of 

biological seeds that recommended seeds to Anaxagoras to meet the needs of his 

theory. 

3.2.2 Seeds in Atomism: The Early Atomists and Epicurus 

In the first century, Epicureanism was one of the major philosophical schools 

influencing Roman culture. Epicurus had revived the views of the Early Atomists, and 

his work was popularised in the Roman world through the Epicurean poet Lucretius. 

The first Atomists, Leucippus of Miletus and Democritus of Abdera, were roughly 

contemporary with Anaxagoras.25 Democritus rejected the idea propagated both by 

Zeno and Anaxagoras that matter is infinitely divisible, instead proposing a theory 

based upon infinitely numerous, invisibly small particles moving in a void – the 

physical theory of atomism. As was the case for Anaxagoras’ theory of matter, 

Democritus’ theory was another post-Parmenidean attempt to make change 

intelligible; to reconcile the appearance of the sensible world with the Eleatic ideal of 

no coming-to-be or passing-away.26 According to Aristotle, these early atomists saw 

the smallest particles of matter as being responsible for the different kinds of things 

and different qualities of things in the visible world, due to their variations in forms, 

                                                        

23 Andrew G. van Melsen, From Atomos to Atom: The History of the Concept Atom (Courier Dover 
Publications, 2004), 24. 
24 Ibid., 16–17. 
25 We are told little about Leucippus, but Aristotle (de gen. et corr. A8, 325a2) and Cicero (Academica Priora 
2.37.118) associate him with Democritus in proposing an atomistic theory of matter. Possibly 
Leucippus preceded Anaxagoras, and Democritus followed. See ibid., 17, 23. 
26 Kirk, Raven, and Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 403. 
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shapes and sizes.27 The ‘infinite’ – the background to all ‘coming to be’ and ‘passing 

away’ – is then conceived as a seed-mass (πανσπερμία) of all the elements.28 

Whilst the term πανσπερμία may have been coined by Aristotle, Lloyd proposes that 

the atomists themselves used it, perhaps influenced by Anaxagoras.29 Certainly, 

Epicurus and the later atomists adopt the terminology.30 Epicurus developed the 

atomism of Democritus, not only using the term ἄτομοι, but also σπέρματα. The term 

appears in a statement of one of Epicurus’ principle doctrines.  

To begin with, nothing comes into being out of what is non-existent. For in 
that case anything would have arisen out of anything, standing as it would in 
no need of its proper germs (σπερμάτα).31 

It may be significant that Anaxagoras was Epicurus’ favourite early philosopher.32 In 

any case, Epicurus’ argument is the classical affirmation of Eleatic physics – nothing 

can arise from nothing. If that was indeed the case, says Epicurus, then anything at 

all could arise from anything, with no role whatsoever for σπέρματα. There are two 

ways to understand σπέρματα here: Epicurus may be using the term in its biological 

sense; or, he may be using it to refer to the ἀτομοί that constitute any entity. If the 

former is the case, then Epicurus is hypothesising that, if anything could arise from 

anything else, then for example, horses could come from fish, corn plants from lizards 

– and there would be no requirement for these things to be propagated by their seeds. 

If the latter sense is correct, then the hypothesis takes in a wider horizon denoting, 

for example, the impossibility of coal arising from water – that is, using ‘proper seed’ 

as a denotation for the appropriate atoms. This is the position taken by Lorenzo 

Perilli. 

                                                        

27 Aristotle, Cael. 1.295. No details have survived as to which shapes are envisaged, apart from the case 
of atoms of fire or soul (De an. A2, 405a11). This is a similar idea to that found in Plato’s Timaeus, where 
Plato propounds a number of mathematical shapes and thinks of them as the seeds of the four 
elements. See §3.2.3. 
28 Aristotle, Cael. 3.4, 303a12; Phys. 3.4 203a19. 
29 Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy, 247–8. According to Diogenes Laertius (Lives, 2.14), it was reported that 
Democritus had met Anaxagoras when Anaxagoras was an old man, which perhaps strengthens this 
theory. 
30 It may be that this later adoption of seed language was itself influenced by Aristotle’s own use of 
πανσπερμία, which may in turn be influenced by Plato. See §3.2.3. 
31 Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus in Diogenes Laertius Lives 10.38, trans. Hicks. 
32 Diogenes Laertius, Lives 10.12. 
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[I]n Epicurus the word σπέρμα occurs as a technical, atomistic term in three 
cases, with no hint of its biological implications. Lucretius’ entire first book 
attests to the analogy between biological phenomena and cosmology: this 
evidently was the most remarkable contribution of atomism according to the 
ancients.33 

It cannot, however, be true that there is ‘no hint’ of the biological implications of the 

term σπέρματα here. The atomists were utilising organic analogies already 

established by the Presocratic philosophers before them. Certainly, no sharp 

distinction can be drawn between a technical, atomist usage of the term and a 

biological use. The debate falls along similar lines to that concerning the physical 

theory of Anaxagoras.34 There is no doubt that σπέρματα becomes a synonym for 

ἄτομοι with the later Atomists. However, even if Epicurus’ usage is classed as 

‘technical’, the question of why he selects the term σπέρματα is of key importance. 

Again it seems that the programmatic attributes of biological seeds recommend the 

label of σπέρματα to the atoms. Even if Epicurus does use σπέρματα to refer to ἄτομοι 

in the quotation above, then atoms are seeds precisely because things only arise from 

their proper antecedents. On the other hand, if the sense is biological, then the use of 

σπέρματα supports the Eleatic principle that something cannot arise from nothing. 

In either case, the use of σπέρματα is based on the observation that through seeds 

order and structure are perpetuated through reproduction; things arise from similar 

things. Seeds maintain the order of nature – if anything could arise from anything, 

then this mechanism would not be observed in nature. 

In his epic Latin poem De Rerum Natura, the Epicurean poet Lucretius uses ‘seed’ 

throughout the poem as a synonym for ‘atom’.35 

Nothing from nothing ever yet was born… 
Suppose all sprang from all things: any kind 
Might take its origin from any thing, 
No fixed seed (semine) required. Men from the sea 
Might rise, and from the land the scaly breed, 
And, fowl full-fledged come bursting from the sky; 

                                                        

33 Lorenzo Perilli, “Democritus, zoology and the physicians,” in Democritus: Science, the Arts, and the 

Care of the Soul : Proceedings of the International Colloquium on Democritus, 2003, ed. Aldo Brancacci 

and Pierre-Marie Morel (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 179. 
34 Cf. Teodorrson’s view, §3.2.1 above. 
35 De Rerum Natura (c. 55 BC) sets out the fundamental tenets of Epicurean cosmology in over 7,400 lines 
of dactylic hexameter verse. 
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The horned cattle, the herds and all the wild 
Would haunt with varying offspring tilth and waste; 
Nor would the same fruits keep their olden trees, 
But each might grow from any stock or limb 
By chance and change. Indeed, and were there not 
For each its procreant atoms, could things have 
Each its unalterable mother old? 
But, since produced from fixed seeds (seminibus) are all, 
Each birth goes forth upon the shores of light 
From its own stuff, from its own primal bodies. 
… 
Were life an increment of nothing: then 
The tiny babe forthwith would walk a man, 
And from the turf would leap a branching tree- 
Wonders unheard of; for, by Nature, each 
Slowly increases from its lawful seed (semine), 
And through that increase shall conserve its kind.36 

The focus in these verses is on living things (men, fish, birds, cattle, trees), giving a 

strong biological emphasis, as in Epicurus. Natural things grow in an ordered and 

incremental way due to the addition of atoms appropriate to the species – the ‘fixed 

seeds’ of things ‘stream together’. If this were not the case, fully-fledged birds might 

appear in the sky in an instant. The ‘fixed seeds of things’, which stream together at 

the right season, are the atoms appropriated by each species as it grows.  

However, the phrase ‘seeds of things’ (semina rerum) also occurs elsewhere in parallel 

with primordiaque (representing atoms).37 Therefore Lucretius, like Epicurus with 

σπέρματα, displays an ambiguous use of semina.38 Sometimes it is used in the biological 

sense, at other times to refer to atoms. This ambiguity allows Lucretius to draw 

parallels between the two: in the same way that seeds both provide the origin of living 

things and preserve the structure, form and traits of their species, the atoms 

themselves are the basis for the order that is observed in the world. Indeed, behind 

the biological seeds are the constituent atoms: each birth is ‘From its own stuff, from 

its own primal bodies.’ Primal bodies here are the atoms that constitute the stuff of 

                                                        

36 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 1.155-190, trans. Leonard. 
37 Earlier in the poem, Lucretius lists his synonyms for atoms: primordial germs (rerum primordia); 
procreant atoms (genitalia corpora), matter (materiem), seeds of things (semina rerum), primal bodies 
(corpora  prima), De Rerum Natura 1.55-61. 
38 At several points a biological understanding of semina is indisputable – for example, in Book 4 semen 
is used for describe human seed (4.1030f). In most instances however, semina is used synonymously 
with elementis, corpora, or principiorum. 
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each thing. The behaviour of atoms accounts for the species appearing in their proper 

natural domains; for the ordered growth of living things; and, perhaps most 

significantly, for the conservation of each kind. What is observed in the familiar 

world instructs us that nature has a ‘settled covenant’ which maintains every breed’s 

traits.39 

In Lucretius, seeds are eternal: when matter is broken down into its constituent 

atoms, these seeds of things can then reconstitute the stuff of the thing that has 

perished. It is this eternal, unchanging nature of the atoms that ensures that the 

attributes of each species are displayed in successive generations.40 It is not only 

living things that arise from appropriate collections of atoms, but all structures in the 

cosmos do so. Again, Lucretius uses the metaphor of seeds applied to the atoms to 

show that these seeds govern not only the structures of living forms, but also land, 

sea and sky.41 The shapes of the seeds of the sea, the stars, the sun and the moon 

account for their locations in relation to the earth.42 In Epicurus, the celestial bodies 

within our world (the sun, moon and stars) grow by accretions of seeds.43 Therefore, 

the σπέρματα here are atoms, which precipitate structure. Such similarities between 

Lucretius’ understanding of Epicurus and the theories of Anaxagoras’ can be detected 

at various points throughout the poem.44 

Whether in the σπέρματα of Epicurus that inspired it or in the semina of Lucretius’ 

epic poem itself, seeds again provide continuity of order, structure and form 

throughout the world – in inanimate cosmic structures or in living species. The 

programmatic attributes of biological seeds have captured the attention of the 

cosmologists. 

                                                        

39 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 5.921-924. Stallings' translation is 'settled covenant', Lucretius, The Nature 
of Things, trans. Alicia Stallings (London: Penguin Classics, 2007), 177. 
40 De Rerum Natura 1.583-598. 
41 De Rerum Natura 2.722-729. 
42 De Rerum Natura 5.449-456. 
43 Epicurus, Letter to Pythocles in Diogenes Laertius Lives, 89-91. A possible world arises when new seeds 
arrive by gradual additions and articulations. Note that Inwood translates the Greek ἐπάρδευσις, as 
‘influxes’; Brad Inwood and Lloyd P. Gerson, The Epicurus Reader: Selected Writings and Testimonia 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), 20. 
44 For example, in Lucretius’ assertion that there is likely to be other worlds; that there are an infinite 
number of seeds in the universe; and that these seeds come down from the celestial realms – Lucretius 
writes that humans are therefore born of ‘celestial seed’ (caelesti semine), De Rerum Natura 2.1052-1075. 
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3.2.3 Seeds in Plato and Pythagoras 

The buoyant Roman Neopythagoreanism of the first century A.D. was a resurgence of 

much older philosophical ideas. Pythagorean ideas had influenced both the work of 

Plato and those who developed Platonism.45 Neopythagoreanism revived these 

Pythagorean elements of Platonism. Within the cosmological theories of both 

Pythagoras and Plato, σπέρματα play a role. 

The Italian tradition, of which Pythagoras was a part, sought the ultimate nature of 

reality not in a material principle, as the Ionian tradition had, but in geometric and 

numerical principles.46 The Pythagorean cosmogony begins with an abstract 

mathematical idea: the One (or the Odd). All things that exist are derived from this 

concept. From the One is derived a Two (or Even), and once Odd and Even exist, all 

numbers can subsequently be derived. Points are derived from numbers, and lines 

are derived geometrically from points. Swept lines are then able to generate planes 

and planes in turn may generate solids. The bodies that we perceive are generated 

from such solids, which constitute four elements – fire, air, water and earth.47 

Aristotle mentions the role of a seed in this cosmogony: 

[The Pythagoreans] clearly state that when the One had been constituted – 
whether out of planes or superficies48 or seed (σπερμάτος) or out of something 
that they cannot explain – immediately the nearest part of the Infinite began 
to be drawn in and limited by the Limit.49 

The Pythagorean cosmos, whilst defined by number and geometry, was conceived as 

having begun with a seed – a feature shared with the Ionian tradition.50 The 

Pythagoreans understood that at the centre of the earth was fire and therefore the 

principle element, or seed from which all things began, must also be fiery.51 In the 

                                                        

45 See §2.5.3. 
46 Aristotle, Metaph. 7, 1028b. See Francis M. Cornford, Plato and Parmenides: Parmenides’ Way of Truth and 
Plato’s Parmenides (London: Routledge, 2000), 3. 
47 Aristotle, Metaph. 1, 985b-986a. 
48 Superficies are surfaces or outer faces of a solid. 
49 Aristotle, Metaph. 14.3, 1091a. 
50 Francis M. Cornford, Plato’s Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plato Translated with a Running Commentary 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 56–57. 
51 Cornford, Plato and Parmenides, 20–21. Cornford writes: ‘It may be added that some of the older terms 
in Greek mathematics have biological associations: χροια (skin) for surface, δύναμις (power) for 
square, αυξη (growth) for dimension, σῶμα (body) for solid. These terms were applied to numbers as 
well as to figures. They were taken from living things and fit in with the Pythagorean conception of 
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Pythagorean cosmogony the bodies of the visible world, whatever bodies they might 

be, grow from an initial seed – originally a fiery geometric solid, perhaps a pyramid 

or cube. Although it is difficult to date the emergence of various Pythagorean 

doctrines, we can reasonably assume that the idea of the seed is of an early date.52  

Although Plato rejected the Pythagorean cosmogony, the idea of number or shape as 

seed is found in Timaeus.53 The creator, the demiurge, directly manipulates 

Empedocles’ four elemental bodies of earth, fire, air, and water to bring about a 

structured world. The creation of all creatures with which the world will be filled is 

then subsequently delegated to the lesser gods. In both acts of this cosmogony, Plato 

utilises σπέρματα. 

Plato’s theory of the elements proposes geometrical structures for fire, air, water and 

earth informed by the physical properties of each element. In this way Plato is taking 

both Pythagorean and early Atomist conceptions of the elements as the starting point 

for his own theories.54 Since fire, air and water are fluid and able, in Plato’s mind, to 

alter to become each other, a common elemental shape is the essential building block 

for all three elements: the scalene triangle. When several of these triangles are 

combined, the element of fire can be represented by a tetrahedron, that of air by an 

octahedron, and that of water by an icosahedron.55 Since the element of fire is the 

lightest and most mobile, it must be represented by the simplest of these shapes. 

Thus, in accordance with the right account and the probable, that solid which 
has taken the form of a pyramid shall be the element and seed (στοικεῖον και 
σπέρμα) of fire; the second in order of generation we shall affirm to be air, and 
the third water.56 

The clear sense is that the pyramids themselves are the elements (στοικεῖα) of fire. 

Singly, or mixed with other elements, they do not constitute fire, but in combination 

                                                        

the unit as the ‘seed (σπέρμα) or eternal root (ῥίζα) from which ratios grow or increase (αὐξόνται) 
reciprocally on either side’ (Plato’s Cosmology, 50n.1, citing Iamblichus’ in Nicomachi arithmeticam 
introductionem liber). Aristotle (Metaph. 1092a, trans. Tredennick) also asks, ‘does number come from its 
elements as from seed?’. 
52 Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy, 238. 
53 Cornford, Plato’s Cosmology, 56–57. 
54 Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy, 360–1. 
55 Plato, Tim. 56a-b. 
56 Tim. 56b, trans. Lamb. 
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(either in a homogenous mix or as the predominant component) fire is formed.57 In 

this case, therefore, each individually basic solid form would be seen as the element, 

or seed, of the body which is formed by its conglomeration: the tetrahedron, the seed 

of fire; the octahedron, the seed of water; the icosahedron, the seed of water.58 Each 

body has a distinct geometric seed, which is in turn composed of the basic triangular 

forms (component equilateral triangles composed of component scalenes). By 

extension, the seed of earth would be considered a cube, the faces of which would be 

composed of component isosceles triangles.59 

Thus, although Plato’s conception of the primary bodies is derived from the four 

elements of the atomists, and conceptually far removed from Anaxagoras’ seeds, the 

appearance of σπέρμα in this context in Timaeus demonstrates that the conception of 

a seed as a source of order for larger structures was indeed present. Each of Plato’s 

four elemental bodies was built up from its own particular seed. Seeds in various 

combinations would produce other bodies, such as gold or wood or pitch, but the 

seeds themselves were uniquely shaped to produce only the properties of the element 

concerned, and no other. It seems likely that for Plato the different sizes of seeds 

would produce the different types of the element in question; so for fire, three types 

are mentioned: flame, light and the glow of embers.60 

In the second part of Timaeus, the task of creating mortal living beings is delegated to 

the lesser gods. These lesser gods construct bodies appropriate for human beings, in 

which the divine principle of soul, which has been created by the demiurge, is 

                                                        

57 Tim. 56b-c. 
58 Cf. Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 2, 413-425. 
59 This explanation contrasts with that of Cornford (Plato’s Cosmology, 223n1) who explains the 
στοικεῖον to be the basic triangles from which the solids are formed (although he acknowledges that 
Plato is less than clear). It is true that Plato generally uses στοικεῖον to refer to these triangles (Tim. 
54d, 55a, 57c, 61a) but Plato’s first use of στοικεῖον in Timaeus is when he refers to the mistaken belief 
of others that fire, water, air and earth are the basic elements (στοικεῖον) of everything (Tim. 48b). It 
is not necessary to propose that the term always has the same referent. Indeed, if the στοικεῖον are 
the basic principles of a thing, then it is consistent to interpret the στοικεῖον of the Platonic solids (the 
seeds of the elemental bodies) as the two types of basic triangles, and the στοικεῖον of the elemental 
bodies (fire, air, water and earth) as the respective Platonic solids. However, it is only in the latter 
context that Plato feels it appropriate to add the epexegetical και σπέρμα. Cornford does, though, 
acknowledge the conceptual link to Anaxagoras.  
60 Tim., 57c-d, 58c-d. D. R. Lloyd, “Triangular Relationships and Most Beautiful Bodies: On the 
Significance of απειρα at Timaeus 57d5, and on the Number of Plato’s Elementary Triangles.,” 
Mnemosyne 62:1 (January 2009): 11–29. 
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encased. In the Republic, Plato has already divided the soul into reason, spirit and 

appetite. Reason constitutes the immortal principle of soul, and this is encased in the 

head; the mortal parts of soul are housed in the trunk (the region of the heart) and 

belly respectively. The soul is bound to the body by means of the marrow, from which 

the brain is composed to contain the ‘divine seed’ (το θεῖον σπέρμα) of the immortal 

soul.61 The marrow is formed from the elemental triangles in such a way as to be ‘a 

mixture of seeds (πανσπερμία) of every sort for every mortal kind.’62 

Most interpreters take Plato’s description of the formation of marrow as being 

restricted to human beings only.63 However, the sense of the text is broader.  

[C]ertain phrases are difficult to understand unless we adopt the view … that 
the marrow contains seeds of all sorts for every mortal kind (of animal), the roots 
of the kinds of souls (plural) of beasts as well as of man, and a ‘preformist’ 
determination of the various shapes (types of body) which the souls of all 
those species (εἴδη) were destined to wear.64 

The σπέρματα contained in the πανσπερμία provide, in Cornford’s language, a 

preformist determination of the types of bodies for all species which will arise. Plato’s 

phrase ‘a mixture of seeds of every sort for every mortal kind’ (πανσπερμίαν παντὶ 

θνητῷ γένει μηχανώμενος) strongly evokes Anaxagoras.  

Therefore, in both movements of Plato’s cosmogony, seeds are invoked for the 

purposes of: differentiation – different seeds produce different elements or mortal 

kinds; generation and replication – the seeds are latent principles of programmatic 

structure or growth; and, comprehensivity – the mixture of seeds produces every 

genus. In Plato’s cosmology, in different ways, the σπέρματα are eternal, are 

programmatic, and are part of the fundamental structure of existence.65  

                                                        

61 Tim., 73d. 
62 Tim., 73b-c. It was held by previous schools that human and animal sperm was produced in the brain 
and the marrow of the spine; Cornford, Plato’s Cosmology, 295, Cf. 293n.4. 
63 Ibid., 294. 
64 Ibid. 
65 On the eternal nature of seeds, see Melsen, From Atomos to Atom, 24. 
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3.2.4 Seminal Principles: The λόγοι σπερματικόι of Stoicism 

Stoicism, founded by Zeno of Citium in Athens in around 200 B.C., was the dominant 

philosophical movement of the Hellenistic Age.66 In Stoic cosmology, σπέρματα 

recovered a more prominent role and the Stoic cosmogony, with its beginning in the 

condensing of cosmic fire, exhibits similarities to that of the Pythagoreans.67 The 

Stoic cosmology is cyclical in nature: the cosmos condenses from fire, but then 

eventually dissociates and is finally resolved into a fiery conflagration, the 

attainment of its prior state. It is then reconstituted again. In this cycle the fire is 

described as a seed, as it is in the Pythagorean cosmogony.68  

The Stoic rejection of Platonic metaphysics is seen in the fact that god is a constituent 

of the cosmos: matter and god are its two essential components. The Stoic god is 

therefore to be identified with the divine fire, and hence it is god that is described as 

a divine seed for the cosmogonic process.69 The Stoic god works through everything 

by means of seminal principles (λόγοι σπερματικοὶ), which are an expression of the 

Stoic god’s existence in maintaining its own life.70 The Stoic god not only encompasses 

the λόγοι σπερματικοὶ, but is actually himself the overarching seed-like principle. He 

maintains the overall pattern of the cosmos in its repeated cycle of birth and death. 

God is one and the same with Reason, Fate, and Zeus; he is also called by many 
other names. In the beginning he was by himself; he transformed the whole 
of substance through air into water, and just as in animal generation the seed 
(σπέρμα) has a moist vehicle, so in cosmic moisture God, who is the seminal 
reason (σπερματικὸν λόγον) of the universe, remains behind in the moisture 
as such an agent, adapting matter to himself with a view to the next stage of 
creation. Thereupon he created first of all the four elements, fire, water, air, 
earth.71 

                                                        

66 Brad Inwood, The Cambridge Companion to the Stoics (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 11. However, 
by the Imperial period, Stoic cosmology had fallen into obscurity (see §6.4.1, n.69). The interest in Stoic 
ethics showed far greater longevity.  
67 Diogenes Laertius, Lives, 7.142. Zeno rejected Platonic metaphysics, but adopted a modified form of 
Plato’s physics, incorporating a primary role for fire in a theory that recalls that of Heraclitus. 
68 So Aristocles (Eusebius, Evangelical Preparation 15.14.2). Cf. Arius Didymus (Eusebius, Evangelical 
Preparation 15.18.3); Plutarch, De Communibus 35. 
69 Inwood, The Cambridge Companion to the Stoics, 137 
70 Diogenes Laertius, Lives, 7.148; Aetius 1.7.33. Although the Stoic logoi spermatikoi might more properly 
be classified as metaphysical, their influence is seen primarily in cosmological terms because of the 
conflation of nature and the divine. 
71 Lives, 7.135-136, trans. Hicks. 
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The λόγοι σπερματικοὶ are in all things and are closely allied to the idea of soul, which 

is in Stoic thought a consequence of the fact that god is in all things.72 The role of 

nature therefore cannot be divorced from the role of god. What is seen in nature, and 

understood as natural, is in fact god’s work. The term nature was used in this 

interchangeable sense by the Stoics. 

Now the term Nature is used by them to mean sometimes that which holds 
the world together, sometimes that which causes terrestrial things to spring 
up. Nature is defined as a force moving of itself, producing and preserving in 
being its offspring in accordance with seminal principles (σπερματικοὺς 
λόγους) within definite periods, and effecting results homogeneous with their 
sources.73 

As we have noted previously, the biological background revealed in this quotation is 

important. The λόγοι which are at work are σπερματικοὶ, or seed-like. Their role is 

primarily generative, and the seed-like nature of these principles is seen in the fact 

that they preserve, or replicate, species. The results of reproduction are 

‘homogeneous with their sources’ (literally, ‘of the kind from which they were 

separated’). Here in this text, the conceptual proximity of λόγοι σπερματικοὶ and 

biological σπέρματα is illustrated.  

The explanatory power of biological seeds for cosmological theory is again 

demonstrated in the Stoic concept of the λόγοι σπερματικοὶ. These principles are not 

material but metaphysical, and are bound up with the role of god; they themselves 

give the generative power of reproduction to each species as is required for 

sustaining life. The λόγοι σπερματικοὶ, which are both generative and programmatic, 

‘describe the mode of god’s activity in matter, a rational pattern of constructive 

growth which is both the life of god and the ordered development of all particular 

things.’74  

                                                        

72 Lives, 7.157. 
73 Lives, 7.148, trans. Hicks. 
74 A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, Vol. 1: Translations of the Principal Sources, with 
Philosophical Commentary (Cambridge University Press, 1987), 277. 
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Therefore, whilst the σπέρματα of Anaxagoras and the Atomists are different to the 

λόγοι σπερματικοὶ of the Stoics, they fulfil a similar comprehensive, programmatic 

role in change.75 

3.3 Seeds in Aristotle: Nature, Change and Ontology 

Aristotle does not use the concept of seeds in his cosmology proper. In On the heavens 

he disagrees with the theories of Anaxagoras and the Atomists, with their specific 

roles for seeds. However, Aristotle does observe in seeds important principles which 

define the way things are.76 In his theory of change, he uses seeds as a key illustration 

of this theory. In his ontology, seeds also play an important role. In these accounts, 

the same attributes of seeds are highlighted by Aristotle as drove the early 

cosmologists to adopt them in their own theories. 

3.3.1 Generation and Teleology 

In Aristotle, σπέρματα remains a comprehensive term covering both botanical and 

zoological seeds. Where Aristotle describes the actions of seed or seeds (i.e. zoological 

semen or botanical seeds), it is clear that a great deal of the time he envisages that 

these descriptions are true both of the seeds of plants and the semen of animals, 

including human beings. Indeed, Aristotle understands that the same principles of 

growth and generation are operating in both cases.  

Now, in all living things in which the male and female are not separated the 
seed (σπέρμα) is a sort of embryo; by embryo I mean the first mixture of male 
and female; hence, from one seed (σπέρμα) comes one body — for example, 
one stalk of wheat from one grain, as one animal from one egg.77 

                                                        

75 Anstey describes the two notions as “very different, almost contradictory”; Anstey, “Boyle on 
seminal principles,” 602. Brennan portrays the Stoic ‘soul’ in its role as the systasis, the organising 
principle of structure (akin to the Aristotelian form) in the Stoic system (Tad Brennan, “Stoic Souls in 
Stoic Corpses,” in Body and Soul in Ancient Philosophy, ed. Dorothea Frede and Burkhard Reis (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 2009), 405–6). This recalls Curd’s analysis of seeds in Anaxagoras (see §3.2.1 above). 
76 As a disciple of Plato, it would be surprising if the phenomenon of seeds did not receive attention. 
Aristotle was also the tutor of Theophrastus. 
77 Aristotle Gen. an. 1.20, 728b, trans. Platt; Also, ‘…plants generate from themselves an embryo, what is 
called seed (σπέρμα). As in an egg, so part of the seed (σπέρμα) gives rise to the plant and the rest is 
nutriment for the root and shoot,’ Gen. an. 1.23, 731a. 
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Aristotle takes a teleological view of biological processes. Nature works towards an 

end in every case, and that end is the form of the creature which is actualised by the 

processes.78 He addresses the bare materialism of Democritus and Empedocles, who 

found no place for teleology in their theories of generation.79  

In so saying he (sc. Empedocles) overlooked the fact that propagation implies 
a creative seed (σπέρμα) endowed with certain formative properties 
(δύναμις). Secondly, he neglected another fact, namely, that the parent 
animal pre-exists, not only in idea (λόγος), but actually in time (χρόνος). For 
man is generated from man; and thus it is the possession of certain characters 
by the parent that determines the development of like characters in the 
child.80 

The seed ensures the continuation of the features of each species. The final form of 

the species is the ontological end of the process of generation. 

For a given germ (σπέρμα) does not give rise to any chance living being, nor 
spring from any chance one; but each germ springs from a definite parent and 
gives rise to a definite progeny. And thus it is the germ that is the ruling 
influence and fabricator of the offspring. For these it is by nature, the 
offspring being at any rate that which in nature will spring from it. At the 
same time the offspring is anterior to the germ; for germ and perfected 
progeny are related as the developmental process and the result. Anterior, 
however, to both germ and product is the organism from which the germ was 
derived. For every germ implies two organisms, the parent and the progeny. 
… Moreover, the seed is potentially that which will spring from it, and the 
relation of potentiality to actuality we know.81 

The priority of the parent of the species vis à vis form and substantiality, the 

generative principle within the seed that connect parent to offspring, and the fact 

that it is the seed itself that ensure the continuance of form between the two, 

containing the form potentially; all of these are collocated here in Aristotle’s 

argument.82 

In Bradie’s and Miller’s examination of how the final cause is presented by Aristotle, 

they conclude that he views the final cause from two perspectives. First, he views it 

                                                        

78 Phys. 2.8, 199a. 
79 For the opposing view, see Aelian, Nat. anim. 16.29. 
80 Part an. 1.1, 640b, trans. Ogle. 
81 Part an. 1.1, 642a. 
82 Michael Bradie and Fred D. Miller, “Teleology and Natural Necessity in Aristotle,” History of Philosophy 
Quarterly 1:2 (April 1, 1984): 137. 
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from the viewpoint of the actualisation of the form (the that-for-the-sake-of-which), 

and secondly from the viewpoint of the δύναμις within the seed, which is present 

from the outset of the process and which continues to ensure the outcome of the 

actualisation. The δύναμις of the seed is best described as “the irreducible potential 

for form.”83 Hence, the material and final causes of the biological process are 

conceived by Aristotle as working in harmony towards the teleological end. 

What was somewhat opaque in Anaxagoras is clear in Aristotelian thought: seeds 

function as programmatic vehicles of physical continuity. Although each offspring is 

a particular essence, it is a particular essence within a certain genus.  

That which generates, however, generates both a particular and a genus, but 
more that which is particular; since this is essence. For that which is 
generated, is generated, indeed, a thing with a certain quality; but this is a 
particular thing, and an essence. Hence from powers the motions of all such 
things are inherent in the seeds (σπέρμασι).84 

Both the particularity and the genus of the offspring are ‘inherent in the seeds.’ In 

words that echo those of Epicurus, Aristotle writes: 

…it is not any chance thing that comes from a given seed (σπέρματος) but an 
olive from one kind and a man from another.85 

3.3.2 Aristotle’s Theory of Change 

Aristotle’s teleological emphasis is also prominent in his theory of change. In change, 

there is something that survives and something which does not. For example, when 

a non-musical man becomes musical, ‘man’ survives but the characteristic of being 

unmusical does not.86 Aristotle wrestles with the basic metaphysical categories of 

being and the problem of change. It is noteworthy that the same struggle precipitated 

the adoption of σπέρματα by Anaxagoras. Aristotle argues that all things that ‘come 

to be’ in an unqualified sense, that is, substances, come to be through a process of 

change,87 but that there is always something that underlies the substance that ‘comes 

                                                        

83 Ibid. 
84 Gen. an. 4.3, 767b-768a. 
85 Phys. 2.4, 196a, trans. Hardie and Gaye. See also Phys. 2.8, 199b. 
86 Phys. 1.7, 189b-190a. 
87 By a change of shape; by addition, by subtraction, by construction, or by alteration. Phys. 1.7, 190b. 
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to be’, which Aristotle refers to as the ὑποκειμενον (a substratum or underlying 

subject). Seeds are an example of a ὑποκειμενον. 

But that substances too, and anything else that can be said ‘to be’ without 
qualification, come to be from some substratum (ὑποκειμενον), will appear on 
examination. For we find in every case something that underlies from which 
proceeds that which comes to be; for instance, animals and plants from seed 
(σπέρματος).88 

Mary Louise Gill notes that some commentators have been troubled by the question 

of consistency in Aristotle’s use of seeds as examples of his theory of simple 

generation. In the case of seeds, according to the theory of change in the Physics, the 

form of the thing created has persisted through the change from one thing into 

another. The seed does not survive the generation of a plant or an animal. When 

compared with Aristotle’s other examples (wood being made into a bed, for example, 

where it is the wood that survives) this seems to be problematic. However, Gill argues 

that since the seed of a plant or animal is considered by Aristotle as a ὑποκειμενον, 

then the non-survival of the seed is not, in fact, problematic.89 As we have already 

seen, in generation (or any process of change) there is something that survives and 

something that does not. All pre-existing subjects are compound, being composed of 

the ὑποκειμενον proper and the item opposed. All products of simple generation are 

compound, being again composed of the ὑποκειμενον proper and the opposed part 

in the product. Although Aristotle does not explicitly state this with respect to seeds, 

it is necessarily inferred from his other examples. This holds true of seeds as pre-

existing subjects. The seed as ὑποκειμενον remains present in the product, but 

acquires an additional form – the seed is that ‘from which’ the product is generated, 

and is present in the product itself.90 But, the privation that is present in the seed (the 

‘being seed-like’, the ‘not-being plant-like’ or ‘not-being animal-like)’ is not present 

in the product. This privation is inherently part of the seed, whereas the privation of 

wood which is ‘not a bed’ is accidental to what the wood is.91 Therefore the pre-

                                                        

88 Phys. 1.7, 190b, trans. Hardie and Gaye. 
89 Mary Louise Gill, Aristotle on Substance: The Paradox of Unity (Princeton University Press, 1991), 102. 
90 Ibid., 107. 
91 Ibid., 107n.17. 
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existing entity survives in the outcome as the ὑποκειμενον proper, but not as the 

privation. Gill concludes,  

If Physics I.7 does reflect the same view as Generation of Animals, then the 
ὑποκειμενον stands to the product as that ‘from which’ the product is 
generated and as something ‘present in’ the product but ‘altered in form.’ As 
I have interpreted the doctrine, the ὑποκειμενον remains present in the 
product but acquires an additional form.92 

As Gill concludes, ‘[a]ll changes, then, require a surviving ὑποκειμενον, which 

accounts for horizontal unity.’93 Thus, Gill’s interpretation maintains the coherence 

of Aristotle’s thought. Throughout Aristotle’s theory of change, the difference 

between the external forms before and after change is no barrier to continuity of 

identity. However, this must be set in the context of Aristotle’s teleology. This point 

is particularly important for interpreters of Paul’s seed material in 1 Corinthians 15. 

Aristotle’s theory of change may at first glance appear to suggest that the seed could 

exist in an entirely different form. However, change is by necessity limited by the 

teleological end of nature. Things do not arise randomly, but the tendency or 

potential in the seed is towards the same teleological end of ‘horizontal unity’. Each 

seed links a ‘definite parent’ with a ‘definite progeny’. As shall become clear, Paul’s 

agricultural example also follows this pattern. 

3.3.3 Seeds in the Metaphysics: Aristotle’s Theories of Substance  

In the Metaphysics, Aristotle’s investigation of being qua being, seeds play an 

important exemplary role in ontology. The Metaphysics argues for the centrality of 

substance. The substance of a thing is its essence, and Aristotle proposes that this 

essence is found to be its form.94 The conclusion at which Aristotle arrives is that the 

substances – those entities fundamental to ontology and epistemology – are the 

species of the genera of nature, which are observable throughout the natural world.95 

Given that Aristotle has deployed the example of seeds in support of his theory of 

                                                        

92 Ibid., 107. 
93 Ibid., 108. 
94 Metaph. 7.2, 1028b. 
95 Aristotle, The Metaphysics, trans. H Lawson-Tancred (Penguin Classics, 2004), xlvii; Jonathan Barnes, 
The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 100. 
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change in the Physics, it is not surprising that, given the importance of the species to 

the Metaphysics, seeds again play an important role. Aristotle argues for connections 

between form, essence and substance, and since form defines species, Aristotle insists 

that form is not created. Therefore, when the generation of entities is considered 

(whether plants or animals), they are proposed as composite entities, where new 

matter is joined in composite with a form that has been carried through the 

generational change. Form itself cannot be produced, it is always immanent.96 In this 

way, the foundational nature of species as substances is ensured. For Aristotle, seeds 

demonstrate in nature this principle, which applies to all things. 

It is clear also from what we have said that in a sense all artificial things are 
generated either from something which bears the same name (as is the case 
with natural objects) or from a part of themselves which bears the same name 
as themselves (e.g. a house from a house, inasmuch as it is generated by mind; 
for the art is the form), or from something which contains some part… And it 
is the same with natural formations as it is with the products of art. For the 
seed (σπέρμα) produces just as do those things which function by art. It 
contains the form potentially, and that from which the seed comes has in 
some sense the same name as the product...97 

Seeds provide the mechanism whereby continuity of form is ensured within nature. 

Since the form of the species is consistent throughout the generational process (and 

Aristotle here is again including in his example all natural production, both plants 

and animals), it must be contained in the seed itself. The same appears in Aristotle’s 

De Anima: ‘Now the seed in animals, like the fruit in plants, is that which is potentially 

such and such a body’.98 

In the following passage, we find a clear expression of the priority of actuality over 

potentiality, with seed – in this case specifically corn seed – again serving as an 

example. 

In time it is prior in this sense: the actual is prior to the potential with which 
it is formally identical, but not to that with which it is identical numerically. 
What I mean is this: that the matter and the seed and the thing which is 
capable of seeing, which are potentially a man and corn and seeing, but are 

                                                        

96 Metaph. 7.9, 1034b. 
97 Metaph. 7.9, 1034a-b. Section 9 of Book Zeta has sometimes been understood as a post-Aristotelian 
interpolation, although it could also simply be an Aristotelian digression. 
98 De an. 2, 412b; Metaph. 9.7, 1048b-1049a. 



 

105 

not yet so actually, are prior in time to the individual man and corn and seeing 
subject which already exist in actuality. But prior in time to these potential 
entities are other actual entities from which the former are generated; for the 
actually existent is always generated from the potentially existent by 
something which is actually existent….99 

Here is Aristotle’s argument that actuality is prior to potentiality in time. The chicken 

comes before the egg; the species is prior to the individual.100 Aristotle here makes 

clear the relationship of the seed, not only to the corn plant which will grow from it 

(descendent), but also to the corn plant which produced it (antecedent). 

For seed comes from prior creatures which are perfect, and that which is first 
is not the seed but the perfect creature.101 

In summary, in Aristotle the term σπέρμα is again comprehensive, used for the seeds 

of all genera, whether plants, animals or humans. Each seed produces its own kind of 

body. In the Physics and the Metaphysics, Aristotle points to seeds as a demonstration 

of continuity through change, continuity which is fundamental to his ontology. The 

seed is a programmatic vehicle for continuity in generation: it contains the form of 

the thing which will come to be out of it, and hence guarantees the continuity of the 

species, which are the substances of being. Seeds are potentially ‘such-and-such a 

body’. Therefore, the seed and the plant may bear the same name, since they are the 

same substance. This is most clear where Aristotle consciously uses a crop-seed-crop 

progression to illustrate his point that the potential is preceded by the actual.102  

                                                        

99 Metaph. 9.8, 1049b. Cf. Metaph. 9.8, 1050a; 7.8, 1033b-1034a. 
100 Melsen, From Atomos to Atom, 33. 
101 Metaph. 12.7, 1072b. Cf. Metaph. 14.7, 1092a. 
102 Metaph. 9.8, 1049b. In Teodorsson’s interpretation of Anaxagoras’ σπέρματα (see §3.2.1), the 
σπέρματα function as programs which produce forms in things. For Teodorsson (Anaxagoras’ Theory of 
Matter, 90), their abstract qualities are stressed by Anaxagoras because they are almost forms, akin to 
the ειδη of Aristotle. Like nous, they are perhaps semi-incorporeal entities, able to straddle the divide 
between the corporeal and incorporeal. There is then a certain proximity to Aristotle’s thought in the 
Metaphysics, where the seed contains the form potentially. Teodorsson concludes (ibid., 91) that it is 
entirely possible that Anaxagoras’ own theory of matter, and especially his σπέρματα, may have 
inspired Aristotle in his development of his own abstract concepts of form. 
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3.4 Seeds in Philo of Alexandria 

Philo of Alexandria, Paul’s contemporary, demonstrates in his writings an awareness 

of contemporary philosophical understandings of seeds and their role in 

cosmological theory. Philo makes frequent reference to the Stoic λόγοι 

σπερματικοὶ.103 He also refers to the Stoic notion of the world growing from a seed of 

fire.104 Philo, objecting to Chryssipus’ view that the conflagration itself produces this 

seed, writes ‘none of them lesser or greater even when destroyed pass into the 

condition of producing seed.’105 

Philo echoes the Stoic λόγοι σπερματικοὶ when he describes the creative activity of 

God in commanding the earth to produce fruits, which were not only food but were 

also the vehicle for the propagation of each kind of plant. The fruit of trees and plants 

contain σπερματικὰς οὐσίας, which in turn contain the principles (λόγοι) of each 

species.106 Philo links the seminal power found in nature with the Immanent Logos. 

For example, Philo ascribes the singular form σπερματικὴ οὐσία to the Immanent 

Logos as the seminal essence.107 The Logos is described by Philo as the σπερματικὸς 

καὶ τεχνικός θεῖός λόγος, or ‘the seminal and artistic divine Logos’.108 In this way, 

Philo associates these λόγοι not with god, as in the Stoic conception, but with the 

Immanent Logos. The λόγοι, and therefore the Logos, ensure the continuation of the 

laws of nature, including the propagation of species. The influence of Stoicism, and 

of the broader background of seeds in cosmology, is clear. Relevant here are Philo’s 

three laws of nature, the third of which is the law of the perpetuity of the species.109 

This law reflects the emphasis of Aristotle. In Philo, it is the Immanent Logos that has 

                                                        

103 Philo Aet. 85, 93. In the former case, Philo uses ὁ σπερματικὸς. 
104 Aet. 94, 99. This is a similar view to that held by the Pythagoreans. In Aet. 99, Philo similarly refers 
to τὴν σπερματικὴν ἀρχὴν being invalidated if the σπέρμα of the world was left without nutriment 
after the conflagration. 
105 Aet. 95, trans. Yonge. Philo argues that if the world is being likened to a plant or animal, these things 
can never be rendered down by a conflagration to produce a seed for regeneration. 
106 Opif. 43. The seeds are referred to by Philo as σπερματικὰς οὐσίας, which Harry Wolfson translates 
as ‘seminal essences’ (Philo: Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, Structure 
and Growth of Philosophic Systems from Plato to Spinoza 1 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1947), 342). 
107 QE 68. 
108 Her. 119. 
109 Wolfson, Philo, 332f. 
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a role in maintaining these laws and the λόγοι within the seeds seem to be an 

expression of this. 110 

As in Aristotle, in Philo σπέρμα is a comprehensive term embracing the generation of 

both plants and animals.111 His argument displays an Aristotelian teleological 

emphasis: a seed grows until it achieves its purpose of producing the fully-formed 

entity (παντελους τελειώσεως).112 Like Aristotle, he likens a seed to an embryo 

employing a specifically Aristotelian term, ὁχευμα.113 

Perhaps one of the clearest allusions to Aristotle is also found in De opificio mundi. 

For God thought fit to endue nature with a long duration, making the races 
(τὰ γένη, the genera) that he was creating immortal, and giving them a 
participation in eternity. On which account he led on and hastened the 
beginning towards the end, and caused the end to turn backwards to the 
beginning: for from plants comes fruit, as the end might come from the 
beginning; and from the fruit comes the seed (σπέρμα), which again contains 
the plant within itself, so that a fresh beginning may come from the end.114 

There are clear Aristotelian parallels here, especially in the phrase ‘the seed, which 

again contains the plant within itself.’ The emphasis on the cyclical pattern of life 

within which the seed plays the role of turning the end back to the beginning is, as 

will be demonstrated below, similar to Paul’s own use of the example of the cereal 

crops (1 Cor. 15:36-38). For Philo, this cyclical pattern also applies to the human 

race.115 

References and parallels to the Presocratic philosophers can also be found in Philo’s 

works. Philo refers to Anaxagoras and evokes the theory that the seeds of all things 

come down to earth from the air.116 He recalls Epicurus’ statement of origins – 

‘nothing comes into being from what is not’ – and also Lucretius.117 Lucretius’ idea of 

seeds ‘replenishing wasted worlds’ finds a parallel in Philo’s description of Noah’s 

                                                        

110 Ibid., 343. 
111 Aet. 97, 100. 
112 Aet, 100. Cf. Leg 2.37. 
113 Aet. 96. 
114 Opi. 44, trans. Yonge. 
115 Aet. 69. 
116 Gig. 11; Aet. 4. 
117 Lucretius’ conjecture ‘suppose all sprang from all things… Men from the sea might rise’ is evoked in 
Aet. 61. Cf. §3.2.2 above. 
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gathering of the different species of animal on the ark.118 When Philo addresses the 

destruction of the world at the time of Noah, seeds are seen as a way in which the 

existing order of life will be preserved through the judgement of God. This is because 

God is not forgetful of his original design.119 

Philo’s use and awareness of seeds provides important background to the 

interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15, suggesting that Paul would also have been aware 

of this important philosophical motif. 

3.5 Summary of Seeds in Graeco-Roman Philosophy 

In the preceding sections, our examination of seeds has encompassed their 

appearance in cosmological, biological and ontological theories. In Anaxagoras, seeds 

are eternal, fundamental, ontological entities. They help to make change intelligible, 

especially from the perspective of structure or form. Seeds can function in botanic 

and zoological arenas, and also perhaps in the arena of cosmology proper. Most 

importantly, they are programmatic in their function. This Anaxagorean vision for 

the function of seeds continues in other strands of philosophy. In the Epicurean 

tradition, seeds are again programmatic entities, ensuring continuity of structure 

and form across all types of bodies, both organic and inorganic. In Plato, the role and 

conception of seeds is different to the Presocratic traditions. Their place in cosmology 

is less prominent. However, when seeds appear in Plato’s theories, they are again 

programmatic, and this quality is coupled with an emphasis on differentiation. In 

Stoicism, seeds again attain a fundamental cosmological role, displaying the familiar 

emphases on comprehensivity, generation and programmatic replication of form. In 

Aristotle, these qualities of seeds are developed and incorporated into theories of 

change and generation. Differentiation is emphasised: each seed produces its own 

kind of body. Seeds ensure continuity of the forms of species through the change of 

death, forms which are the basic ontological categories of existence. 

                                                        

118 Mos. 2.60. 
119 Qge 2.14-15. 
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The common elements in these theories are that seeds are conceived of as 

comprehensive, programmatic, preserving form through change (whether death, 

generational transition, or cosmic destruction). This background is essential for the 

interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15. Just as Philo was aware of this philosophical 

background, it is entirely appropriate to assume that Paul was also familiar with it, 

particularly when we analyse how Paul uses seeds within his own argument. 

3.6 Paul’s Seeds Against their Ancient Background 

The seed material in 1 Corinthians 15 is found in two sections (vv.36b-38 and vv. 42b-

44) forming an inclusio around the cosmological material of vv.39-42a. Most 

interpreters understand Paul to be establishing a metaphor by analogy in vv.36b-38, 

whereby seeds and plants are used to speak about the human body in death and 

resurrection respectively.120 For example, Martin sums up the content of vv.36-38 in 

this way: 

…Paul does not answer the question [of v.35]: he merely argues that the 
resurrected body will be very different from the pre-resurrected body, like a 
flower compared to its seed.121 

The widespread incidence of cremation in Corinth presents a problem for this view, 

as has been noted. One justification often cited for this metaphorical reading of these 

verses is Paul’s description of the seed as naked (γυμνός), which is seen as necessarily 

being a metaphorical reference to the human body.122 The metaphor is then 

understood as being further developed in vv.42b-44, with these couplets contrasting 

the human body in burial or resurrection (or in mortal life and eschatological life).123 

The upshot of this approach is that Paul is construed as portraying the ‘total 

                                                        

120 See, for example, Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 344; Albert V Garcilazo, The Corinthian 
Dissenters and the Stoics (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), 164–5; Boer, The Defeat of Death, 130; Thiselton, The 
First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1264; Jonathan Worthington, “The Beginning and Before: Interpreting 
creation in Paul and Philo” (Unpublished PhD Thesis, Durham University, 2010), 140–43. 
121 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 125. 
122 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 344; Boer, The Defeat of Death, 130; Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 
588; Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 802; Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the 
Apostle Paul, 27. See also BDAG 1696. 
123 See §5.3.1 below. 
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dissimilarity’124 of the resurrected body and familiar body. Thus, Thiselton writes that 

‘no human mind can predict or conceive the shape or form of the as-yet-unseen σῶμα of the 

resurrection.’125 As was noted in the Introduction to this study, this is actually the 

logical conclusion of this approach to vv.36-38. Thus, commenting on v.44b and its 

role in Paul’s argument for a bodily eschatological existence, Wedderburn cogently 

and honestly assesses the implications of this approach for the interpretation of 

vv.36-43 as a whole: 

[I]f Paul regards this as the climax of his argument, he is mistaken; if anything 
the argument so far could be better employed to prove the contrary, namely that 
if the present state is a bodily one, we should expect something different in 
the coming state; all his stress hitherto has been on the difference between the two 
states and there has been little to prepare us for the introduction of this 
element of continuity.126 

Wedderburn is not the only interpreter to express doubt about the effectiveness of 

Paul’s argument for a bodily eschatological existence. Burton Mack expresses similar 

doubts: ‘The problem (with the sowing metaphor) was that it also did not exactly fit 

the issue of resurrection.’127 Mack sees Paul as having to ‘make it fit’. Pheme Perkins 

writes that ‘Paul recognizes that his seed analogy is flawed.’128 Songe-Møller’s 

assessment of Paul’s argument presents serious doubts over whether this 

metaphorical reading of Paul’s seed material can possibly be correct. 

This way of describing the relationship between before and after death is not 
only contrary to mythological thinking, but also to Platonic and Aristotelian 
thought, where we also find, at least indirectly, the image of the seed: 
according to Platonic thinking, the seed of a man secures his physical 
continuity after death, since the seed contains a new “himself”, and according 
to Aristotelian thinking, the seed is potentially the same kind of being as that 
from which the seed originally came. Both Plato and Aristotle refer to the seed 
in order to stress the continuity of the race between the generations, whereas 

                                                        

124 Boer, The Defeat of Death, 130. 
125 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1265–6, italics original. 
126 A. J. M. Wedderburn, Adam and Christ: An Investigation into the Background of 1 Corinthians XV and Romans 
V 12-21 (University of Cambridge: Unpublished PhD Thesis, 1970), 181, emphasis added. 
127 Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament, 58. 
128 Perkins, First Corinthians, 187. 
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the function of Paul's image of the seed seems to be a disruption within the 
individual before and after death.129 

Jeffrey Asher is somewhat of a lone voice in challenging this common, metaphorical 

reading. In Asher’s view, the first section is not a metaphor at all, but merely provides 

an example or illustration of the creative power of God.130 Asher is, at least in part, 

correct. As will be demonstrated, the metaphor is only established in vv.42b-44. 

However, even there it is not a metaphor of human burial and resurrection, but has a 

cosmological scope.131  

The purpose of the seed material as a whole cannot be properly discerned without 

understanding the full structure of the inclusio noted above. This is in part because 

the centre of the inclusio – the cosmological material on flesh, bodies and glory – is 

intimately connected to Paul’s use of σπέρματα in v.38.132 In fact, this cosmological 

material sets the scope and vista for the inclusio as a whole. Therefore, in Chapters 4 

and 5 the second and third parts of the inclusio are examined, and the full purpose of 

Paul’s material in v.36-44 is finally disclosed. 

The first step, in the remainder of this chapter, is to examine the first part of the 

inclusio (vv.36-38). In these verses the phrase ὃ σπείρεις occurs twice as Paul 

introduces an agricultural example into his argument. The referent of this phrase is 

usually taken as being the seed that is cast onto the ground in the act of sowing. 

However, there are two serious obstacles to such an understanding. The first arises 

from a comparison with contemporary understandings of seeds. The second arises 

from the text itself.  

                                                        

129 Songe-Møller, “‘With What Kind of Body Will They Come?’ Metamorphosis and the Concept of 
Change: From Platonic Thinking to Paul’s Notion of the Resurrection of the Dead,” 116, emphasis 
original. 
130 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 80; Jeffrey R. Asher, “Speiretai: anthropogenic metaphor 
in 1 Corinthians 15:42-44,” JBL 120:1 (March 1, 2001): 107–9. Asher is followed by John W. Yates, The 
Spirit and Creation in Paul (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 91.  
131 See §5.3.1. 
132 This material is examined in Chapter 4. 
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3.6.1 Plants, Death and Seeds in the Roman World 

Existing interpretations of vv.36-38 encounter a significant problem when they are 

placed against the background of ancient understandings of botanical seeds. If ὃ 

σπείρεις refers to the seed, then Paul is portraying the seed as dying when it is 

planted. Paul is then displaying a ‘striking’ and ‘rather unusual’ understanding of 

seeds which is in conflict with ancient views on entelechy and the mechanisms of 

germinating seeds.133 Aristotle, Theophrastus and Pliny are some of the key witnesses 

to these ancient understandings of plants. 

For Aristotle, seeds are living.134 Aristotle observes that the generation of plants 

occurs from the middle of the seed, and that seeds themselves contain the ‘first 

principle’ of their own growth, sending out both root and shoot.135 Once the root is in 

contact with the soil, the seed itself initiates change: ‘the seed is the cause of change 

or stasis’.136 The change that is initiated is passing of material to the seed from the soil 

to ensure the continued growth of the plant.137 

Theophrastus does not describe seeds as dying, but rather describes seeds as being 

vigorous, supplying life to the plant they produce.138 When the language of death or 

decay is applied to seeds by Theophrastus, it is in the context of their destruction, 

such that they are unable to produce any growth at all.139 This might be because they 

are damaged, for example by planting in soil which is too wet.140 If seeds are left 

unplanted, they can rot and this is described as decay.141 Again, if seeds are exposed 

to fire they perish, becoming infertile.142 Where Theophrastus does describe 

biological death with respect to plants is in the death of the plant itself and, in the 

case of cereals, the death of the plant begins to occur as the grain ripens. It is 

important to note that Theophrastus routinely describes some seeds as naked, as part 

                                                        

133 Wedderburn, Beyond Resurrection, 146. 
134 Aristotle, Resp. 17. 
135 Juv. Sen. 3, 468b; Gen. an. 2.4, 739b. 
136 Phys. 2.3, 195a. Cf. Metaph. 5, 1013b, 7.7, 1032a. 
137 Gen. an. 2.4, 739b-740a. 
138 Theophrastus, Hist. Plant. 1.55.  
139 Hist. Plant. 6.65. 
140 Hist. Plant. 1.79; 2.145; 8.177, 181-183. Cf. Pliny, Nat. Hist. 12.14. 
141 Hist. Plant. 8.207. Cf. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 7.159; Philo, Contempl. 1.62.  
142 Hist. Plant. 8.211. 
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of his straightforward biological descriptions.143 Thus to describe a grain of wheat 

removed from the ear and its husk as naked would be entirely appropriate from a 

botanical point of view, especially in an agricultural context.144 It is frequently argued 

that in describing the seed as naked (γυμνὸς κόκκος) Paul is using unusual language 

and therefore must be establishing a metaphorical association between the seed and 

the human body.145 This is clearly not the case. Similarly, Paul’s use of σῶμα in v.37 

and v.38a is often seen as unusual and therefore similarly understood as part of a 

tensive metaphor, evoking the human body.146 However, plants are described as 

having bodies in the descriptions of ancient natural philosophy.147 

Pliny also does not utilise the language of death when describing the sowing and 

germination of grains. Grains rather receive nutriment – something which a dead 

entity cannot – and then throw out both root and shoot.148 Pliny only describes sterile 

or rotten seeds as ‘dead’.149 Seeds that fall to the ground do not die, but rather ‘revive’ 

again.150 Rather, as in Theophrastus, it is plants that die.151 In many cases, this happens 

after producing seed. This is clear in Pliny in his description of onions, one species of 

which rots rapidly when ripe: ‘it throws out a long stalk, runs rapidly to seed, and 

dies.’152  

Jewish texts do not speak of the death of seeds in the context of sowing and 

germination, but do speak of the ruining or withering of plants or crops. For example, 

in Exodus 9:31 it is certain crops that are struck down or ruined in the plague of hail 

in Egypt. In Joel 1:17 (LXX) it is the corn crop that has withered due to draught, 

                                                        

143 Hist. Plant. 1.79-81; 6.77; 8.163-165. Cereal seeds (and seeds of herbs) are naked, as opposed to seeds 
of trees or those in pods.  
144 This contradicts Conzelmann’s view that the description ‘naked’ or ‘bare’ ‘does not suit a seed at all’ 
(1 Corinthians, 281). Cf. Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 588. 
145 Those who argue that the ‘naked’ seed represents the deceased body have another problem: the 
seed is ‘naked’ before it is planted and ‘dies’. See Petra Von Gemunden, Vegetationsmetaphorik Im Neuen 
Testament Und Seiner Umwelt: Eine Bildfelduntersuchung (Göttingen: Vandehoeck & Ruprecht, 1993), 
303n.87. 
146 Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 588; Collins, First Corinthians, 564, 566; Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 781. 
Thiselton (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1264) speaks of the tensive metaphor in terms of the work 
of Ricouer. 
147 Theophrastus, Hist. Plant. 1.15; 1.53; 4.347. Aristotle, De an. 2.1, 412a-412b. See also BDAG 7216.3. 
148 Pliny Nat. Hist. 18.10. 
149 Nat. Hist. 12.14. Cf. 18.44. 
150 Nat. Hist. 17.10. 
151 Nat. Hist. 22.30; 25.62; 27.8; 27.35. 
152 Nat. Hist. 19.32. 
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although in the early part of the verse in the Masoretic Text it seems to be planted 

seeds that have shrivelled.153 Here the shrivelling of seeds is not associated with 

growth, but with a failure to grow.  

The ancient authors therefore present a unified portrayal: a dead seed will not 

grow.154 The problematic nature of Paul’s description of a dying seed is recognised by 

John Chrysostom. In his Homilies on First Corinthians, he circumnavigates the difficulty 

by suggesting that Paul is using terms more suited to our own bodies than to seed, i.e. 

‘it is given life’ rather than ‘it grows’; ‘it dies’ rather than ‘it is dissolved’.155 That 

Chrysostom recognised that ‘dies’ is not a term properly belonging to seeds is 

especially significant.156 Here in early interpretation we find a move to an ‘analogical’ 

reading driven by apparent difficulties in Paul’s language. 

One further feature of v.36 must be noted. If ὃ σπείρεις refers to the seed, Paul does 

not merely propose that a seed dies, but also that the seed is given life after it has 

died.157 His view would then appear to be of a kind of seed resuscitation. This is more 

than a little awkward when set against the Graeco-Roman background. To portray a 

seed as dying is unusual, but to also argue that the dead seed is then given life again 

produces even greater difficulties. 

Some interpreters propose that Paul adopts a primitive view of the death and ‘coming 

to life’ of seeds, which was supposedly common in the ancient world.158 Evidence for 

such a primitive view is scant.159 Seeds are used in analogies to death and resurrection 

                                                        

153 The meaning of the clause is disputed. 
154 BDAG (924.1.a.β) attempts to circumnavigate this problem by suggesting that ἀποθνῄσκω here 
carries the meaning of ‘decay’ and is only ‘called dying’ because it is part of a metaphor. This may well 
be the case in John 12:24, but is not the case here. The idea of decay is adequately communicated by 
Paul in v.42 by the concept of φθορά. 
155 John Chrysostom, Homilies on 1 Corinthians 41. 
156 In the late 19th century, patristics scholar Rev. W. Moore wrote, ‘[T]his comparison (a reference to 
John 12:24) in S. Paul becomes a similitude rather than an analogy. With him the lifeless body is set over 
against the life-containing corn; he does not compare the lifeless body with the lifeless corn: because 
out of the latter no stalk and ear would ever grow,’ Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds., Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, 2 (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1995), 5:466n.5, emphasis added. 
157 Note that Paul does not, according to this understanding, write that the plant is given life here. 
158 Johannes Weiss, Der Erste Korintherbrief (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1977), 368; 
Witherington, Conflict and Community in Corinth, 307; William D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism: Some 
Rabbinic Elements in Pauline Theology (London: SPCK, 1970), 305–8. 
159 Gemunden (Gemunden, Vegetationsmetaphorik, 206), who describes the idea as ‘in der Antike ein 
gelaüfiger Topos’, can only appeal to later Jewish texts and to a Plutarch fragment: ‘ψυμνὸν σπείρειν, 
strip to sow’ (Fr.60). Wedderburn (Beyond Resurrection, 283n.346) cites another Plutarch fragment 
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in later Jewish and Christian texts, but this does not constitute evidence for such a 

primitive view. John 12:24 is often used as evidence to support a metaphorical reading 

in 1 Corinthians 15.160  

Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, 
it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.161 

Whilst the semantic parallels in this dominical saying might suggest a comparison 

(wheat is used in both, something dies in both), there are also fundamental 

differences. In John 12, the κόκκος itself is described as falling to the ground and then 

dying.162 The multiplying of κόκκοι following the germination of the individual 

κόκκος is the key point. The essential point of contact between the target and source 

of the metaphor (the pivot on which the metaphor functions) is the repeated 

ἀποθάνῃ. The subject is the impending death of Jesus; this is clear from the context. 

The κόκκος is Jesus, who himself will die; the καρπός, the soteriological results of his 

death. There is no implication of resurrection and the saying is rather about Jesus’ 

death and its fruits in the community formed by it.163 The force of the metaphor is in 

illustrating the fruitfulness and increase that can come from death.164 Jesus’ metaphor 

may very well have been striking to Galilean farmers. They would observe the same 

vigorous roots and shoots emerging from seeds as did the Greek and Roman authors. 

The power of the metaphor in John 12 may reside in the dissonance between 

observation and the description of a seed as ‘dying’. Therefore, the imagery is driven 

just as much by the target (Jesus’ death), as by the source (a seed). 

In 1 Corinthians 15, the metaphor is different in several important respects.165 First, 

although there is an emphasis on death, there is no emphasis on fruitfulness. Rather, 

                                                        

associated with Works and Days: ‘τὸ μὲν γὰρ σπέρμα δεῖ καταβληθὲν κρυφθῆναι πρῶτον εἴσω τῆς γῆς 
καὶ σαπῆναι καὶ οὕτως ἑαυτοῦ διαδοῦναι τὴν δύναμιν εἰς τὴν περικρύψασαν = the seed, after being 
cast on the ground, needs first to be hidden in the earth and to rot and then to transfer its power into 
the earth’ (Fr.104). The former citation adds no support to this view at all, being a reference to the 
stripping of the husk from the grain before sowing. The latter speaks of the decay of a vivifying seed, 
not the death of the seed. 
160 BDAG (924.1.a.β) links 1 Cor 15:36 with John 12:24. 
161 John 12:24 ESV. 
162 Gk: ὁ κόκκος τοῦ σίτου. 
163 Gemunden, Vegetationsmetaphorik, 205, 207. 
164 The same conclusion is reached by Asher (Asher, “Speiretai,” 107). 
165 Many interpreters desire to draw parallels, but do not take account of the critical differences: see 
for example, C. K Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John, 2nd Ed. (London: SPCK, 1978), 352. 
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the reference to death is coupled with the idea that death is no obstacle to life being 

given (v.36). Second, the whole tenor of Paul’s argument in these verses evokes not 

the germination of a single seed, but the cycle of life and death which is observed in 

the life of crops (whether a wheat crop or one of the others).166 This is examined 

further below. Third, and perhaps most significantly, v.36 must be considered within, 

not apart from, the context of vv.36-38, which clearly forms an argumentative unit. 

As has been pointed out above, if v.38 is indeed the crux that Paul is working towards, 

then v.36 is merely the beginning of a progressive argument. Any limited comparison 

of v.36, divorced from this context, with the tightly circumscribed logion of John 

12:24 is mistaken precisely because v.36 cannot be isolated in this manner.167  

In summary, an understanding of planting and growth that includes the death of seeds 

would have seemed highly unusual, perhaps even simplistic, to the Syncretisers. 

Some interpreters argue that Paul would have been unaware of the mechanism of 

germinating seeds. Alternatively, it is possible that Paul knows that he is departing 

from the common understanding, in order to facilitate an analogy between the 

sowing and germination of a seed and the death and resurrection of a human body. 

However, given Paul’s aim in addressing the Syncretisers, and given his focussed 

cosmological argument in vv.39-41, such explanations not only seem unlikely, but do 

not yield a coherent reading of vv.36-44. It was noted above that Philo argued that 

the use of σπέρμα in Stoic cosmology properly ought to correspond to a biological 

understanding of σπέρματα.168 In addressing a philosophically literate audience, Paul 

would strive for the same correspondence in his argument. 

                                                        

Fundamental differences to Paul’s seed material can also be noted in two Rabbinic texts where seed 
analogies are used, Pirqe R. El. 33 and b. Sanh. 90b. See Asher, “Speiretai,” 107. 
166 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 281. 
167 The danger in isolating verses is also seen in the case of 1 Clement 24-25 – see §3.6.3. 
168 See §3.4. Cf. Philo Aet. 100-102. 
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3.6.2 Metonymy and the Referent of ὃ σπείρεις 

The second problem with understanding ὃ σπείρεις as a reference to a seed arises 

from the text itself. Paul uses ὃ σπείρεις twice: the occurrence in v.36 is paralleled by 

another in v.37.169 The syntax is unusual and a quite literal translation yields: 

1. That which you yourself sow (σὺ ὃ σπείρεις) 
 it is not given life 
 unless it dies 

And 
2. That which you sow (ὃ σπείρεις) 
 You do not sow the body that will be 
 but a naked grain, perhaps of wheat or one of the others. 

If in Paul’s mind ὃ σπείρεις means a seed, then the syntax of the first part of the 

parallelism is unproblematic – even if the ‘seed resuscitation’ which it implies is 

difficult to sustain, as was seen above. However, the second part of this parallelism 

becomes somewhat opaque, even prosaic. It states somewhat awkwardly that the 

seed that is sown is not a plant, but a seed. This would be singularly unimpressive to 

the Syncretisers and would stand out within Paul’s carefully crafted rhetoric in the 

chapter. Thiselton’s appraisal that ‘the grammar and syntax do not flow smoothly,’ 

ought to give pause.170 

There is another possibility for the referent of ὃ σπείρεις, one that is offered by 

recognising ὃ σπείρεις as a metonym. There are three subjects represented within the 

parallelism of vv.36b-37: A – that which is sown (ὃ σπείρεις); B – the plant (τὸ σῶμα 

τὸ γενησόμενον); and, C – the seed (γυμνὸς κόκκος). The parallel structure of the 

verses may therefore be represented as follows:  

ὃ σπείρεις (A): 
 A is not made alive 
 Unless A dies 
And  
ὃ σπείρεις (A): 
 You do not sow B 
 But (you do sow) C 

                                                        

169 Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 781. 
170 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1264. Cf. Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 780, who writes: 
‘The two clauses are especially awkward’. 
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The first part of the parallelism is clear enough: A is given life if A dies. The entity A 

can both be given life and die. In the second part of the parallelism, both B and C are 

most readily identified not as A, but in relationship to A, perhaps as components of A. 

That is, the entity A incorporates both B and C. In v.37, a solution is offered to the 

question of the identity of A. The entity C, the γυμνὸς κόκκος (naked grain) is 

identified as belonging to a broader category:  

…a naked grain, perhaps of wheat, or one of the others.171 

The broader category is the particular crop that has been sown. The γυμνὸς κόκκος 

is ‘of wheat’ (σίτου) or perhaps some other crop.172 Therefore, ὃ σπείρεις (A) may be 

understood as a reference to the type of crop that is sown (the genus, type or species). 

The term ὃ σπείρεις then functions as a synecdoche embracing both plant (B) and 

seed (C). The same synecdoche occurs in English. In the sentence, ‘The farmer is 

sowing wheat’, the object is a metonym, here standing for the seed. The same 

metonym in the sentence, ‘The farmer is harvesting wheat’ refers to the grain. ‘The 

field contains wheat’ refers to the plant. Wheat is the crop that is sown and that may 

also die, or be harvested, or be eaten. The words of Aristotle can be recalled ‘…that 

from which the seed comes has in some sense the same name as the product.’173 It is 

true to say that an acorn is an oak (or that a wheat-seed is a wheat-plant), as well as 

also being true to say that it is not. The acorn is an oak in potential.174 

In the ancient literature we find the same synecdochic use of plant names. Pliny 

describes the sowing of various grains and seeds in his Natural History. The various 

cereals (frumenti) are sown and it is simply the frumenti (not the seeds of the frumenti) 

that are said to be sown, encompassing wheat, barley, millet and others.175 Thus, Pliny 

can write, ‘Of all the cereals that are sown, the first is barley.’176 The name of the crop 

is also the name of what is sown. The metonymy both of ‘barley’ and of ‘crop’ is clearly 

exhibited in the following quotation from Pliny.  

                                                        

171 1 Cor 15:37b. 
172 This is brought out in the NLT of v.37b: ‘…of wheat, or whatever you are planting.’ 
173 Aristotle, Metaph. 7.9, 1034a-b. 
174 Melsen, From Atomos to Atom, 33–34. 
175 Pliny, Nat. Hist. 18.16. 
176 Nat. Hist. 18.13. 
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…after reaping the barley that has been sown at the ordinary time, and 
gathering it in, they immediately sow a fresh crop, and reap it at the same 
time as the other corn.177 

Pliny also describes barley as appearing above the ground seven days after its 

sowing.178 Barley is sown; barley appears. Barley is both sown and gathered. ‘Barley’ 

functions as a synecdoche. Each stage and form of the life-cycle of the cereal plant is 

represented by the name of that crop. In a similar vein, Pliny’s use of ‘grain’ (granum) 

to describe the cereal crops functions as a metonym. ‘Grain’ can be sown, but also has 

a thick or thin stalk, and ‘grain’ is also the resulting harvest, used to make bread.179 In 

describing various types of wheat, Pliny writes that ‘certain species of wheat are only 

sown to make fodder’.180 The degree of metonymy is illustrated by the fact that the 

name of the crop is the object of actions such as sowing, cutting and threshing.181 For 

Pliny, as for Paul, ‘wheat’ is a synecdoche encompassing the seed and the plant, 

together with the grain which the harvest produces.182 This type of metonymy is fairly 

common in Pliny’s descriptions.183 It is also found in Theophrastus.184 

In Cicero’s Against Verres, the sowing and harvesting of wheat is described. Cicero 

writes that the quantity of wheat that is sown (tritici seritur) is in accordance with the 

allowance of seed. Here, ‘wheat’ represents the seed by metonymy. In Cicero’s 

description of wheat, the crop (fructus) of wheat includes both the seed (granum) and 

the stalk or chaff (palea).185 Xenophon has Socrates and Ischomachus discussing how 

the nature of soil dictates the crops that can be sown. Through observing what crops 

others are growing, the nature of the soil can be deduced and the best yield produced 

‘by sowing and planting…the crops and trees that the land prefers.’186 Here, it is not 

the seed that is sown, but the crop. In Apollodorus’ Library, Ino’s subterfuge leads to 

the sabotage of the harvest of Nephele’s children. The earth is ‘sown with parched 

                                                        

177 Nat. Hist., 17.3, trans. Bostock and Riley. 
178 Nat. Hist. 18.17. 
179 Nat. Hist. 18.12. 
180 Nat. Hist. 18.10. 
181 Nat. Hist. 18.10. Another clear example is found in 18.12: ‘three months after it is sown, this wheat is 
ready for cutting,’ trans. Bostock and Riley. 
182 Nat. Hist. 18.10,12,18. 
183 Nat. Hist. 2.98; 13.47; 15.1; 17.3,35,47; 18.12,18,22,30,31,35,37,39,41,46,50,51,52,55,56,etc. 
184 Theophrastus, Hist. Plant. 8.143-145. 
185 Cicero, Ver. 2.3.112-114. 
186 Xenophon, Oec. 16.3, trans. Marchant. 
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wheat’, and thus the harvest does not appear.187 Strabo, citing Eratosthenes, describes 

the agriculture of India where flax, millet, wheat, barley and other crops are sown 

(σπείρεται).188  

The same metonymy is also seen in the Septuagint. Seed is sown,189 but so are cumin, 

wheat, barley, millet and spelt.190 Wheat is harvested, threshed and is a foodstuff.191 

‘Wheat’ is again functioning as a synecdoche, encompassing seed, plant and 

harvested grain. In Isaiah 28:25, ‘wheat’ has this metonymic scope (as with the other 

crops mentioned). Again, the scope of the metonym is best summarised by the idea 

of a ‘crop’. A crop is sown, harvested and threshed.192 

3.6.3 Paul’s Agricultural Example 

If ὃ σπείρεις is understood as a metonymic reference to the crop that is sown, then a 

more coherent reading of vv.36b-38 emerges.193 The conundrum of Paul’s language is 

resolved if Paul is not referring in vv.36-37 to the sowing and germination of 

individual seeds, but rather to the familiar life cycle of cereal crops.194 Hence, in the 

case of wheat, ὃ σπείρεις is wheat. Paul’s argument might be paraphrased as follows, 

to bring out his meaning, taking his example of wheat explicitly: 

 

                                                        

187 Apollodorus, Library 1.9.1, trans. Frazer. In the Greek, the earth receives the wheat, rather than the 
wheat being sown into the earth (γῆ δὲ πεφρυγμένους πυροὺς δεχομένη καρποὺς ἐτησίους οὐκ 
ἀνεδίδου), but the import is the same. 
188 Strabo, Geogr. 15.1.13. 
189 E.g. Lev 19:19; 26:16; Deut 11:10; 22:9; Jer 31:27. 
190 Is 28:25; Jer 12:13. 
191 Judg 6:11; 15:1; Ruth 2:23; 2 Sam 17:28; 1Kg 5:11, etc. The emphasis on the connection between sowing 
and reaping can be found in, e.g. 1 Esdras 4:6; Job 4:8; Ps 126:5; Prov 22:8; Hos 10:12. It is especially 
apparent in Is 37:30. 
192 Herodotus, Hist. 1.193 ‘[rain] nourishes the roots of the grain (σῖτος), but it is irrigation from the 
river that ripens the crop (λήιον) and brings the grain (σῖτος) to fullness,’ trans. Godley. Also in the 
Histories (5.92), the story of Periander has Thrasybulus walking with the herald through a sown field 
(ἄρουραν ἐσπαρμένην), walking through the crop (λήιον) and picking off the tallest ears of corn 
(ἄσταχυς). The same metonymy occurs in metaphor. For example, Plato (Laws 6, 777e) writes of sowing 
a crop of goodness (σπείρειν εἰς ἀρετῆς ἔκφυσιν). In Sophocles’ Ajax, Teucer says: ‘What a full crop of 
sorrows you have sown (ὅσας ἀνίας μοι κατασπείρας) for me in your death!’ (Ajax, 1005, trans. Jebb). 
193 Translations sometimes obscure this possibility. For example the translation of ὃ σπείρεις by ‘When 
you sow’ in Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 798. 
194 ‘Paul, it may be granted, used the natural cycle to illustrate the nature of the resurrection,’ 
Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection, 210. 
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When you sow wheat - 
 Wheat isn’t given life unless it dies 
And when you sow wheat - 
 You don’t sow the plant that is to come 
 But only a bare grain of wheat 

The life cycle of cereal crops to which Paul appeals would be familiar to the 

Corinthians,195 especially any land-owners amongst the wealthy, educated members 

of the Corinthian church.196 Hence, in v.36 the dying is not of a seed, but of the cereal 

crop as part of the natural cycle of planting, growth and harvesting. As in 

Theophrastus and Pliny, this is what has resulted in the grain being available to sow. 

Therefore, in v.37 ὃ σπείρεις encompasses two stages of the life of a crop: (i) τὸ σῶμα 

τὸ γενησόμενον and (ii) the γυμνὸς κόκκος. It is not the fully developed wheat plant 

that is sown. It is the simple grain itself. Both are included in the term ὃ σπείρεις. The 

cycle of planting, growth and harvest must be followed. This reading of vv.36-37 fully 

accords both with Graeco-Roman ideas about seeds and with the teleological 

emphasis seen in Aristotle and others. There is therefore no strange view here of ‘seed 

death’ or ‘seed resuscitation’. 

As noted above, descriptions of the death of plants are well-attested in the ancient 

literature.197 Xenοphon uses an illustration of a man who allowed his crop (καρπός) 

to ‘fall down again to the earth (εἰς τὴν γῆν πάλιν καταρρέω) ungathered’.198 In the 

case of a sown crop, this ‘falling down’ (literally, ‘flowing down’) is a reference to the 

eventual death of the wheat plants and the resultant falling back to the ground of the 

ears of wheat. The death of the wheat plant also follows the production of, and usually 

the harvesting of, the wheat ears themselves. Theophrastus writes that for all annual 

                                                        

195 The crop cycle was at the heart of the rites and mythology of the Ceres-Proserpina cult, (Jorunn 
Økland, “Ceres, Koph, and Cultural Complexity: Divine Personality Definitions and Human 
Worshippers in Roman Corinth,” in CIC, ed. Steven J. Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. 
Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 202–4, 212–15). 
196 Timothy E. Gregory, “Religion and Society in the Roman Eastern Corinthia,” in CIC, ed. Steven J. 
Friesen, Daniel N. Schowalter, and James C. Walters (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 440; David Gilman Romano, 
“Urban and Rural Planning in Roman Corinth,” in URRC, ed. Daniel Schowalter and Steven J. Friesen 
(Harvard University Press, 2005), 43–46. 
197 E.g. Theophrastus, Hist. Plant. 1.19; 3.199, 265; 4.407-413; Aristotle, Resp. 17. 
198 Xenophon, Cyr. 1.5.10, trans. Miller. 
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plants, ‘the end of their being is attained when the fruit is produced.’199 We have 

already noted Pliny’s similar description.200 

It is important to note that some of the early Church fathers appeal to the cyclical 

nature of life to explain the doctrine of resurrection. In 1 Clement, we find the future 

resurrection of humans set against the continuing cycles of renewal in nature. The 

peace and harmony of the universe are ensured by the government of God: the 

astronomical bodies continue in their courses ‘within their prescribed limits, and 

without any deviation’;201 the earth yields its harvest according to the seasons, ‘never 

hesitating, nor changing any of the ordinances which He has fixed.’202 It is this very 

stability and continuity in the created order which for Clement provides evidence of 

a future resurrection. There is continual resurrection in the created order, observed 

in the cycle of day and night and, significantly, in the cycle of sowing and reaping 

crops.203 The same appeal is made by Theophilus: the seasons, phases of the moon, 

days and nights all die and rise again. Again, significantly, the seeds and fruits of 

plants and trees also display this cycle and it is noteworthy that Theophilus explicitly 

points to wheat as an example.204 The repeated cycles of nature display that God is 

able to effect the resurrection of humans.205 Tertullian takes up similar arguments. In 

the lunar cycle, the ‘mirrors of the moon’ are re-adorned after waning; the repeated 

cycle of the seasons brings the regeneration of plants and the reproduction of seed; 

all of these things, show a pattern of destruction and renewal. Destruction occurs in 

order to guard and preserve. So, for Tertullian ‘all of creation is instinct with renewal. 

Whatever you may chance upon, has already existed; whatever you have lost, returns 

again without fail. All things return to their former state…’206 Although Tertullian 

understands Paul’s agricultural example as an analogy to the buried and raised 

human body, he emphasises the teleological aspect of seeds. In reference to v.37, he 

                                                        

199 Hist. Plants. 1,17. Cf. I.19; 6.65, 89. 
200 See §3.6.1. 
201 1 Clem. 20:3. 
202 1 Clem. 20:4. 
203 If 1 Clem. 24:5 is isolated from this context of cyclical continuity, it can easily be misinterpreted. It is 
important to note that Clement does not describe the death of a seed. 
204 Theophilus, To Autolycus 1.13. Cf. 1.14 (ANF 2.93). 
205 To Autolycus 1.13 (ANF 2.93). Theophilus also appeals to the healing of the human body after sickness 
as an example of the same principle. 
206 Tertullian, On the Resurrection 12 (ANF 3:553). 
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writes: ‘…if wheat be sown and dissolved into the ground, barley does not spring 

up.’207 

In vv.36-38, Paul begins his answer to the second of the questions in v.35: in what kind 

of body do the raised dead come? His first step is an appeal to the life cycle of 

agricultural crops. This example addresses death, the hiatus between one generation 

of a crop and the next. As Paul’s argument proceeds, it becomes clear that Paul 

emphasises that the hiatus of human death is no barrier to the resurrection of a 

largely familiar human body, just as the death of a wheat crop does not preclude the 

reappearance of wheat again. Therefore, in vv.36-37 Paul establishes two principles: 

(i) death is no barrier to continued life; and (ii), what comes after death is the same 

species or type as what preceded death. This second principle is cemented in v.38. 

Against the Syncretisers’ temptation to speculate about the type of body to be given 

in the resurrection (perhaps animal, or astral), Paul begins to construct an argument 

for continuity of types of bodies in the eschatological cosmos. 

3.6.4 As He Determined: Paul’s Teleology 

Paul’s purpose in vv.36b-37 cannot be fully discerned without reference to v.38a.208 

The statement ὁ δὲ θεὸς δίδωσιν αὐτῷ σῶμα καθὼς ἠθέλησεν is crucial. It contains 

the climax of this first movement of Paul’s argument. In v.38, the focus is still on the 

example of the cereal crops – Paul does not have in mind here human bodies of any 

kind, whether pre- or post-resurrection. The adversative δὲ connects the statement 

to what precedes. The clauses in opposition are: (i) you sow not the body that will be 

(v.37a); and, (ii) God gives to it a body as he has determined (v.38a). 

 
    You sow God gives 
 BUT 
not the body that will be a body as he has determined 

 

                                                        

207 On the Resurrection 52 (ANF 3:585). 
208 Burchard, “1 Korinther 15 39-41,” 238. 
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Paul still has in mind the wheat crop (or one of the others). So, he argues, when wheat 

is sown it is merely a grain or seed – but, God gives to that seed a wheat plant, as he 

determined. There are two related points that Paul is making here. First, the giving of 

the body (i.e. the growth of the wheat seed into the wheat plant) is due to the action 

of God: God gives. Paul’s focus on the action of God in giving the growth to the γυμνὸς 

κόκκος so that the fully-grown plant is produced is echoed in 1 Clement 24:5.209 This 

emphasis on the creative power of God is rightly stressed by several interpreters 

including, as noted above, Jeffrey Asher.210 However, Paul’s point is more specific: the 

body that is given has been determined at a prior time by God. The emphasis on present 

divine action is anchored to a very specific prior divine decree. Paul’s use of the phrase 

καθὼς ἠθέλησεν (‘just as he wished/determined’) is a reference to the original 

creative act of God.211 Thiselton makes an extremely important observation: the aorist 

in this context denotes ‘not as ‘he wills’ (according to his choice or liking) but in 

accordance with his past decree in creation, by which the propagation of life on earth 

was determined from the beginning…’212 Each plant created produces seed ‘according 

to its kind’.213 The wheat seed produces a wheat plant because that pattern has been 

decreed by God: ‘each kind of seed grows its own body; each is true to its nature.’214 

The section vv.36-38 can therefore be seen to strongly reflect the LXX of Gen 1:11,12 

where the grassy plant is brought forth ‘sowing seed according to its genus and to 

resemble it’ (σπεῖρον σπέρμα κατὰ γένος καὶ καθ᾽ ὁμοιότητα).215 In every case, the 

plant body that emerges from a seed conforms to the pattern of this 

                                                        

209 ‘Then out of its dissolution the mighty power of the providence of the Lord raises it up again, and 
from one seed many arise and bring forth fruit,’ 1 Clem. 24:5. 
210 Barth (along with others) sees here the central point of Paul’s entire argument, Barth, Resurrection 
of the Dead, 18. See also Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 80; Asher, “Speiretai,” 107–9. 
211 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1264; Ronald J. Sider, “The Pauline Conception of the 
Resurrection Body in I Corinthians XV. 35–54,” NTS 21:03 (1975): 432; Robertson and Plummer, A Critical 
and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St Paul to the Corinthians, 370; Ernest Bernard Allo, Le 
Première Épître aux Corinthiens, Études Bibliques (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1956), 422; Sider (“The Pauline 
Conception of the Resurrection Body in I Corinthians XV. 35–54,” 432n4) notes that the exact phrase 
καθὼς ἠθέλησεν is used in 1 Cor 12:18 to refer to God’s decree regarding the structure of the human 
body. 
212 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1264. 
213 Gen 1:11,12. Worthington, “The Beginning and Before,” 145; Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the 
Corinthians, 803; David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 729; Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 
589; Lenski, 1 and 2 Corinthians, 706–7. 
214 Lenski, 1 and 2 Corinthians, 706–7. 
215 The phrase καθὼς ἠθέλησεν can therefore be understood as a Pauline reflection of the LXX κατὰ 
γένος καὶ καθ᾽ ὁμοιότητα. 
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predetermination of God at creation. Paul’s emphasis is therefore not primarily on 

the creative power of God, but on the creative decree of God. 

The emphasis that the grain receives a body as God has determined follows immediately 

on Paul’s reference to different species of plants that are sown as crops. Wheat is 

mentioned explicitly, but ‘the others’ here refer to those crops commonly sown in 

the ancient Mediterranean: barley, millet, sesame and various legumes.216 Those who 

see an overwhelming emphasis on discontinuity in Paul’s argument fail to account 

for the prominence of the motif of a maintained pattern in nature. The body which 

each plant receives is pre-determined by God at creation. The grains of each plant 

produce other plants according to the genus and likeness of the original plant: wheat 

for wheat, barley for barley. This same emphasis has been noted above in ancient 

authors, and is entirely reflected in the programmatic role of seeds in cosmological 

theories. This is the very same observation as is made by Plutarch: 

There is also a sense in which it has been called ‘Nature,’ since by being 
multiplied into itself it ends in itself again. For even as Nature receives wheat 
in the form of seed and puts it to its use, and creates in the interim many 
shapes and forms through which she carries out the process of growth to its 
end, but, to crown all, displays wheat again…217 

What Plutarch calls the pattern of nature, Paul understands as the pattern established 

by God’s divine decree. The whole tenor of Paul’s argument is teleological. Death is 

no barrier to wheat being propagated to another generation of plants. Despite the 

fact that only seed remains after the death of the wheat plant, God will give to that 

seed a body (the grown plant) just the same as that which produced the seed. No 

random plant will grow; it is decreed by God that the seed will reproduce the wheat. This 

is the same principle which Paul uses (as the basis for an analogy) in Galatians 6:7: ‘for 

whatever a man sows, this he will also reap.’218 

In v.38b, Paul progresses his argument through introducing the cosmological 

material in the middle of the inclusio. Paul moves from a narrower consideration of 

                                                        

216 See Herodotus, Hist. 1.193; Pliny, Nat. Hist. 18.9. 
217 Plutarch, De E apud Delphos, 8; Cf. Theophrastus, Hist. Plant. 2.117. 
218 Cf. Matt 7:16; James 3:12. Interestingly, there is a striking reversal of this principle in Jer 12:13. In 
the oracle of the prophet the disruption of the natural order is a metaphor of judgement. 
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botanical grains (for which he has used the more usual κόκκος) to the broader, 

generic σπερμάτα.219 As has been clearly demonstrated above, in philosophy the term 

σπερμάτα was comprehensive, embracing botanical seeds but also zoological seed. In 

the material immediately following, Paul mentions humans, animals, birds and fish 

(v.39). This indicates that the transition from κόκκος to σπερμάτα in v.38b is not 

merely a stylistic variation. It serves to establish across every form of life, botanical 

and zoological (including anthropological), the principle illustrated by cereal crops. 

Therefore, ἑκάστῳ τῶν σπερμάτων refers to the categories of life (terrestrial and 

celestial) that Paul delineates in his taxonomy of the cosmos (vv.39-41).220 

Hence in v.38, Paul establishes two further principles: (i) the body that grows from a 

seed has been determined by God according to its kind, according to the pattern 

decreed by God in the beginning; and (ii) because of this, every species and genus of 

life grows from a seed, and each seed produces its own kind of body. Paul’s initial 

response to the question of v.35 is structured around these principles in v.38. 

A1. σῶμα καθὼς ἠθέλησεν 

Q. ποίῳ σώματι     

    A2. ἴδιον σῶμα 

Paul’s aim might be summarised as establishing a principle of teleological differentiation 

of bodies. In the familiar created world God gives a distinctive body (ἴδιον σῶμα), not 

only to the seeds of cereal crops, but also to every type of seed, whether of flora or 

fauna. With οὐ πᾶσα σὰρξ ἡ αὐτὴ σάρξ (v.39) Paul emphasises this very point.221 Bodies 

are not interchangeable; a seed cannot be given the body of another species or genus. 

Since in Greek and Roman philosophy σπερμάτα produce not only biological bodies, 

but are also cosmological (and especially cosmogonic) principles which play a part in 

                                                        

219 Collins (First Corinthians, 566) notes this transition, but does not detect any particular significance. 
220 Burchard writes: ‘Sondern er [Paul] will sagen, daß der Leib … der von Gott bei der Schöpfung für 
sie bestimmte und ihnen eigentümliche Leib ist, und zwar für sie als Art, wenn man so biologisch 
formulieren darf, nicht individuell für jeden einzelnen Auferweckten,’ (“1 Korinther 15 39-41,” 239). 
221 Whilst most ignore any connection between ἴδιον σῶμα and vv.39-41, it is noticed by Gemunden, 
Vegetationsmetaphorik, 301. 
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the production of other cosmological structures, including celestial bodies, they 

serve Paul’s purpose in the celestial (v.40) as well as the terrestrial realm. 

Thus, in vv.36-38 Paul is not arguing that ‘[i]t is foolish to try to figure out what kind 

of body we will have after the resurrection.’222 On the contrary, his assessment is that 

it is foolish not to realise that each form of life (ἑκάστῳ τῶν σπερμάτων) has an 

appropriate type of body (ἴδιον σῶμα) which has been pre-determined by God. 

3.6.5 Paul Among the Philosophers’ Seeds 

The survey with which this chapter began established that seeds were adopted in 

cosmological theory because of the widely-recognised attributes of biological seeds. 

The attributes which recommended seeds to the cosmologists were not only merely 

their generative qualities (although, for example in Parmenides and in 

Pythagoreanism, the generative power of seeds is foremost in cosmogony). The 

emphasis that appears again and again in relation to seeds in ancient philosophy is 

on their programmatic qualities, both in a comprehensive and differentiating sense. 

The parallels in Paul’s argument with the ancient philosophers are several. 

Paul’s metonymic use of ὃ σπείρεις reflects not only general use of crop names, but 

Aristotle’s emphasis on the seed having the same name as that which proceeds from 

it. Like Aristotle, in the cycle of life and death Paul refers to the antecedent generation 

of the plant (ἐὰν μὴ ἀποθάνῃ) as well as the descendant generation (οὐ ζῳοποιεῖται). 

Paul’s very use of crops as an example of teleology reflects Aristotle’s use, even in the 

selection of a single type (in Paul’s case wheat, in Aristotle’s corn).  

The programmatic nature of seeds is seen in Paul’s divinely decreed teleology in v.38. 

His emphasis on the creative decree of God connects with Aristotle’s argument about 

the priority of actuality: ‘first is not the seed, but the perfect creature.’ For Paul, it is 

God’s decree at creation which ensures that seeds reproduce the form of their 

particular species. The same emphasis is seen in Atomism (for example, in Lucretius’ 

‘settled covenant’ of nature) and in Stoicism’s homogeneous reproduction according 

to the λόγοι σπερματικόι. Aristotle’s view that the seed ‘contains the form potentially’ 

                                                        

222 Wegener, “The rhetorical strategy of 1 Corinthians 15,” 449. 
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seems very close to Paul’s emphasis in vv.36-38.223 Seeds preserve the forms of the 

species, which are the substances of the world; they contain the form potentially, and 

instantiate the form in actuality. Τhe striking feature of the cosmological, ontological 

and biological theories surveyed at the beginning of this chapter, and a critical point 

to be recognised in understanding Paul’s own use of seeds, is that σπέρματα ensure 

continuity in species, with an emphasis on physical structure or form. Seeds fulfil a 

programmatic role; they contain a ‘blueprint’ for a future entity. Usually this 

‘blueprint’ is for the replication of some previous entity from which the seed came.  

That, for Paul, each of the seeds across all forms of life (ἑκάστῳ τῶν σπερμάτων) has 

its own type of body (ἴδιον σῶμα) finds striking resonance in the Hellenistic tradition. 

From Anaxagoras, through Atomism, to Plato, the Stoics and Aristotle, the emphasis 

is the same: seeds produce a certain kind of body for each kind of life. Commentators 

describe the role of seeds in terms which emphasise this: as ‘matrices’, ‘programs’, as 

ensuring ‘horizontal unity’; they are a ‘preformist determination’ of types of body.224 

Paul’s emphasis in vv.36-38 is precisely the same – seeds facilitate teleological 

differentiation. Anaxagoras’ seeds are unlike one another. In Plato, the στοικεῖον of the 

elemental bodies are described as seeds because they generate the particular bodies; 

in Atomism everything arises from its ‘proper seeds’; in Aristotle it is not a chance 

thing that arises from any given seed. 

The Hellenistic emphasis on the comprehensivity of seeds in their teleological role is 

also seen in Paul. The σπερμάτα of v.38 refer to all terrestrial bodies delineated in v.39. 

In ancient use, σπερμάτα refer both to botanical and zoological seeds. In Plato and in 

Atomism, the seeds of the πανσπερμία are generative of all the species. Anaxagoras 

has ‘seeds of every kind’. The Stoic λόγοι σπερματικόι reside in all things as part of 

the divinity of all matter. In v.40, Paul projects the principle of teleological 

differentiation to celestial bodies. In Anaxagoras and in Atomism, as well as in Plato, 

seeds are responsible not only for structure in biological entities, but also in the 

elements, in inorganic, and in celestial structures within the cosmos. To recognise 

this reveals a much stronger unity in Paul’s argument in vv.36-41 than has hitherto 

                                                        

223 Aristotle, Metaph. 7.9, 1034b. 
224 Teodorsson, Anaxagoras’ Theory of Matter, 82; Cornford, Plato’s Cosmology, 294; Gill, Aristotle on 
Substance, 108. 
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been recognised. Paul’s use of seeds in 1 Corinthians 15:36-38 fully belongs to the 

lineage of seeds in Graeco-Roman philosophy. 

This reading of vv.36-38 shares little common ground with existing readings. As has 

already been noted, existing readings detect an almost unmitigated emphasis on 

discontinuity through adopting a metaphorical, rather than cosmological reading of 

Paul’s seed material. The continuing conviction in scholarship that Paul is contrasting 

the body of the seed with the body of the plant leads to ongoing difficulties. For 

example, Songe-Møller, who is cognisant of the Hellenistic background (both in myth 

and philosophy) writes that ‘Paul’s point, however, seems to be the opposite’.225 

Conzelmann notes parallels with Aristotle’s teleology, yet insists that Paul is nowhere 

near the philosopher’s conceptions: ‘It is plain how far Paul is from an organic 

thought of nature.’226 One cannot help but wonder whether theological 

presuppositions about continuity and discontinuity are at play. In this chapter, the 

adoption of a cosmological approach has revealed Paul’s argument to be entirely 

coherent and cogent, as well as in accord with the Graeco-Roman background. 

3.7 Conclusions 

Significant difficulties have been noted with existing interpretations proposing that 

Paul depicts the death and resuscitation of a seed in vv.36-37. A proposal entirely 

cognisant of the Graeco-Roman background has been made, recognising that Paul’s 

use of ὃ σπείρεις is a synecdochic reference to the crops which he refers to in v.37b. 

The recognition that Paul’s descriptions of a grain as ‘naked’, and of a plant as a ‘body’, 

are both attested in, and appropriate to, straightforward botanical approaches 

presents a challenge to interpretations that lean heavily on identifying these 

descriptions as part of a tensive metaphor between the seed/plant and 

corpse/resurrected body (or such like). 

The question posed at the beginning of the chapter (why does Paul turn to seeds to 

address the views of the Syncretisers?) may now be answered. The second question 

                                                        

225 Songe-Møller, “‘With What Kind of Body Will They Come?’ Metamorphosis and the Concept of 
Change: From Platonic Thinking to Paul’s Notion of the Resurrection of the Dead,” 116. 
226 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 281–282n.17. 
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in v.35 is fundamentally about bodies – and this is the question that Paul addresses 

first. The Syncretisers’ opinions (or indeed their own questions, if that is what v.35 

represents) concern forms, or kinds, of body. The cosmology and anthropology of 

Platonism (revived in Neopythagoreanism) has led them to envisage a fundamental 

discontinuity between the familiar human body and the bodies which might be 

received in ἀνάστασις (according to Pythagoras and Plato, perhaps animal or 

celestial). The direct counterpoint to these views is found in Paul’s response. Crops 

live and die as the cycle of the seasons passes. The seed-grain represents the nexus 

between the harvests that precede and follow it. The wheat seed, which Paul chooses 

as his specific example, will grow again into wheat because of the certainty of the 

divine decree which establishes the pattern of creation. Paul’s response is 

teleological, and is based in familiar observation as well as a well-known 

philosophical principle. This principle, established in the Presocratic philosophers, in 

Plato, in Aristotle and in Stoicism, ought to have informed the Corinthians’ 

understanding of the resurrection and answered their question. However, it has not, 

revealing them to be ignorant.227 The observation ought to be clear, which explains 

Paul’s introductory ἄφρων (v.36a). 

Hence the answer (in significant part) to the question is found at the conclusion of 

this first part of Paul’s argument (v.38). In what kind of body (ποίῳ σώματι)? Paul 

answers, in the kind of body determined by God at the original creation (σῶμα καθὼς 

ἠθέλησεν). Not in any other kind of body, since each form of life has its own distinct 

body (ἴδιον σῶμα). The Corinthians are to realise that the bodies of humans and 

animals, birds and fish are differentiated by divine decree (v.39), just as bodies on 

earth and the bodies in heaven are similarly differentiated (v.41).  

The implication of Paul’s argument in vv.36-38 is that human beings are resurrected 

in recognisably human bodies, just as God determined at the beginning, bodies which 

ought to be envisaged according to the pattern of familiar human bodies in the 

existing cosmos. The common assertions of existing scholarship that Paul emphasises 
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the unknown form of the human body that will rise from the dead are unlikely to be 

correct. For example, Ciampa and Rosner write: 

In saying that one does not plant the body that will be but only a naked seed, 
Paul draws our attention to the fact that the seed looks nothing like the body 
(plant or tree) that will come from it. Unless we have already seen what 
particular plants or trees grow from what particular seeds, we could not 
possibly be expected to guess what any particular seed would end up 
producing…. Similarly,…we would be foolish to look at a failing or decaying 
body and think that we could actually discern from its present appearance 
what it might look like in the resurrection. The difference between the two 
will be as dramatic as night and day or seed and flower.228 

On the contrary, Paul argues that we do know what will grow from any seed, because 

seeds preserve bodily form. In vv.36-38, Paul’s emphasis is firmly on continuity, 

teleological differentiation, and God’s creative decree. In vv.39-42a (examined in the 

next chapter), this continuity in teleological differentiation is established across a 

cosmic horizon and further rooted in the creative decree of God through strong 

allusions to Jewish creation traditions. It is not until vv.42-44 that Paul will delineate 

the elements of discontinuity in his portrait of ἀνάστασις as part of a cosmic new 

creation, and it is not until v.45 that he will bring this portrait into focus 

anthropologically, answering the first question of v.35. 
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4. Bodies, Flesh and Glory: Cosmological Taxonomy in 

Paul’s Argument 

4.1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, Paul’s seed material (vv.36-38) was examined and set against 

the background of seeds in ancient philosophy. It was demonstrated that in Graeco-

Roman philosophy, seeds were understood as ensuring continuity through change. 

Paul’s own use of seeds likewise appeals to the lifecycle of crops to emphasise 

continuity of bodily form despite death, and teleological differentiation of forms 

based in God’s creative decree. This argument was addressed towards the 

Syncretisers’ own discontinuous views of what kinds of bodies might be given to 

human beings in ἀνάστασις.  

The focus of this present chapter is vv.39-41. Having already appealed to God’s 

creative decree in the case of wheat (or any other crop), in these verses Paul 

underscores that God gives bodies ‘as he has determined’ across the whole taxonomy 

of bodies in the cosmos. Paul draws this taxonomy from Israel’s creation traditions 

and paints a cosmological portrait of the context for ἀνάστασις, deconstructing 

Platonic concepts of human salvation or glory. 

4.2. Cosmological Intertextuality in 1 Cor 15:39-41 

4.2.1.  Awareness of Allusions to Genesis 1 in vv.39-41 

Several well-recognised intertextualities occur in 1 Corinthians 15. In v.27, Paul 

quotes from Psalm 8:6. In v.32 he quotes from Isaiah 22:13, although this was also an 

Epicurean catch-phrase.1 In v.33, Paul uses a phrase found in Menander, but which is 

                                                        

1 Or perhaps a catch-phrase deployed ironically by the opponents of Epicureanism. The quotation from 
Isaiah is disputed, but generally acknowledged. See Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1252–
3. 
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likely to have become a popular contemporary maxim.2 Later in the chapter, in v.45 

Paul cites Genesis 2:7, and in vv.54 and 55 he also alludes to Isaiah 25:8 and Hosea 

13:14.3 In vv.39-41, Paul’s language is cosmological and intertextuality with the 

foundational cosmological texts of the Jewish scriptures becomes the specific 

concern. 

Intertextualities between 1 Corinthians 15:39-41 and Genesis 1 have only recently 

received greater attention. In Robertson and Plummer’s commentary (1911), passing 

reference is made to the fact that the list of animal life in v.39 reverses that given in 

Genesis 1:20-27.4 No further mention is made of links to Genesis 1 and no significance 

seems to be invested in this link. Similarly, Conzelmann (1975) briefly mentions in a 

footnote that the list of animals mentioned by Paul can be found in Genesis 1, but says 

nothing of the celestial bodies.5 Usami also highlights these connections.6 However, 

in none of these works is any special significance attached to the link to Genesis 1.7 

Gordon Fee (1987) notes briefly in his commentary (in a footnote) that the four 

‘standard expressions of “animal” life (human beings, beasts, birds, and fish)’ in v.39 

are a reflection of the categories found in Genesis 1:20-26.8 Again, there is no 

reference to this being the case for the celestial bodies mentioned by Paul. In his 1999 

Sacra Pagina commentary, Raymond Collins notes that the examples employed by Paul 

are ‘divided into categories that reflect God’s work of creation on the fifth and sixth 

days [of creation] ... The three categories of celestial bodies cited in the third analogy 

(vv. 40-41) reflect the work of the fourth day of creation….’9 Thiselton’s important 

                                                        

2 The phrase was attributed to Menander as early as Jerome, but is found elsewhere in extant writings. 
See ibid., 1254. 
3 These allusions are generally recognised, sometimes as quotations. However, Paul’s wording is 
different to both the Hebrew and LXX in both cases. See ibid., 1298–1300. 
4 Archibald Robertson and Alfred Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St 
Paul to the Corinthians, 1st Ed., ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1911), 370. 
5 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 282n.18. 
6 Usami, “"How are the dead raised?”. 
7 See also John Paul Heil, The Rhetorical Role of Scripture in 1 Corinthians (Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2005), 232–33; Victor Paul Furnish, The Theology of the First Letter to the Corinthians 
(Cambridge University Press, 1999), 113; Horsley, 1 Corinthians, 209; Jacob Kremer, Der Erste Brief an die 
Korinther, RNT (Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet, 1997), 355. 
8 Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 783. 
9 Collins, First Corinthians, 563–4, 566–7. 
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commentary, published in 2000, makes no mention of any connection between Paul’s 

thought in 1 Cor 15:39-41 and Genesis chapter 1.10 

However, in 2003, N. T. Wright writes in The Resurrection of the Son of God that: 

The key to understanding the next fifteen verses (vv.35-49) is to realize that 
they, like verses 20-28, are built on the foundation of Genesis 1 and 2.11 

Wright notes that many of the elements of the Jewish cosmology found in Genesis 1 

– which is not merely a cosmogonic text (explaining the origin of the cosmos) but also 

cosmological (explaining and delineating the taxonomic structure of the cosmos) – 

are found here in these verses.12 Not only so, but coupled with the allusions to Genesis 

2, Paul’s argument here is ‘indeed a deliberate and careful theology of new Genesis, 

of creation renewed.’13 Furthermore, Paul is ‘setting up categories from the created 

order to provide a template of understanding for the new creation…’14 Burchard 

stresses Paul’s dependence on Genesis 1 in his 2009 paper.15 Perhaps the fullest 

recognition of this intertextuality in a major English commentary is found in Ciampa 

and Rosner’s 2010 volume. In that work, the authors take the view that ‘[t]he bodies 

mentioned in vv. 39-41 correspond to three of the days of creation in reverse order, 

the sixth and fifth in v. 39, and the fourth in vv. 40-41.16 Ciampa and Rosner detect a 

deliberate movement by Paul as he ‘begins with humans … and then he works 

backward through the other broad categories of creatures mentioned in Genesis 1…’17 

They compile a table of the correspondences between the elements of creation 

mentioned in 1 Corinthians 15 and the days on which these elements were created in 

the Genesis 1 creation account. When attempting to explain the significance of these 

correspondences, they write: 

The passage as a whole reflects considerable reflection on Genesis 1-2, 
presupposing the idea that in protology (the study of the creation’s 

                                                        

10 Thiselton rather sees Paul’s taxonomic summary of creation here as a general description of the 
types of life that exist in the world, without exploring where this taxonomy finds its roots. Thiselton, 
The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1267. 
11 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 340. 
12 Ibid., 341. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Burchard, “1 Korinther 15 39-41”. 
16 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 804. 
17 Ibid., 805. 
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beginning) we find the keys to eschatology. It is understood that in many ways 
the last things will be like the first things, only even better.18 

Jonathan Worthington’s recent monograph further explores Paul’s use of Genesis in 

1 Corinthians 15.19 However, in the work of Wright as well as in that of Ciampa and 

Rosner, and of Worthington, it is not entirely clear how the allusions to the Genesis 

prologue actually do contribute to a theology of new creation, or precisely how they 

link protology and eschatology. The main reason for this is that, despite the fact that 

the intertextualities with Genesis 1 and 2 are recognised and attributed greater 

significance than in previous works, the conclusions drawn are largely the same. This 

is for two reasons: first, the seed material (vv.36-38) is interpreted in the same 

manner, as an analogy; and second, the source for the cosmological taxonomy of 

vv.39-41 is not correctly identified.  

4.2.2. Driving Discontinuity: Readings Stressing Diversity 

As was noted in the Introduction, Paul’s transition in argument between the seed 

material of vv.36-38 and the material in vv.39-41, which contains a taxonomic 

summary of creation, has puzzled interpreters since the days of the early church. In 

Tertullian, we find that vv.36-38 are interpreted by a straightforward biological (and 

cosmological) exposition, which leans heavily on examples of continuity in nature.20 

However, in an abrupt shift, vv.39-41 are treated with an allegorical interpretation in 

which the differences in glory in vv.40-41 are analogous to the differences in honour 

which will be ascribed to Christians at the resurrection. The various bodies 

mentioned by Paul in vv.39-40 are also interpreted allegorically: the flesh of men 

represents the servants of God; of beasts, the heathen; of birds, the martyrs; of fishes, 

those who have been baptised. The glory of the sun represents Christ; that of the 

moon, the Church; of the stars, the seed of Abraham; of the terrestrial and celestial 

bodies, Jews and Christians respectively.21 In the terms coined by Engberg-Pedersen, 

                                                        

18 Ibid., 799. 
19 Worthington, “The Beginning and Before”. 
20 Tertullian, On the Resurrection 52 (ANF 3:585). See also Against Marcion 5.10 (ANF 3:450-1). 
21 On the Resurrection 52 (ANF 3:585-6). 
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Tertullian shifts abruptly from a ‘cosmological’ to a ‘metaphorical’ reading.22 The flow 

of Paul’s argument has clearly caused an interpretative challenge to Tertullian. 

Both Methodius and John Chrysostom essentially follow the pattern set by 

Tertullian.23 For Chrysostom, the various kinds of flesh, bodies and glories of vv.39-41 

refer to the varying glories or dishonours, rewards or punishments that are to be 

assigned in the general resurrection of all people.24 The bodies of men and animals 

represent sinners; celestial bodies represent the righteous. The bodies of animals 

illustrate the differences in punishment between sinners, since animals, all being vile, 

vary in their vileness.25 The heavenly bodies, in their various glories, illustrate the 

differing rewards of the righteous. Chrysostom seems to acknowledge the difficulty 

in this abrupt transition to allegory: 

Wherefore from the resurrection of the body did he throw himself into the 
discourse of the stars and the sun?26 

Calvin does not take up the allegorical interpretation of vv.39-41 found in the early 

fathers. He rather understands that in these verses Paul is arguing that the diversity 

of bodies in the created order demonstrates that God is able to provide a changed 

state for our present bodies at the resurrection. So, the different kinds of bodies of 

men and animals show that the same substance can carry different qualities. 

For, in saying that the term flesh covers the body of both man and beast, and 
that each has yet a different kind of flesh, Paul means that there is really one 
substance (unam substantium) but a difference in quality (in qualitatem). What 
it amounts to is this, that whatever diversity we perceive in any particular 
kind (in quoqua specie) is a sort of foreshadowing of the resurrection, because 
God makes it quite plain that it is not difficult for him to renew our bodies by 
changing their present state.27 

                                                        

22 Tertullian’s justification for this approach (On the Resurrection 52 (ANF 3:586) has already been noted 
in the Introduction, see §1.1.5. 
23 Methodius similarly appeals to ‘the analogy of faith’ in interpreting these verses as indicative of the 
varying glories that will attend those who attain resurrection (Ten Virgins, Procilla 3 (ANF 6:332)). 
24 John Chrysostom, Homilies on First Corinthians 41 (NPNF 1.12:251). 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. Chrysostom has an answer to this question (that Paul here adopts analogy), but the highlighting 
of the question indicates the hiatus in the reading.  
27 Calvin, First Corinthians, 336. 



 

137 

The differing glories of terrestrial and celestial bodies and the variation in glories 

between celestial bodies illustrate the difference between pre- and post-resurrection 

human bodies. The resurrected human body will put on ‘a more splendid quality’.28 

Calvin specifically rejects allegorical interpretations of these verses as mistaken. 

Not only is there a difference between heavenly and earthly bodies, but even 
the heavenly bodies are not equal in glory; for the sun outshines the moon, 
and the other stars differ from each other. Accordingly, this dissimilarity 
appears in the resurrection of the dead. But an error usually made in the 
application of this, for people think that Paul meant to say that after the 
resurrection there will be different degrees of honour and glory for the saints. 
That is, of course, perfectly true, and other passages of Scripture bear witness 
to it; but it has nothing to do with what Paul has in mind here. For he is not 
discussing how the saints will differ from each other in their condition after 
the resurrection, but how the bodies, which we now have, differ from those 
which we shall receive at the last.29 

Despite Calvin’s confidence in rejecting allegorical interpretations, he still recognises 

that there is a difficulty in understanding the transition in Paul’s argument from the 

seed material to the taxonomic summary of creation. 

For what would cause Paul, and what purpose would it serve, to make this 
sudden jump, if indeed he was now comparing the saints with each other in 
their different states, when up to this point he has been comparing the 
present state of all with their future one, and when he carries on with that 
comparison in the verses which follow?30 

Here Calvin recognises that the material in vv.39-41, taken straightforwardly, speaks 

about the order of creation as it now is. He also recognises the difficulty of the 

interjection of vv.39-41 into the flow of Paul’s argument from v.38 to v42, which 

might seem to flow more smoothly without this interjection. 

Most modern interpretations essentially follow that of Calvin. Ciampa and Rosner are 

broadly representative of this position. 

His [Paul’s] point is that there are various kinds of bodies and different levels 
of splendor for each (so it would be a mistake to think a human body would 

                                                        

28 Calvin (ibid., 337) portrays Paul as drawing attention to the luminous glory of the celestial bodies 
and saying: ‘“I teach that nothing will take place in the resurrection that has not been presented to 
the eyes of everyone already.” It is plain from the context that that is the meaning of the words.’ 
29 Ibid., 336–7. 
30 Ibid., 337. 
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always have to be the same kind of human body, with the same level of 
splendour)… The point is that since there are so many different kinds of bodies 
in the world, the sceptical Corinthian should not assume that a resurrected 
body is just like our present bodies. It may be quite different. Different 
creatures have different body compositions and characteristics.31 

Ciampa and Rosner are unusual in proposing that Paul is building his argument 

around common knowledge about different types of flesh, obtained through eating 

animals. They mention the difference between oily and white fish, and dark and white 

meat in poultry.32 This is a level of detail avoided by most commentators, but is the 

logical outworking of Calvin’s interpretation. For these interpreters, Paul is 

emphasising the differences between created bodies in order to argue for a 

fundamental discontinuity between the present human body and the resurrected 

human body. This is often predicated on the understanding that the context for the 

resurrected body will be fundamentally different to that of the present body; just as 

creatures are designed and made by God for existing in various habitats, so the 

resurrection body will be entirely suited to a new habitat.33 

This interpretation, which is almost ubiquitous, portrays Paul as grounding his 

argument on the diversity amongst created bodies, with his goal being to illustrate 

the discontinuity between the pre- and post-resurrection human body. As is seen in 

Calvin and others since, the idea is commonplace that Paul cites the ‘greater’ glory of 

the celestial bodies as analogous or symbolic of the ‘greater’ glory of the resurrected 

human body over the familiar body. In Asher, Martin, and Engberg-Pedersen this 

leads to the conclusion that the resurrected body is ethereal in nature, fitted for a 

celestial location. Borchert understands the implication of comprehending Paul’s 

argument in this way. In these verses Paul is, he argues, attempting to demonstrate 

that resurrected life is ‘dimensionally different’ from the present reality of the 

                                                        

31 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 804. For another succinct example, see Worthington, 
“The Beginning and Before,” 148. 
32 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 805. 
33 This is the position argued most strongly by contemporary scholars such as Jeffrey Asher and Dale 
Martin, who posit a transition in habitat for the human body from terrestrial to celestial. Asher 
(“Speiretai,” 104) writes: ‘Rather than violating the polarity that exists between the celestial and 
terrestrial realms, the doctrine of the resurrection conforms precisely to this metaphysical principle 
because the creative power of God effects the transformation from terrestrial to celestial existence.’ 
Similarly, Martin (The Corinthian Body, 129) writes: ‘[T]he resurrected body is stripped of flesh, blood, 
and soul (psychē); it has nothing of the earth in it at all, being composed entirely of the celestial 
substance of pneuma.’  
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created order. The illustrations of seeds, different kinds of flesh and differing 

brilliances of celestial bodies might not seem to impress, but it is ‘quite intelligible’ 

that Paul is making the point that there will be a ‘dimensional difference between the 

present and the hereafter.’34 This portrait is the most radically conceived in terms of 

the discontinuity between present and eschatological human existence. 

4.2.3. Questioning the Diversity-Discontinuity Interpretation 

Gordon Fee’s own interpretation of vv.39-41 essentially follows that outlined above. 

However, Fee demonstrates a similar unease with the place and purpose of these 

verses to that found in the early interpreters.  

His [Paul’s] present concern is to point out the great variety and kinds of 
‘bodies’ there are in the world, all of which is God’s doing in creation. Although 
it is not clearly specified, the applications that follow suggest that Paul’s concern 
is to emphasize that each is adapted to its own particular existence.35 

We find in J. Christiaan Beker’s analysis of these verses a similar conclusion to Fee’s. 

It is curious indeed that Paul’s specific ‘resurrection body’ argument (1 Cor. 
15:35-49) is not set forth more clearly. The Corinthians could have accepted 
(in spiritualistic terms) the assertions of verses 35-41; the analogies of seed 
and grain and of the different kinds of bodies could easily be spiritualized.36 

These acknowledgements – that Paul’s argument here is ‘not clearly specified’ and 

that its purpose is merely suggested by its own content – invite further consideration 

of the function of these verses in the argument. Asher is correct: the argument in the 

chapter is complicated.37 Borchert concludes that Paul’s argument is not impressive. 

As both Fee and Beker acknowledge, if the purpose of Paul’s argument is as assumed 

by Borchert, it is far from clear that it actually leads to the necessary conclusion. In 

the words of Fee, it doesn’t seem ‘clearly specified’. Borchert himself puts this down 

to Paul’s pre-scientific mind, but this is to do a disservice both to Paul and to early 

                                                        

34 Gerald L. Borchert, “The resurrection : 1 Corinthians 15.,” Review & Expositor 80:3 (June 1, 1983): 411. 
35 Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 782, emphasis added. 
36 Beker, Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought, 169. 
37 Asher, “Speiretai,” 102. 
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cosmology. The reason why Borchert and others conclude that the argument does 

not seem to fit the purpose is because they have misunderstood the purpose. 

Chapter 3 presented evidence for the use of seeds in cosmology and natural 

philosophy which demonstrated their function as vehicles of continuity through 

change, especially the change of death or destruction. If seeds did indeed carry ideas 

of continuity, there is good reason to question whether Paul’s argument actually 

ought to be characterised as one of diversity-discontinuity. Chapter 2 emphasised the 

diversity in the conceptions of bodily immortality found in Platonic and Pythagorean 

cosmologies. These conceptions offered to some Christians ready analogues for 

(mis)understanding Paul’s teaching on the resurrection. The tendency of some of the 

Corinthian Christians to integrate pagan views syncretistically with Paul’s teaching 

would lead to beliefs in resurrected human existence with an emphasis on 

discontinuity that Paul was not able to accept. Paul’s use of the seed motif may then 

be understood as a direct response to this, stressing continuity. Vv.39-41, which I 

characterise as a taxonomic summary of creation, then represent part of a broader, 

cosmological corrective to the Syncretisers’ views. Through examining cosmological 

taxonomies in the ancient world, and through exploring intertextuality with the 

foundational cosmological texts of Paul’s scriptures, the coherence of such a reading 

can be demonstrated. 

4.3. The Source of Paul’s Cosmology 

In vv.39-41 of 1 Corinthians 15, we find a taxonomic summary of creation. Paul divides 

the cosmos into two realms (the heavenly and earthly) with each realm subdivided 

into categories. Thus we find a ‘taxonomic summary of living things’ and a ‘taxonomic 

summary of the heavens’ together comprising an overall taxonomic summary of 

creation. 

Similar taxonomic summaries are found in ancient Graeco-Roman literature. Of 

greatest interest here are those instances where they are found in works on 
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cosmology.38 Anaxagoras refers to other worlds as having ‘a sun and a moon and other 

heavenly bodies.’39 Empedocles’ double zoogony pits Strife and Love against one 

another, with the ascendancy of each in their striving giving rise to created things 

(‘the synthesizing zoogony of Love and the divisive zoogony of Strife’).40 In this 

context we find a Presocratic taxonomic summary. 

From which grew all that was and is and shall be 
In time to come: the trees, the men and women 
The beasts and birds and water-nurtured fish, 
And the long-living gods.41  

We also encounter the following summary of living things in the context of 

Empedocles’ appeal to Pausanius that the living things around him will supply their 

own account of creation in support of his. 

This there is in the wild races of mountain-wandering beasts 
This there is in the twin birth of mankind. This there is 
In the progeny of the root-bearing flowers and in the vine-climbing grape 
cluster.42 

In Plato’s Timaeus we find summaries of the categories of heavenly bodies. Time is 

preserved in the cosmos by ‘the sun, the moon and the five planets.’43 In Pythagorean 

fashion, Plato also uses mathematics to prescribe a taxonomy of the heavenly bodies, 

comprised of circles, subdivided into sets, revolving and having their respective 

intervals.44 Living things are also categorised in a taxonomic summary. 

[T]he heavenly race of gods, the race of winged creatures that travels by air, 
the sort that lives in water, and the sort that has feet and lives on dry land.45 

                                                        

38 Taxonomies are also found in non-cosmological settings. For example: horse, bird, and fish are not 
happy (Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics 1, 1217a); bird, beast, and fish – you will not find them if you are 
ignorant of their habitats (Quintillian, Institutio Oratoria 5.10); animal, bird, fish – in the context of the 
progression of violence (Plutarch, De esu carnium 2.4). 
39 Fragment B4a, Curd’s translation (Curd, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, 17). 
40 David N. Sedley, Creationism and Its Critics in Antiquity (University of California Press, 2009), 36. 
41 Empedocles, Fr.21, 9-12. This Empedoclean fragment is found in Aristotle, Metaphysics 3, 1000a, trans. 
Tredennick. 
42 This is from David Sedley’s reconstruction (Creationism and Its Critics in Antiquity, 35–6) of the newly-
discovered lines of Empedocles. 
43 Plato, Tim., 38c. 
44 Tim., 36d. 
45 Tim., 39e. 
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Aristotle describes the search to understand the changes in the cosmos and its origins 

in terms of moon, sun and stars.46 His most comprehensive taxonomic summary of 

the cosmos, and perhaps the most comprehensive taxonomy in Graeco-Roman 

literature, is found in the Metaphysics. Aristotle summarises the places where 

substances are most clearly present, that is, in bodies. 

Now it would seem that the clearest case where substance is present is that 
of bodies. Hence our habit of saying that: 
Animals and plants and their parts are substances, and also 
Natural bodies, such as fire, water, earth and every other of that sort, and 
also 
Anything that is either a part or derivative of these, 
e.g. the heavens and their parts, the sun, moon and stars.47 

Elsewhere, when summarising only living things, Aristotle tends to use the term 

‘plants and animals’.48 The epic Latin poem of the atomist Lucretius contains a 

summary statement that embraces not only categories of life, but also the base 

elements of the cosmos, describing things that are soft and loosely textured as 

including ‘air, dew, fire, earth, animals, and grains.’49 

Paul’s own dual taxonomy of the cosmos is most closely paralleled in the scriptures 

of Israel. Similar taxonomic summaries to that employed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 

15:39-41 are seen in the Pentateuch, in the wisdom literature and writings, and in the 

prophetic literature.50 All of these are based in some way on the categories of life and 

cosmological bodies described in Genesis 1.51 In the first triad of the creation narrative 

(days 1 to 3), God creates the ‘form’, or structure, which will support these various 

expressions of life.52 In the second triad (days 4 to 6), the creative acts of God in 

bringing into being the forms of life that will ‘fill’ this ‘form’ are described. In this 

                                                        

46 Aristotle, Metaph. 1, 982b. See also 3.997b ‘sun and moon and all the other things in the heaven,’ trans. 
Lawson-Tancred. 
47 Metaph. 7.2, 1028b, trans. Lawson-Tancred. The same basic summary appears in 8.1, 1042a. 
48 I.e. τά ζῷα καὶ τὰ φυτὰ or τά φυτὰ καὶ τὰ ζῷα. For example, Metaph. 7, 1028b; 8, 1042a; 12, 1075a; 14, 
1091b; 14, 1092a. 
49 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 1.744, trans. Leonard. 
50 Job 12:7-8; Ezek 29:5; Hosea 4:3; Deut 4: 16-19. Psalm 8:4-9, Ezekiel 38:20 and Zephaniah 1:3. 
51 Reflections of the broader taxonomy of Genesis 1 are found in: Jubilees 2 (which represents an 
expansion of categories); 4 Ezra 6:38-54; and, 2 Enoch 24-32 (which is a much-expanded apocalyptic 
reflection). 
52 Bruce K. Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001), 57–8; Nahum M Sarna, 
Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation, JPS Torah (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1989), 4. 
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second triad, the categories are: Day 4, the greater and lesser lights (sun and moon), 

the stars; Day 5, aquatic life (fish), birds; Day 6, beasts, cattle and creeping things (land 

animals), humans.53 These are essentially the categories which Paul employs in his 

own taxonomic summary of creation. Texts such as Zephaniah 1:3 reproduce the 

categories in their own taxonomic summaries of creation. 

I will remove man and beast; I will remove the birds of the sky and the fish of 
the sea, and the ruins along with the wicked...54  

This oracle of judgement follows the pattern of others in replicating only living 

things, not heavenly bodies.55 Summary statements encompassing the celestial bodies 

are found in contexts of prohibition of the worship of sun, moon or stars,56 oracles of 

judgement where the sun, moon and stars are darkened,57 and in an oracle of 

salvation concerning the perpetuity of the cosmos, described in terms of the 

continuing movements of sun, moon and stars.58 Only in Deuteronomy 4 and in Psalm 

8 are there summary taxonomies that encompass both earthly and heavenly bodies.59 

In Psalm 148, the broader taxonomy and order of bodies from Genesis 1 (celestial and 

earthly) is reflected in the broader structure of the entire psalm.60  

As noted above, a number of scholars conclude that Paul’s taxonomic summary of the 

cosmos, his cosmology, is drawn from the scriptures of Israel. The cosmological 

taxonomies in extant Graeco-Roman sources are characteristically different to that 

which Paul uses in 1 Corinthians 15:39-41. The taxonomic summary of creation which 

Paul uses here is distinctively Jewish and marks the source of Paul’s cosmological 

understanding, the place where the roots of his thought are nourished. In the 

following sections of the chapter this will be further demonstrated and the 

                                                        

53 The same taxonomy is present in God’s words to Noah in Gen 8:17, but excluding any mention of fish. 
54 Zeph. 1:3. 
55 Job 12:7-8; Ezek. 29:5; Hosea 4:3; Ezek. 38:20. 
56 Deut. 17:3; 2 Kings 23:5. 
57 Is 13:10; Jer. 8:2; Ezek. 32:7; Joel 2:10, 3:15. 
58 Jer. 31:35. The sun and moon are sometimes used as a diptych representing the celestial bodies, Job 
31:26; Ps 72:5; Ps 89:36-7; Ps 104:19; Ps 136:8-9; Isa 24:23; Joel 2:31; Hab 3:11. In Ecclesiastes 12:2, the 
motif of sun, moon and stars being darkened is used as a description of failing eyesight. 
59 Taxonomic summaries (short statements delineating taxonomy) as opposed to longer literary units 
where taxonomies, or surveys of the taxa of creation, may occur, e.g. Genesis 1. 
60 Cf. Sir 43. Perhaps significantly, none of these texts are oracles of judgement. 
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connections between Paul’s cosmology and ancient Jewish cosmology will be 

examined.  

4.4. Intertextuality in 1 Corinthians 15:35-44 

In the sections that follow, I survey Old Testament cosmological intertextualities in 1 

Corinthians 15, identify intertexts and classify the way in which they function as 

intertexts. First of all, intertexts are identified with reference to: (i) an examination 

of formal and informal correspondence; (ii) Richard Hays’ first three tests for 

detecting intertextual ‘echoes’; and (iii) the presence of connectives, as proposed by 

Riffaterre.61 Of course, as Hays’ tests reflect, the satisfactory interpretation of the use 

of an intertext is inextricably linked to its identification as an intertext. Therefore, I 

discuss interpretation once intertexts have been identified and their relationship to 

the text has been established.  

4.4.1. An Overview 

As outlined above, there are several well-recognised intertextualities with Old 

Testament texts in 1 Corinthians 15, both quotations and allusions. Nestle-Aland 

recognises six instances of quotations of canonical Old Testament intertexts in the 

chapter, and a further eleven instances of allusions to canonical Old Testament 

intertexts. Nestle-Aland further notes five instances of allusions to apocryphal or 

pseudepigraphal texts. The six quotations relate to the following intertexts: Genesis, 

Psalm 8, Psalm 110, Isaiah (two quotations) and Hosea. Of these, two are quotations 

of intertexts that can be classified (due to their subject matter) as primarily 

cosmological texts. The eleven instances of allusions to canonical Old Testament texts 

relate to the following intertexts: Genesis, Isaiah, Daniel, Hosea and Jonah. Of these 

eleven allusions, five are to intertexts that can be classified as cosmological texts. The 

proposal in this chapter is that there is a significant intertextuality with Old 

Testament cosmological texts that has not received sufficient attention, and that this 

intertextuality supplies a critical catalyst to interpreting Paul’s argument. 

                                                        

61 See §1.2.3. 
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The table below summarises intertextualities with Old Testament cosmological texts 

in 1 Corinthians 15, both those recognised in NA27 and my own proposal (shaded). 

This chapter focusses on intertextualities that link the taxonomic summary of 

creation deployed by Paul in vv.39-41 with two key intertexts. As has already been 

noted, the presence of the first of these intertexts, Genesis 1, has been increasingly 

recognised by interpreters of 1 Corinthians 15. However, despite this recognition, the 

function of this intertextual relationship has not been sufficiently explored. In order 

to explore this, I consider intertextuality on two levels: first, between Paul’s whole 

taxonomy (vv.39-41) and the narrative of the second triad of creation found in 

Genesis 1:14-27; and, second, on the narrower level of a relationship between Paul’s 

‘taxonomy of flesh’ in v.39 and Genesis 1:26-28. A consideration of Genesis 1 as 

intertext brings several issues to light, including a further possible intertext: Psalm 

8. This second proposed intertext has not, to my knowledge, been explored by any 

previous interpreter of 1 Corinthians 15:39-41.62 However, in light of the 

unsatisfactory nature of interpretations of vv.35-44, this intertext offers a promising 

avenue for interpretation. 

  

                                                        

62 The similar language is noted in passing by Schrage (Wolfgang Schrage, Der erste Brief an die Korinther 
(1Kor 15,1-16,24), EKK 7/4 (Düsseldorf/Neukirchen-Vluyn: Benziger/Neukirchener, 2001), 289), but he 
invests no significance in the connection. 
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Table 4.1: An Overview of Old Testament Cosmological Intertextualities in 1 
Corinthians 15 

1 Corinthians 15 
Old Testament 
Citations italicised 

v.21 For since by a man came 
death, by a man also came the 
resurrection of the dead. 

…till you return to the 
ground, because from it you 
were taken; for you are dust, 
and to dust you shall return. 

Gen 3:17-19 

v.27 For he has put all things in 
subjection under his feet. 

You have put all things 
under his feet… 

Ps 8:7 

v.38 But God gives it a body just as 
He wished, and to each of the 
seeds a body of its own. 

Let the earth bring forth the 
herb of grass bearing seed 
according to its kind and 
according to its likeness… 

Gen 1:11-12 

v.39 

 

…and another flesh of beasts, 
and another flesh of birds, and 
another of fish. 

Let the waters teem with 
swarms of living creatures, 
and let birds fly above the 
earth in the open expanse of 
the heavens… Let the earth 
bring forth living creatures 
after their kind: cattle and 
creeping things and beasts of 
the earth after their kind. 

Gen 1:20,24 

Bring out with you every 
living thing of all flesh that 
is with you, birds and 
animals and every creeping 
thing that creeps on the 
earth… 

Gen 8:17 

vv. 39-
41 

All flesh is not the same flesh, 
but there is one flesh of men, 
and another flesh of beasts, 
and another flesh of birds, and 
another of fish. There are also 
heavenly bodies and earthly 
bodies, but the glory of the 
heavenly is one, and the glory 
of the earthly is another. There 
is one glory of the sun, and 
another glory of the moon, and 
another glory of the stars; for 
star differs from star in glory. 

When I consider your 
heavens, the work of your 
fingers, the moon and the 
stars, which you have 

ordained, what is man…? 
…you crown him with glory 
and majesty! You make him 
to rule over the works of 
your hands; you have put all 
things under his feet… the 
beasts of the field, the birds 
of the heavens and the fish 
of the sea... 

Ps 8:3-863 
(Gen 1:26-28)64 
 

v.45 The first man, Adam, became a 
living psuche. 

…and man became a living 
psuche. 

Gen 2:7 

v.47 The first man is from the 
earth, dusty… 

Then the LORD God formed 
man of dust from the 
ground… 

Gen 2:7 

v.49 Just as we wore the image of 
the dusty one, we also will 
wear the image of the one 
from heaven. 

Then God said, “Let us make 
man in our image…” 

Gen 1:26-27 

                                                        

63 Psalm 8:4-9 LXX. 
64 This is an intertext to Psalm 8:4-9 LXX. 
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4.4.2. Intertextuality in vv. 39-41: Genesis 1:14-27 as Intertext 

The proposal that in vv. 39-41 there is an allusion to Genesis 1 can be tested by first 

examining correspondence, then by applying in turn Hays’ first three tests for 

detecting ‘echoes’. 

Correspondence 

These fourteen verses from Genesis 1 encompass the broad sweep of the account of 

creation in that chapter from Day 4 to Day 6, the second triad of the creation 

account.65 Nestle-Aland already recognises that in 1 Corinthians 15:38 there is an 

allusion to Genesis 1:11-12 in Paul’s description of God’s giving to each of the kinds of 

seed its own body.66 As was discussed in the previous chapter, the allusion is to God’s 

decree that the earth would produce plants with seeds, according to their kind. This 

allusion is in fact the anchor for Paul’s deployment here of his taxonomic summary 

of creation and its presence and significance is explored later in this chapter when 

dealing with the interpretation of this intertextuality.  

The table below shows the correspondence between the text and intertext, with the 

text providing the controlling framework. 

  

                                                        

65 Waltke, Genesis, 56–7. 
66 Collins, First Corinthians, 564; Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1264; Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 
589. 
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Table 4.2: Intertextual Correspondence between Text (1 Corinthians 15:39-41) and 
Intertext (Genesis 1) controlled by the Text 

1 Corinthians 15 Genesis 1:14-27 

39 Οὐ πᾶσα σὰρξ ἡ αὐτὴ σὰρξ ἀλλὰ 
ἄλλη μὲν ἀνθρώπων,  

καὶ ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὸς τὸν ἄνθρωπον 
κατ᾽ εἰκόνα θεοῦ ἐποίησεν  

27 

ἄλλη δὲ σὰρξ κτηνῶν, καὶ ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὸς τὰ θηρία τῆς 
γῆς κατὰ γένος καὶ τὰ κτήνη κατὰ 
γένος καὶ πάντα τὰ ἑρπετὰ τῆς γῆς 
κατὰ γένος αὐτῶν 

25 

ἄλλη δὲ σὰρξ πτηνῶν,  καὶ ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὸς τὰ κήτη τὰ 
μεγάλα καὶ πᾶσαν ψυχὴν ζῴων 
ἑρπετῶν ἃ ἐξήγαγεν τὰ ὕδατα κατὰ 
γένη αὐτῶν καὶ πᾶν πετεινὸν 
πτερωτὸν κατὰ γένος 

21 

καὶ πετεινὰ πετόμενα ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς 
κατὰ τὸ στερέωμα τοῦ οὐρανοῦ καὶ 
ἐγένετο οὕτως 

20 

ἄλλη δὲ ἰχθύων. καὶ εἶπεν ὁ θεός ἐξαγαγέτω τὰ 
ὕδατα ἑρπετὰ ψυχῶν ζωσῶν  

20 

40 καὶ σώματα ἐπουράνια, καὶ 
σώματα ἐπίγεια· ἀλλὰ ἑτέρα μὲν ἡ 
τῶν ἐπουρανίων δόξα, ἑτέρα δὲ ἡ 
τῶν ἐπιγείων. 

 

καὶ ἔθετο αὐτοὺς ὁ θεὸς ἐν τῷ 
στερεώματι τοῦ οὐρανοῦ ὥστε 
φαίνειν ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς  

17 

41 ἄλλη δόξα ἡλίου, καὶ ἄλλη δόξα 
σελήνης, καὶ ἄλλη δόξα ἀστέρων· 
ἀστὴρ γὰρ ἀστέρος διαφέρει ἐν 
δόξῃ. 

 

καὶ ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὸς τοὺς δύο 
φωστῆρας τοὺς μεγάλους τὸν 
φωστῆρα τὸν μέγαν εἰς ἀρχὰς τῆς 
ἡμέρας καὶ τὸν φωστῆρα τὸν 
ἐλάσσω εἰς ἀρχὰς τῆς νυκτός καὶ 
τοὺς ἀστέρας 

16 

 

It can be seen that there are several points of correspondence which arise because 

Paul arranges the categories of his taxonomic summary broadly in reverse to the 
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order found in Genesis 1.67 If the correspondence between nouns and adjectives in vv. 

39-41 is examined, we find the following.  

Table 4.3: Lexical and Semantic Correspondence Between 1 Cor. 15:39-41 and Genesis 
1 

 
1 Cor 15:39-41 (Text) Gen 1 (Intertext) 

Distinct Nouns in vv. 39-41 (10) 
Lexical 
correspondence (4) 

ἀνθρώπων 
κτηνῶν 
πτηνῶν 
ἀστέρων/ἀστὴρ/ἀστέρος 

ἄνθρωπον 
κτήνη 
πετεινὸν/πετεινὰ 
ἀστέρας 

Semantic 
correspondence (3) 

ἰχθύων 
ἡλίου 
σελήνης 

ἑρπετὰ ψυχῶν ζωσῶν (in the water) 

δύο φωστῆρας τοὺς μεγάλους 

No correspondence 
(3) 

σάρξ 
σώματα 
δόξα 

 

Distinct adjectives in vv. 39-41 (2) 
Semantic 
correspondence (2) 

ἐπουράνια 
ἐπίγεια 

ἐν τῷ στερεώματι τοῦ οὐρανοῦ 
ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς 

 

In summary, only three of the key words in vv. 39-41 fail to find lexical or semantic 

correspondence in Genesis 1. The correspondence is not formal – there are too many 

interjecting phrases in the intertext, despite the lexical and semantic parallels, but 

there is an informal correspondence between text and intertext. 

Hays’ First Three Tests: Detecting an Intertext 

Hays’ first three tests are: Availability, Volume and Recurrence. The first of these is 

rarely problematic for Paul’s use of Scripture.68 The text was clearly available to Paul, 

and to his audience through the influence of Jewish members of the congregation, 

those Gentiles versed in the LXX and the influence of their Jewish teachers: Prisca, 

Aquila and Apollos.  Volume is determined by the extent of explicit repetition of 

words or syntactical patterns. In this case, the tables above demonstrate a significant 

degree of lexical and semantic correspondence. The syntactical pattern of the 

                                                        

67 Worthington, “The Beginning and Before,” 143–60. 
68 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 29–30. 
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taxonomic summary of creation that Paul adopts is also broadly the reverse of that in 

the intertext. Other factors are also relevant. For example, how distinctive or 

prominent is the proposed intertext? In this case (as in the example given by Hays 

himself to illustrate this point) the intertext is ‘the distinctive and memorable 

Genesis creation account’.69 Recurrence points to Paul’s use of the proposed intertext 

elsewhere. Paul also makes use of Genesis 2 in chapter 6 of the letter, but it is chapter 

15 that demonstrates the strongest appeal to the creation narrative. There is an 

acknowledged quotation from Genesis 2:7 in v.45. There are also widely-

acknowledged allusions to the first three chapters of Genesis in vv.21, 38 and 47. 

4.4.3. Intertextuality in vv. 39-41: Genesis 1:26 as Intertext 

Whereas the examination above focusses on the broad relationship between the 

taxonomic summary of creation in vv.39-41 and the narrative of creation in Genesis 

1, there is a further possibility for identifying an intertext here. Whereas the 

taxonomic summary employed by Paul covers living things and celestial bodies, at 

the level of the taxonomic summary of living things (found in v.39), a significant level 

of intertextual correspondence with Genesis 1:26 can be observed. 

Correspondence 

The correspondence between v.39 and Genesis 1:26, again setting text alongside 

intertext is examined in Table 4.4 below.  

The correspondence shown in the table can be contrasted with that shown in Table 

4.2. In that previous table, the correspondence between v. 39 and Genesis 1 is split 

across the broad sweep of eight verses. There are also intervening verses in the 

Genesis chapter (vv. 22-24, 26) which show no correspondence with the key words in 

v. 39. In addition, there is only semantic, not lexical, correspondence in Gen 1:20 with 

the incidence of ἰχθύς. When Gen 1:26 is considered in isolation, it can be noted that 

the order of the taxonomy of living things in Gen 1:20-27 is reversed. In the wider 

narrative, fish and birds come first on Day 5 of the creation narrative, with beast and 

humans following on Day 6. In v.26 of the chapter, humans are mentioned first, 

                                                        

69 Ibid., 30. 
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followed by fish, birds and beasts. Therefore the priority of humans in Gen 1:26 

reflects 1 Cor 15:39, suggesting a possible intertextual relationship. There is also 

significant lexical correspondence between all four of the categories in Paul’s 

‘taxonomy of living things’ and the categories in Gen 1:26.  

Table 4.4: Intertextual Correspondence between Text (1 Corinthians 15:39-41) and 
Intertext (Genesis 1:26) controlled by the Text 

1 Corinthians 15 (Text) Genesis 1 (Intertext) 

39 Οὐ πᾶσα σὰρξ ἡ αὐτὴ σὰρξ ἀλλὰ 
ἄλλη μὲν ἀνθρώπων,  

 

καὶ εἶπεν ὁ θεός ποιήσωμεν 
ἄνθρωπον κατ᾽ εἰκόνα ἡμετέραν καὶ 
καθ᾽ ὁμοίωσιν καὶ ἀρχέτωσαν  

26 

ἄλλη δὲ σὰρξ κτηνῶν, τῶν ἰχθύων τῆς θαλάσσης καί  

ἄλλη δὲ σὰρξ πτηνῶν, τῶν πετεινῶν τοῦ οὐρανοῦ καί  

ἄλλη δὲ ἰχθύων. τῶν κτηνῶν  

 καὶ πάσης τῆς γῆς καί  

πάντων τῶν ἑρπετῶν τῶν 
ἑρπόντων ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς 

Table 4.5: Lexical Correspondence Between 1 Cor 15:39 and Genesis 1:26 

 
1 Cor 15:39 (Text) Gen 1:26 (Intertext) 

Distinct Nouns in vv. 39-41 (5) 
Lexical 
correspondence (4) 

ἀνθρώπων 
κτηνῶν 
πτηνῶν 
ἰχθύων 

ἄνθρωπον 
κτηνῶν  
πετεινῶν 
ἰχθύων 

No correspondence (1) σάρξ 
 

 

 

The scope of this intertextuality is more limited, but correspondence is stronger than 

that considered in the previous analysis. 
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Hays’ First Three Tests: Detecting an Intertext 

This text was clearly available to Paul, and to his audience. Volume is determined by 

the extent of explicit repetition of words or syntactical patterns. The proposed 

intertextuality here is restricted to the ‘taxonomy of living things’, which covers the 

classification of living creatures, including man. It is narrower in scope than the 

intertextual relationship proposed above, since it excludes the celestial bodies 

introduced in v.40. Within this restricted scope, there is significant lexical 

correspondence. In terms of Recurrence, the factors noted in §4.4.2 still apply. 

4.4.4. Intertextuality in vv.39-41: Old Testament Taxonomic Summaries 

Similar taxonomic summaries of living things also occur in the Old Testament at 

Psalm 8:4-9, Ezekiel 38:20 and Zephaniah 1:3.70 These passages show their own links 

with the intertext of Genesis 1 and a comparison of the correspondences between 

them, alongside 1 Cor 15:39, is illuminating. 

  

                                                        

70 Similar taxonomic categorisations appear in Job 12:7-8 (τετράποδα/πετεινὰ/ἰχθύες), Ezekiel 29:5 
(ἰχθύας/θηρίοις/πετεινοῖς), Hosea 4:3 (θηρίοις/ἑρπετοῖς/πετεινοῖς/ἰχθύες) and Deut 4:16-19 
(ἀρσενικοῦ/θηλυκοῦ/κτήνους/ὀρνέου πτερωτοῦ/ἑρπετοῦ/ἰχθύος plus ἥλιον/σελήνην/ἀστέρας). Of 
these, the first three occur in contexts of judgement and do not include reference to humans – they 
are therefore of a different character. The Deuteronomy passage rehearses the categories of creation 
in prohibiting the forming of an idol according to any created form. Humans are represented by the 
phrase ἀρσενικοῦ ἢ θηλυκοῦ and ἄνθρωπος does not appear. It is lexically different from those 
included in the table. Nevertheless, the taxonomy of both living things and heavenly bodies is 
distinctively Jewish, being drawn from Gen 1.  



 

153 

Table 4.6: Categories in Taxonomies of Living Things 

Genesis 1 (Intertext, LXX) Texts 

vv.20-27 v.26 Ps 8:5-9 Ez 38:20 Zeph 1:3 1 Cor 15:39 

ἑρπετὰ 
ψυχῶν 
ζωσῶν  

πετεινὰ  

κτήνη 

ἄνθρωπος 

 

ἄνθρωπος 

ἰχθύες  

πετεινὰ  

κτήνη 

 

ἄνθρωπος 

κτήνη 

πετεινὰ  

ἰχθύες 

 

ἰχθύες 

πετεινὰ 

θηρία 

ἄνθρωποι 

 

ἄνθρωπος 

κτήνη 

πετεινὰ 

ἰχθύες 

 

ἄνθρωπος  

κτήνη 

πτηνὰ71  

ἰχθύες 

 

As is clear in the table, the taxonomic summaries of living things in Gen 1:26, Psalm 8 

and Zephaniah reverse the order to some extent of the creation narrative earlier in 

Genesis 1. The latter culminates in the creation of human beings; the former begin 

with humans, placing them at the head of the taxonomy. Whereas in Psalm 8 and in 

Zephaniah, there is a movement from humans through beasts, birds and fish, in Gen 

1:26, humans are followed by fish, then birds, then beasts. Thus Gen 1:26 reflects the 

order of the broader narrative of creation in Genesis 1, but deliberately locates 

ἄνθρωπος at the head of the list, since the emphasis of the verse is on the rule of 

humans. Psalm 8 and Zephaniah both display a deliberate re-ordering of the Gen 1:26 

taxonomy, whilst retaining the primary place of humans. Significantly, in both of 

these texts, the order of the taxa reflects that of 1 Cor 15:39. 

Psalm 8 displays the same lexicon as Gen 1:26. This is significant, since the concern of 

this taxonomy is the same as that of Gen 1:26 – the rule of humans over living things. 

The taxonomy in Ezekiel reflects the order of the creation narrative in Gen 1:20-27 

and uses a different word for beasts. The context there is one of judgement, where 

God’s wrath causes the whole order of living things (as well as the mountains) to 

shake. The Zephaniah taxonomic order again reflects that of Gen 1:26. The context is 

                                                        

71 I adjust here to nominative plural form Paul’s term πτηνῶν, which is a hapax legomenon and a variant 
of the more usual πετεινῶν. See Robertson and Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First 
Epistle of St Paul to the Corinthians, 370. 
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again one of judgement, with Yahweh declaring that he will consume the created 

order of humans, beasts, birds and fish. 

Would the taxonomies in Psalm 8, Ezekiel and Zephaniah pass Hays’ first three tests? 

The prophetic texts would have been available, but in terms of volume they exhibit a 

very different context to that of 1 Corinthians. The context of Corinthians is not one 

of judgement on living things, unlike the two prophetic passages. In fact, the setting 

of Paul’s ‘taxonomy of living things’ conjoined with his ‘taxonomy of the heavens’, 

which covers celestial bodies, immediately marks his own concern as one of the 

created order as a whole – the context is creation. In placing this section within the 

wider context of resurrection, the broad context is in fact re-creation, which speaks 

more of redemption and salvation than of judgement. In terms of recurrence, neither 

of these prophetic books are quoted from or alluded to in 1 Corinthians. However, 

when Psalm 8 is examined, the analysis leads to a different conclusion. 

4.4.5. Intertextuality in vv. 39-41: Psalm 8 as Intertext  

In v.27 of 1 Corinthians 15, Paul quotes from Psalm 8:6.72 The interpretative comment 

that follows the quotation alerts readers to the presence of the intertext at this 

point.73 The citation is part of an interplay between Psalm 110 and Psalm 8, which 

Paul embarks upon in the light of his consideration of the telos, when the kingdom of 

God is delivered by Christ to the Father. The telos is realised when, in the words of 

Paul, Christ has ‘abolished (or rendered powerless) all rule and every authority and 

power’.74 Paul quotes from Psalm 110:1 (as recognised in NA27) when he explains that 

the goal of Christ’s reign is to subjugate all of his enemies. The final enemy to be 

subjugated will be death itself and in this way all things will be subject to the rule of 

Christ. Psalm 8:6 is chosen by Paul to express this truth, emphasising that it is God 

who has appointed Christ to accomplish this: ‘for he has put all things in subjection 

                                                        

72 Robertson and Plummer classify the quotation as ‘direct’ and as having substantial agreement with 
the LXX (ibid., liii). 
73 H. H. Drake Williams, “The Psalms in 1 and 2 Corinthians,” in Psalms in the New Testament, ed. Steve 
Moyise and Maarten J. J. Menken (London: Continuum, 2004), 171. 
74 1 Cor 15:28. 
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under his feet.’ As is demonstrated below, the intertextual role of Psalm 8 is not 

restricted to these earlier verses of the chapter. 

Correspondence 

The table below sets out the correspondence between the proposed intertext of Psalm 

8 and 1 Corinthians 15, controlled by the text. 

Table 4.7: Intertextual Correspondence between Text (1 Corinthians 15) and Intertext 
(Psalm 8) controlled by the Text (Citation Shaded) 

1 Corinthians 15 (Text) Psalm 8 LXX (Intertext) 

25 δεῖ γὰρ αὐτὸν βασιλεύειν ἄχρι οὗ θῇ 
πάντας τοὺς ἐχθροὺς ὑπὸ τοὺς 
πόδας αὐτοῦ 

ἐκ στόματος νηπίων καὶ 
θηλαζόντων κατηρτίσω αἶνον 
ἕνεκα τῶν ἐχθρῶν σου  

3 

26 ἔσχατος ἐχθρὸς καταργεῖται ὁ 
θάνατος 

τοῦ καταλῦσαι ἐχθρὸν καὶ 
ἐκδικητήν 

3 

27 πάντα γὰρ ὑπέταξεν ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας 
αὐτοῦ. 

καὶ κατέστησας αὐτὸν ἐπὶ τὰ ἔργα 
τῶν χειρῶν σου πάντα ὑπέταξας 
ὑποκάτω τῶν ποδῶν αὐτοῦ  

7 

39 Οὐ πᾶσα σὰρξ ἡ αὐτὴ σὰρξ ἀλλὰ 
ἄλλη μὲν ἀνθρώπων, 

τί ἐστιν ἄνθρωπος ὅτι μιμνῄσκῃ 
αὐτοῦ ἢ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου ὅτι 
ἐπισκέπτῃ αὐτόν 

5 

ἄλλη δὲ σὰρξ κτηνῶν πρόβατα καὶ βόας πάσας ἔτι δὲ καὶ 
τὰ κτήνη τοῦ πεδίου 

8 

ἄλλη δὲ σὰρξ πτηνῶν, ἄλλη δὲ 
ἰχθύων. 

τὰ πετεινὰ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ καὶ τοὺς 
ἰχθύας τῆς θαλάσσης τὰ 
διαπορευόμενα τρίβους θαλασσῶν 

9 

40 καὶ σώματα ἐπουράνια ὅτι ὄψομαι τοὺς οὐρανούς ἔργα 
τῶν δακτύλων σου 

4 

καὶ σώματα ἐπίγεια κύριε ὁ κύριος ἡμῶν ὡς θαυμαστὸν 
τὸ ὄνομά σου ἐν πάσῃ τῇ γῇ 

10 

ἀλλὰ ἑτέρα μὲν ἡ τῶν ἐπουρανίων 
δόξα, ἑτέρα δὲ ἡ τῶν ἐπιγείων. 

ἠλάττωσας αὐτὸν βραχύ τι παρ᾽ 
ἀγγέλους δόξῃ καὶ τιμῇ 
ἐστεφάνωσας αὐτόν 

6 

41 ἄλλη δόξα ἡλίου, καὶ ἄλλη δόξα 
σελήνης, καὶ ἄλλη δόξα ἀστέρων 

σελήνην καὶ ἀστέρας ἃ σὺ 
ἐθεμελίωσας 

4 
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Clearly, there is a significant degree of correspondence between the poetic and 

epistolary texts, not only in vv.25-27 but also in vv.39-41. The quotation of Psalm 8:7 

LXX in v.27 provides a strong point of connection between text and intertext. The 

proximate appearance of ἐχθρός in both singular and plural forms in the same order 

in both psalm and epistle also forms a significant point of contact. Furthermore, 

Paul’s corresponding taxa are found in the same order in the psalm. 

Table 4.8: Correspondence Between 1 Cor 15 and Psalm 8 

 
1 Cor 15 (Text) Psalm 8 (Intertext) 

Lexical Correspondence in vv.25-26 
 ἐχθροὺς 

ἐχθρὸς 
ἐχθρῶν 
ἐχθρὸν 

Direct Quotation in v.27 
 πάντα…ὑπέταξεν ὑπὸ 

τοὺς πόδας αὐτοῦ 
πάντα ὑπέταξας ὑποκάτω τῶν 
ποδῶν αὐτοῦ 
 

Distinct Nouns in vv. 39-41 (10) 
Lexical 
correspondence (7) 

ἄνθρωπος 
κτηνῶν 
πτηνῶν 
ἰχθύων 
σελήνης 
ἀστέρος 
δόξα 
 

ἄνθρωπος 
κτήνη 
πετεινὰ 
ἰχθύας  
σελήνης 
ἀστέρος 
δόξα 
 

No correspondence 
(3) 

ἡλίου 
σάρξ 
σώματα 

 

Distinct adjectives in vv. 39-41 (2) 
Semantic 
correspondence (2) 

ἐπουράνια 
ἐπίγεια 

τοὺς οὐρανούς  
ἐν πάσῃ τῇ γῇ 
 

 

Eight of the ten distinct nouns found in vv.39-41 occur in direct lexical 

correspondence in Psalm 8. This represents almost every category of Paul’s overall 

taxonomic summary of creation, which embraces both his ‘taxonomy of living things’ 

and his ‘taxonomy of the heavens’, the exception being ἡλίος, which does not appear 

in Psalm 8. This correspondence is greater than for the Genesis 1 intertexts examined 

above. The order of the taxonomy of living things in v.39 directly reflects the order 

in Psalm 8:8-9. Of the two distinct adjectives in vv.39-41, both find semantic, if not 
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direct lexical, correspondence in Psalm 8. It is also significant, in my view, that Paul’s 

use of a ‘taxonomy of flesh’ and a ‘taxonomy of the heavens’ reflects the structure of 

Psalm 8, where there is a similar use of two sub-taxonomies, one of living things and 

one of heavenly bodies. 

Hays’ First Three Tests: Detecting an Intertext  

In terms of Availability, this text was clearly available to Paul, and to his audience. 

Volume here is significant because of the quotation in v.27. In vv.39-41, most of the 

major terms from vv.3-9 of the Psalm find direct correspondence. This includes the 

term δόξα which is not present in any of the Genesis intertexts. As noted above, the 

presence in both text and intertext of a taxonomic summary of creation split into a 

‘taxonomy of living things’ and a ‘taxonomy of the heavens’ adds to the volume of the 

intertext in the text. In terms of Recurrence, the quotation from Psalm 8:6 in v.27 

provides a basis for proposing an intertextual relationship between vv.39-41 and the 

same psalm. The repeated allusions to the first three chapters of Genesis elsewhere 

in 1 Corinthians 15 also provide a basis for this link, since Psalm 8 is itself a creation 

psalm, with a strong intertextual relationship to Genesis 1.  

As noted above, interpreters have increasingly looked to Genesis 1 as the intertext 

which explains Paul’s taxonomic summary of creation in vv.39-41. However, it would 

seem that on the basis of the analysis above there is greater justification for proposing 

Psalm 8 as the primary intertext – a proposal that has not previously been made. The 

quotation from Psalm 8 earlier in the chapter, together with the incidence of the key 

concept of δόξα, is of special significance. Of course, Psalm 8 itself displays strong 

intertextuality with Genesis 1; the structure of Psalm 8 reflects the larger creation 

narrative contained in Genesis 1. However, there are also close connections between 

Psalm 8 as text and Gen 1:26 as intertext. In all three texts (Genesis 1, Psalm 8 and 1 

Corinthians 15) we find the conjunction of taxonomies of creation with the idea of 

human beings ruling over creation.75  

                                                        

75 It is noteworthy that there is one other place in the Old Testament where a similar conjunction 
occurs: in Genesis 9, after the flood, the narrative at v.1 has God blessing Noah and his sons in an echo 
of Gen 1:28. This is followed in v.2 by a restatement of the rule of human beings (in this case, Noah and 
his sons) over creation, again referred to in taxonomic manner, evoking Gen 1:26. As has been 
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The colocation of themes of cosmic order and human rule are important for Paul in 1 

Corinthians 15, not only in establishing the rule of Christ as a human being, but also 

in establishing the place of humans and human bodies in cosmology. To further 

explore this intertextuality, we may turn to the proposals of Michael Riffaterre on 

‘connectives’. 

4.4.6. Detecting the Intertext: Connectives 

Riffaterre’s work on connectives is a response to his own question: how does a reader 

detect the presence of an intertext? Or, in Riffaterre’s terms, from where does the 

intertextual drive arise? The question is of some importance in the case of vv.39-41 

of 1 Corinthians, especially since NA27 proposes a limited allusion here to Gen 1:20 

and 24, and in the light of the fact that when interpreters have recognised an allusion 

here, it has generally not been seen as overly important to the interpretation of the 

passage. 

In Riffaterre’s thought, the reader of a text ‘looks to the intertext to fill out the text’s 

gaps, spell out its implications and find out what rules of idiolectic grammar account 

for the text’s departures from logic, from accepted usage (that is, from the sociolect), 

from the cause-and-effect sequence of the narrative, and from verisimilitude in the 

descriptive.’76 However, although this may be a compelling description of readers’ 

uses of intertexts, it does not really illuminate the actual triggers which prompt a 

reader to look for an intertext to explain apparent anomalies in a text. Riffaterre 

proposes that embedded in a text are connectives, which are specific, specialised signs 

that stand for the intertext and at the same time point to its locus, and uncover its 

identity. These signs not only direct readers in the direction of specific intertexts, but 

compel them to seek them out, even when changes in cultural setting make their 

recovery less likely.77 In the case of 1 Corinthians 15:39-41, the proposed intertexts 

are bound within the same Christian canon as the text and, whilst cultural change 

over two millennia has been extensive, the recovery of these texts is comparatively 

                                                        

previously noted, similar taxonomies occur at Ez 38:20 and Zeph 1:3, but in these cases the connection 
to the rule of human beings over the creatures is absent. 
76 Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” 57. 
77 Ibid., 58. 
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straightforward, especially since they are alluded to or quoted by Paul elsewhere in 

the chapter, or in the letter.78  

As mentioned above, Riffaterre proposes that these connectives are signs (or 

signposts); words or phrases that first indicate a difficulty, and second point to its 

resolution. They are ‘both the problem…and the solution’79 and link text (where they 

fulfil the role of problem, discontinuity, or anomaly) and intertext (where they fulfil 

the role of solution or rectifier). Where a text becomes difficult to understand, a 

connective is present if there is a pointer to a resolution of the impasse. Importantly, 

Riffaterre attempts to demonstrate through examples that ‘connectives combine the 

sign systems of text and intertext into new semiotic clusters, thereby freeing the text 

from its dependency on usage and existing conventions, and subordinating its 

descriptive and narrative devices to a signifying strategy unique to the text.’80 In 

other words, these connectives do not merely evoke intertexts for the purpose of 

replicating the semiotic framework of the intertext, but generate new semiotic 

frameworks, leading to the text having a new and unique semiotic significance. Here, 

there is conceptual proximity to Hollander’s metalepsis.81 

Where in 1 Corinthians 15:35-44 are connectives found, points at which simultaneously 

there are both impasse and solution? I have already briefly set out the fact that 

interpreters have for a long time recognised a difficulty with Paul’s argument in this 

section. Tertullian saw an absurdity in the transition between v.38 and v.39, unless 

v.39 was taken as figurative in some way.82 He recognised an impasse, but not an 

intertext that might resolve it.83 Calvin also recognises the awkwardness of the 

transition, but again does not resolve it by any appeal to an intertext. I propose that 

there are two connectives in this section. They are the words σάρξ and δόξα. Neither 

of these words appear anywhere in the preceding verses. Indeed σάρξ appears in the 

first few verses of the letter and then not at all until chapter 15. It appears in v.39 and 

                                                        

78 The canonical reading of Psalm 8 is addressed by Brevard S. Childs, “Psalm 8 in the context of the 
Christian canon,” Interpretation 23:1 (1969): 20. 
79 Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” 58. 
80 Ibid. The example Riffaterre uses is a poem by Andre Breton. 
81 See §1.2.3. 
82 Tertullian’s exclamation (‘Now, if this language is not to be construed figuratively, it was absurd…’) 
is an example of the recognition of an impasse. See §4.2.2 above, and §1.1.5 n.62. 
83 As has been seen, John Chrysostom reacts to the transition similarly. 
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once more in v.50. Again, δόξα appears three times in chapter 11, but nowhere else in 

the letter. Paul has written of bodies (σώματα) and of seeds (σπερμάτα), but v.39 

certainly represents an awkward transition, with the sudden introduction of σάρξ 

and δόξα to the discussion. Fee’s view that Paul’s purpose here is ‘not clearly 

specified’ probably reflects the presence of these connectives.84  

On a cursory reading of the section, and especially when the seed material in vv.36-

38 is understood as an analogy, it seems as if vv.39-41 are an unnecessary interjection. 

If v.38 were followed directly by v.42, then a line of reasoning results which then 

seems entirely sufficient to carry Paul’s argument to its climax: 

That which you sow does not come to life unless it dies; and that which you 
sow, you do not sow the body which is to be, but a bare grain, perhaps of 
wheat or of something else. But God gives it a body just as He wished… So 
also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown a perishable body, it is raised 
an imperishable body; it is sown in dishonour, it is raised in glory…85  

The themes of continuity and discontinuity are established in the seed material in 

vv.36-38 and these are carried through in Paul’s descriptions of discontinuity in 

vv.42-44. However, vv.39-41 introduce a hiatus. The two terms at the heart of this 

hiatus are signalled through repetition: σάρξ (four incidences in v.39) and δόξα (five 

incidences in vv.40-41). It is this hiatus that prompts the reactions that have been 

noted amongst the various interpreters. 

If σάρξ and δόξα are a problem, how are they also a solution? In v.39 σάρξ is modified 

by four terms: ἀνθρώπων, κτηνῶν, ἰχθύων, and πτηνῶν. In v.40, δόξα is modified by 

the terms ἐπουράνια and ἐπίγεια. In v.41, δόξα is modified by three terms: ἡλίου, 

σελήνης, and ἀστέρων. Taken together, all of these modifiers reflect the semiotic 

framework of Jewish cosmology, divided into celestial and terrestrial. Within the 

Jewish sociolect of the first century, these terms would be recognised as being taken 

from taxonomies of creation found in the Jewish scriptures. Therefore, σάρξ and δόξα 

do not merely function as a problem, or impasse, but also as a solution. They function 

as signifiers, signposts, connectives, pointing to Jewish texts containing taxonomies 

                                                        

84 Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 782. 
85 1 Cor 15:36b-38a, 42-43 (vv.38b-41 omitted). 
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of creation, therefore linking text and intertext. The conformity of the modifiers of 

these terms to the categories of Jewish taxonomies of creation means that these 

connectives actually stand for or represent the intertexts themselves. As has been 

proposed above, these intertexts are the fundamental creation texts of the Torah and 

of the Psalter. In fact, there is essentially a single intertext, which is represented by 

both Genesis 1 and Psalm 8. This intertext, the foundational creation narrative of the 

Jewish faith lurks behind both σάρξ and δόξα. The modifiers identified above are the 

tip of the iceberg, with the bulk of the intertext itself out of sight.86 The second 

connective, δόξα, points to the specific form of the intertext which guides Paul’s 

thought, since it appears as a key motif in Psalm 8. Secondary signals, such as the 

language of ‘heaven’ and ‘earth’ help to point the attentive reader towards this 

intertext, supplying the necessary background for understanding and resolving the 

tension in the text. In the next section I move into the half-way realm, represented 

by Hays’ final four tests, of both testing and interpreting these intertextualities. It is 

here that Riffaterre’s ideas about connectives forming new semiotic frameworks will 

be taken forward. 

4.5. Interpretation: The Purpose of Paul’s Allusions 

4.5.1. The Forms of the Intertext and their Relationship to the Text 

In this section, the further stage of our examination of intertextuality is reached. The 

final four tests for ‘intertextual echoes’ proposed by Richard Hays move beyond 

detecting the occurrence of such echoes into the realm of interpretation.87 I have 

proposed the foundational Jewish creation narrative as the intertext which stands 

behind Paul’s taxonomic summary of creation in vv.39-41. Three forms of this 

intertext relate to this taxonomy (the text). First, there is intertextuality between this 

taxonomy and the broad sweep of the narrative of creation in Gen 1:14-27. This can 

be referred to as the second triad of creation, since it encompasses the physical 

                                                        

86 Riffaterre, “Compulsory reader response: the intertextual drive,” 63, 71. 
87 Stanley E. Porter, “Allusions and Echoes,” in As It Is Written: Studying Paul’s Use of Scripture, ed. Stanley 
E. Porter and C. D. Stanley, 2008, 36–39; Beale, Handbook on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, 
34–35. 
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bodies, both celestial and terrestrial, that are formed on the final three days of God’s 

creative activity. Paul’s taxonomy of different kinds of bodies broadly reverses the 

order of the Genesis narrative. Second, if we consider that Paul’s taxonomy is in fact 

a conjunction of two taxonomies: a ‘taxonomy of living things’ covering life on the 

earth, and a ‘taxonomy of the heavens’ covering celestial bodies, then the first of 

these sub-taxonomies displays a significant level of correspondence to Genesis 1:26-

28. The terms used by Paul for the categories of living things in v.39 are those of 

Genesis 1:26-28 and both taxonomies place humans first. Other motifs from Gen 1:26-

28 that appear in 1 Corinthians 15, such as the Imago Dei and ‘rule’, further suggest 

this as an intertext. Third, we find that Psalm 8 provides a high degree of lexical, 

semantic and structural correspondence as an intertext. Every element in Paul’s 

taxonomy is found in the Psalm with the exception of ἡλίος. All of the terms in Paul’s 

taxonomy of living things are in the same order as in Psalm 8. Other key words are 

found, including δόξα, which plays an extremely important part in vv.40-41 and 

functions as a connective. There is also the important structural parallel between 

Psalm 8 and vv.39-41, where in both cases two sub-taxonomies together comprise an 

overall taxonomic summary of creation. 

What is the relationship between these three forms of the intertext, and which form 

of the intertext has most influenced Paul in vv.39-41? There are several indications 

that the form of the intertext that bears upon Paul’s use most heavily is Psalm 8. These 

indications are: Paul’s citation of Psalm 8 in 1 Cor 15:27; the use of two split sub-

taxonomies to cover the complete taxonomic summary of creation; the close lexical 

correspondence and order in both texts; the presence of the connective δόξα in both 

texts; the presence of the theme of ‘rule’ in the psalm and in the broader context of 1 

Corinthians 15; and, the presence of the imago Dei theme in both texts. Of course, 

Psalm 8 itself is in close intertextual relationship with Gen 1:26-28, which also 

displays some of these themes and is the intertext that stands behind the form found 

in the psalm.88 The form of the intertext found in Psalm 8 is also reliant on the form 

                                                        

88 Franz Delitzsch sees in Psalm 8 a ‘lyric echo’ of Gen 1:26-28 (Franz Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on 
the Psalms, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1892), 177). For one of the most detailed analyses of the 
relationship between Genesis 1 and Psalm 8, see Neumann-Gersolke, U., Herrschen in den Grenzen der 
Schöpfung: Ein Beitrag zur alttestamentlichen Anthropologie am Beispiel von Psalm 8, Genesis 1 und verwandten 
Texten (WMANT, 101; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2004). Neumann-Gersolke analyses the 
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found in the broader narrative of the second triad of creation (Gen 1:14-27). The 

reflection in the psalm upon the moon and the stars (the omission of the sun merely 

indicates that the inspiration for the psalm was the night sky) sets human beings in 

the context of the whole creation.89 These categories of the created order – the 

‘taxonomy of the heavens’ – are taken from this broader narrative of Genesis 1, 

perhaps not directly but as part of the sociolect of the psalmist.90 However, the 

language used in the LXX is especially that of Genesis 1:26. Human beings do not rule 

the celestial bodies, which are in the heavens, but they stand in relationship to them. 

The impressive splendour, grandeur and glory of the celestial bodies prompt the 

feeling of insignificance present in the question ‘what is man?’ Yet, the psalm, 

drawing on Gen 1:26, concludes that ‘[h]uman beings belong to God’s world.’91  

So the relationship between 1 Corinthians 15 and the three forms of the creation 

intertext may be represented as shown below. 

 

      

Figure 4.1: The Forms of the Intertext and Their Relationship to the Text 

                                                        

links but forms his own specific critical conclusions, specifically that both texts were produced in the 
same period and that Psalm 8 itself is a critique of royal ideology. 
89 Childs, “Psalm 8 in the context of the Christian canon,” 21. 
90 Ibid. 
91 H. J. Kraus, Psalms: 1-59, trans. Hilton C. Oswald (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1988), 185. 
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This schema contrasts with proposals of the broad narrative of Genesis 1 as the 

immediate background to vv.39-41. My proposal links vv.39-41 to the creation 

tradition already quoted by Paul in v.27. A consideration of why Paul utilises this form 

of the creation intertext here in 1 Corinthians 15 will require an examination of the 

reception of Psalm 8 and a brief consideration of Paul’s other uses of creation 

traditions, which are the foci of the next section. However, it is helpful first to 

consider the theology of Psalm 8 in its Old Testament context.  

4.5.2. The Creation Theology of Psalm 8 

Psalm 8 is a hymn of praise which is unique in the psalter: it is the only hymn which 

wholly comprises a direct address to God.92 As will become clear, its theology of 

creation is also unique in the psalter. In considering the psalm in its Old Testament 

setting, the possibility of identifying themes which might be carried across into the 

new semiotic framework of 1 Corinthians 15 ought to be held in view. Paul’s citation 

of the psalm in v.27 is closest to the LXX and it is this version of the psalm that will 

be examined here. 

The psalm begins with the poet praising the Lord (v.1). Whilst the second verse 

presents some difficulty for interpreters, it is clear that the poet’s praise has been 

borne out of his contemplation of the cosmos. His focus is cosmology, as it is revealed 

by the night sky, and the celestial bodies which are the work of Yahweh as creator, 

who has established (θεμελιόω) them. This contemplation generates a question: what 

is man?93 This question is close to the heart of all cosmology, since cosmological 

enterprise is prompted to some extent by human beings’ search to understand their 

place within the cosmos. Paul’s own trajectory in 1 Cor 15:35-44 is set by the 

cosmological misunderstandings of the Corinthian Syncretisers. The questions which 

Paul constructs in v.35 are, philosophically, aspects of the question found in Psalm 8. 

                                                        

92 Following Gunkel’s classification. It may also be classified as a psalm of creation. See Peter C Craigie, 
Psalms 1-50, WBC (Waco: Word Books, 1983), 106; John Goldingay, Psalms, Vol. 1, Psalms 1-41 (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2006), 154. See also James Luther Mays, Psalms, Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2011), 65. 
93 Although the term ‘son of man’ perhaps offered an opportunity for later Christian interpreters to 
make connections to Jesus Christ as the Son of Man, here it is merely an instance of Hebrew poetic 
parallelism. 
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The telos of human beings, their post-mortem identity and destiny, their form and 

location, are aspects of the question ‘what is a human?’ Thus, both Psalm 8 and 1 

Corinthians 15 address cosmological, as well as narrowly anthropological, questions. 

For the poet, humanity is the Lord’s creation (v.5) and this is the perspective from 

which the poetry of praise is framed.94 Comparison of Psalm 8 in the Masoretic text 

with the Septuagint shows one key feature arising from the translation of the Hebrew 

into Greek.95 The Hebrew of v.5 (v.6 LXX) has human beings as being made ‘a little 

lower than ʾelōhîm.’ Here, ʾelōhîm could mean either ‘God’ or ‘gods’, the latter 

indicating heavenly beings. The LXX renders this word as ἀγγέλους which reflects 

the second of the two interpretations above. The reference to heavenly beings, whose 

status is compared to that of human beings, reflects the plural summons (‘let us…’) in 

Gen 1:26.96 That human beings are created ‘a little lower’, together with the psalm’s 

description of the status assigned to human beings (glory and honour) indicates that 

they are created ‘like Elohim.’97 As such, Psalm 8 expresses an imago Dei theology in 

analogy to Gen 1:26.98 The psalm speaks of the δόξα of the human being, which is one 

of the connectives which forms one strand of the link to 1 Cor 15:39-41. In what does 

this δόξα consist? Within the context of the psalm, this ‘glory and majesty’ seems to 

subsist within the place which humans have been afforded within the cosmos.99 The 

divinely-appointed place of humans is on earth, lower than and not in the realm of the 

divine. Within the taxonomy of life on earth, the Lord has appointed humans over all 

other life (v.6). Therefore, human beings have ‘sovereign rights’ over creation which 

emanate from the Lord himself. H. J. Kraus describes the glory of human beings as 

consisting in the fact that ‘[t]he Creator and world ruler Yahweh assigns the world to 

the human being as to a king installed by God.’100 The human being in Psalm 8 is 

                                                        

94 Childs, “Psalm 8 in the context of the Christian canon,” 20. 
95 There is also the change of ‘consider’ (v.4) to future tense from imperfect. 
96 Kraus, Psalms, 183 The LXXs ἀγγέλοι, which translates the Hebrew אלהים, reflects this understanding 
of Gen 1:26. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid., 184; Childs, “Psalm 8 in the context of the Christian canon,” 22. 
99 Interestingly, Von Rad thinks that the ‘glory’ of the human in the psalm is a reference to the physical 
body, the ‘splendour of the bodily form’ (1.145). If this was indeed the Hebrew idea behind the Imago 
Dei, then there would be a certain connection to Paul’s own concerns in 1 Cor 15. However, the basis 
of the Imago Dei in functionality is a more promising proposal for the Hebrew view and is the view I 
take here. See J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 
2005). 
100 Kraus, Psalms, 183, emphasis added. 
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representative of the first human being. There are parallels with ancient Near Eastern 

‘royal ideology’ that the ruling human king was a representative of a ruling god. 

These parallels have led some to suggest that the psalm’s subject is actually the king, 

not humans in general. However, Kraus rightly rejects this idea. In Gen 1:26-28 the 

imago Dei is democratised to all human beings and the psalm reflects this uniquely 

Jewish perspective.  

The sense is then that human beings are in some sense ‘lower’ than angels, but their 

δόξα consists in something not bestowed upon angels, namely their being set over 

God’s works (v.6) as kings installed by God.101 Kraus summarises the psalm in this way: 

The meaning therefore is: human beings have their station, given to them by 
God in creation, immediately below the heavenly beings that surround 
Yahweh’s royal throne… The song is to be about the royal and divine grandeur 
that rests on human beings. The little, frail human being belongs to God’s 
world according to Yahweh’s determination and arrangement… In the 
creation…in which everything shines and sparkles, the lowly human being is 
no exception.’102 

It is this emphasis on the ‘station’ of human beings in the order of creation and their 

role within it that is Paul’s concern in 1 Corinthians 15. Again, the use of the connective 

δόξα is of fundamental importance. Psalm 8 speaks about the appropriate glory of 

human beings – they too ‘shine and sparkle’ – being related to their function and 

position within Yahweh’s cosmos. The psalm delineates the only proper orbit within 

which the glory of humans can rightly be understood. The psalm itself is 

circumscribed by an inclusio which identifies this orbit as the glory of Yahweh himself. 

Yahweh’s glory, revealed in his acts (specifically that of creation), is the basis for the 

glory of humanity. It is Yahweh who has assigned human beings their station, only 

slightly diminished from the status of the divine.103 Humans are not destined to be 

celestial or divine. They are created a ‘little lower’. Yet, they have an appropriate 

                                                        

101 Ibid.; Allen Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms, Volume 1, Kregel Exegetical (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2012), 
296. 
102 Kraus, Psalms, 183 
103 Leonard P. Maré, “The Messianic Interpretation of Psalm 8:4-6 in Hebrews 2:6-9, Part I,” in Psalms 
and Hebrews: Studies in Reception, ed. Gert Jacobus Steyn and Dirk J. Human (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2012), 
112; Chris L. de Wet, “The Messianic Interpretation of Psalm 8:4-6 in Hebrews 2:6-9, Part II,” in Psalms 
and Hebrews: Studies in Reception, ed. Gert Jacobus Steyn and Dirk J. Human (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2012), 
113. 
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place in the cosmos, a glory bestowed by Yahweh. Human beings are placed below 

the celestial bodies, yet over all earthly life. 

This cosmological station for human beings is revealed in the taxonomy of the psalm 

and this bears some brief comment. The poet looks up at the heavens (τοὺς 

οὐρανούς): the moon and the stars. His station as a human being is below the heavens, 

below the angels, or divine beings (τοὺς ἀγγέλους). The phrase σελήνην καὶ ἀστέρας 

is a taxonomic synecdoche encompassing the celestial bodies. As has already been 

noted, the absence of ἡλίου merely reflects the poet’s contemplation of the night sky. 

Yet, the human being is over (ἐπί) other forms of life on earth; they are under 

(ὑποκάτω) the human being. The ‘taxonomy of living things’ employed by the poet 

first encompasses land animals (v.8): all sheep (πρόβατα…πάσας), reflecting the 

Hebrew word which implies small herding animals; all cattle (βόας πάσας), reflecting 

the Hebrew for large herding animals; and, beasts of the field (κτήνη τοῦ πεδίου), 

which expands the scope of the taxonomy to all land animals beyond the pastures 

and reflects the Hebrew which conveys something similar.104 In v.9, the ‘taxonomy of 

living things’ continues, taking in birds (τὰ πετεινὰ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ) and fish (τοὺς 

ἰχθύας τῆς θαλάσσης). Within any cosmological understanding of life, taxonomies are 

composed of primary- and secondary-level taxa.105 The Hebrew psalm mentions small 

and large herding animals, and wild animals (all secondary-level taxa). This is 

reflected in the LXX. Taken together, these form the primary taxon of land animals. 

In both the Hebrew and LXX, birds are present as a primary taxon. Again, the LXX 

follows the Hebrew in presenting two secondary taxa to represent the primary taxon 

of aquatic animals (τοὺς ἰχθύας τῆς θαλάσσης/τὰ διαπορευόμενα τρίβους 

θαλασσῶν).106  

When the taxonomies of living things from Genesis 1:26 and Psalm 8 are compared 

(see Table 4.9), it is clear that the latter is in some way an expanded version of the 

                                                        

104 For the Hebrew terms, see P. T. Davies, “Animal Imagery,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, 
Poetry and Writings (Downers Grove: IVP, 2008), 13–15. 
105 Richard Whitekettle, “Taming the shrew, shrike, and shrimp: the form and function of zoological 
classification in Psalm 8,” Journal of Biblical Literature 125:4 (2006): 750. 
106 Ibid., 751–2. 
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former.107 The comparison also adds weight to the possibility that some of the terms 

used in Psalm 8 are at least inclusive and may indeed represent primary-level, not 

secondary-level taxa.108  

Table 4.9: Taxa in Taxonomies of Living Things109 

Taxa 
 
Primary–level taxa 
 Secondary-level taxa 
 

Texts (LXX) 
 

Gen 1:26-
28 

 
Psalm 8:8-9 

 
1 Cor 15:39 

Land animals κτήνη  κτήνη 
 Small herding 
animals 
 Large herding 
animals 
 Wild animals 

 πρόβατα 
βόας 

κτήνη τοῦ πεδίου 

 

Creeping animals ἑρπετόν   
Aerial animals πετεινὰ πετεινὰ πτηνὰ110 
Aquatic animals ἰχθύες  ἰχθύες 

 Small aquatic 
animals 
 Large aquatic 
animals 

 ἰχθύες 
τὰ διαπορευόμενα 
τρίβους θαλασσῶν 

 

 

In both Gen 1:26 and in 1 Cor 15:39, κτήνη represents a primary-level taxon of all land 

animals. In Psalm 8, κτήνη appears with the qualifier τοῦ πεδίου, probably in 

reference to wild animals. However, it may be a summary term for all animals, both 

herding and wild. In any case, when the elements of the taxonomies are compared 

with those of Paul’s own taxonomy of living things, it can be seen that the major 

                                                        

107 Here we see something of the ‘lyric exposition’ of Gen 1:26 in Psalm 8 (Bruce K. Waltke, An Old 
Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 213n.11) The reason for this expansion might be 
found in the task of ‘naming’ whereby human dominion is reinforced by articulating the subjects of 
that dominion. See Whitekettle, “Taming the shrew, shrike, and shrimp”. 
108 Whitekettle does acknowledge that the particular interpretation which he proposes for the 
construction in the Hebrew for ‘wild animals’, which the LXX replicates, is unusual (Whitekettle, 
“Taming the shrew, shrike, and shrimp,” 751), and that the proposed secondary-level taxa for large 
animals may merely be epexegetical of ‘fish of the sea’ (ibid., 751n.7). Davies notes that behema is used 
for animals in general (“Animal Imagery,” 14). 
109 Cf. Whitekettle, “Taming the shrew, shrike, and shrimp,” 752, 754, who deals with the Hebrew terms. 
110 I adjust here to nominative plural form, Paul’s term πτηνῶν, which is a hapax legomenon and a variant 
of the more usual πετεινῶν. See Robertson and Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First 
Epistle of St Paul to the Corinthians, 370. 
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elements present in Gen 1:26 are those adopted by Paul. The lexicography of Gen 1:26-

28 is present in Psalm 8 and the lexicon of the primary-level taxa of Gen 1:26-28 which 

are replicated in Psalm 8 has been adopted by Paul. 

To summarise, in Psalm 8 the δόξα of humans in understood within a two-fold 

cosmological taxonomy, whereby humans are placed at the head of an expanded 

‘taxonomy of living things’, but below a ‘taxonomy of the heavens’. 

One other feature of the psalm deserves comment. The poet draws on protology for 

his portrait of the δόξα of the human being. The psalm as a whole is largely idealistic: 

in vv.4-9, there is no reference to human sinfulness, or to the complications of a fallen 

world. The portrait is somewhat idyllic and is anchored in the world of Genesis 1.111 

Only the references to ἐχθρὸς, ἔχθρα and ἐκδικητήν in the difficult v.3 puncture this 

idealism. From this, the theological conclusion can be drawn that, in the Hebrew 

religion that spawned the poetry, protology still defined the cosmos and humanity. 

However, the confluence of the ‘enemy’ with the Edenic portrait introduces 

dissonance into its reading. In this sense, the psalm itself raises an eschatological 

question. The psalm, whilst rooted in protology, implicitly projects an eschatological 

horizon and hope. 

4.5.3. A Proposal for Paul’s Purpose in 1 Corinthians 15:39-41 

In the light of this survey of Psalm 8, it is now possible to propose the reason why 

Paul utilises its framework in addressing the questions of 1 Cor 15:35. To begin with, 

the use of Psalm 8 in quotation in v.27 of 1 Corinthians 15 can be briefly discussed.  

Psalm 8:6 in v.27 

The quotation of Psalm 8:6 in v.27 of the chapter is widely acknowledged,112 although 

the associated use of Psalm 110 in v.25 is more usually seen as an allusion.113 The 

                                                        

111 Kraus (Psalms, 185) writes, ‘It is strange: the guilt of the human being comes into the picture of the 
hymn of Psalm 8 as little as it does in chapter 1 of Genesis.’ 
112 Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, “1 Corinthians,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old 
Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 745; Thiselton, The First Epistle 
to the Corinthians, 1235. 
113 Williams, “The Psalms in 1 and 2 Corinthians,” 170–1. 
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quotation is usually considered as part of Paul’s argument that Christ will subjugate 

all of God’s enemies (language garnered from both Psalm 8 and Psalm 110),114 and the 

use of πάντα in both text and intertext sets the scope of the reign of Christ as the 

whole creation.115 Paul subtly alters the text of the LXX in order to suit his purpose.116 

There are parallels with the use of both of these psalms in Ephesians: ‘both 1 

Corinthians 15 and Ephesians 1 seem especially interested in the one element (πάντα) 

where Psalm 8 goes beyond Psalm 110.’117 This interplay between Psalms 8 and 110 

allows Paul to include death itself amongst the enemies that are to be subjugated by 

Christ.118 Psalm 110 refers twice to enemies (plural). The fact that Psalm 8 speaks of 

the presence of enemies (plural) in the creation and the destruction of the enemy 

(singular) allows Paul to adopt the same language of subjugation of enemies (plural), 

with a final enemy (singular) being singled out as the last to be destroyed. 

Several Jewish texts address the idealized dominion and rule of the Davidic king.119 

However, no Messianic interpretation of Psalm 8 is extant amongst this literature. 

Paul sees a fulfillment of Psalm 8 in Jesus, but he does not lose the Jewish perspective 

of the psalm, that it addresses all humanity, not merely an idealized king. Rather, Paul 

connects a christological application to this Jewish perspective. The rule of Christ is 

connected in Paul’s thought to the rule of God’s people. The connection between 

Christ and his people has already been made in the same section of the chapter. 

Christ’s resurrection is the ‘first fruits’ of those who have died (v.20); all who belong 

to Christ will also be made alive (vv.22-23). The fact that Paul cites Psalm 8 to make a 

point about Christ does not imply that Paul ceased to understand the orbit of the 

psalm as humanity generally.  

                                                        

114 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 773. Conzelmann (1 Corinthians, 274) styles v.27 and 
the use of Psalm 8 therein as ‘a retrospective proof of v.26’. For Collins (First Corinthians, 554), the 
citation of Ps 8:7 here is ‘a biblical warrant for Paul’s discourse on the destruction of death’. As Fitzmyer 
(I Corinthians, 574) and Conzelmann (1 Corinthians, 274) note, there is some debate as to whether it is 
God or Christ who subjects, ‘but the more important idea is the subjection of “all” to him’ (Fitzmyer), 
i.e., to Christ. 
115 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 775; Collins, First Corinthians, 554. 
116 Collins, First Corinthians, 554. 
117 Thorsten Moritz, “The Psalms in Ephesians and Colossians,” in Psalms in the New Testament, ed. Steve 
Moyise and Maarten J. J. Menken (London: Continuum, 2004), 186. 
118 Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 774. 
119 E.g. Psalms 2, 65, 68, 72, 89, 98, 102, 138, 148; Micah 7; Zechariah 9; Daniel 7. See ibid., 775. 
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He interprets this psalm as applying to the Messiah as the one who brings to 
fulfillment God’s intentions for humanity… It is an explicitly christological use 
of the Old Testament, with the Old Testament notion of corporate 
representation as its presupposition; Christ represents his people… The 
glorious destiny of humankind to be crowned and to receive dominion, which 
we failed to grasp, is fulfilled for us through Jesus.120 

The christological use of the psalm is conjoined with more general anthropological 

implications. As Thiselton notes, Paul is seeking to explain not how Jesus Christ comes 

to receive dominion, but to explain ‘the dynamics of how ἄνθρωπος, through whom 

death came, can come to receive “dominion over all things”.’121 Paul’s outlook here is 

reflected in 2 Tim 2:12, which expresses the idea that those who are ἐν τῷ Χριστω will 

reign together with him (συμβασιλεύω). Paul’s concern here with dominion or rule 

in the context of eschatology can be seen as part of his response to the Corinthians’ 

lack of awareness of eschatology.122 Paul sets out the τάγμα of dominion. 

The quotation of the psalm in 1 Corinthians 15 is also part of Paul’s portrait of God’s 

eschatological telos in terms of protology. After the ‘seam’ in Paul’s argument in v.23, 

this thought comes to the fore.123 The protology of Psalm 8 is applied to Christ in v.27. 

This outlook is continued with the Adam-Christ nexus of vv.45-49.124 It is important 

to note that Paul is working according to this paradigm in the chapter; his vision of 

the telos and of the place of resurrection within it is rooted in the protology of the 

creation traditions of Israel’s scriptures. 

Psalm 8 in vv.39-41 

Returning to the verses which are of primary concern (vv.39-41), the outlook of Psalm 

8 itself sheds light on why Paul may have continued to hold the psalm in mind (after 

his quotation of it in v.27) when responding to the questions of the Corinthians 

relating to the type of body given to humans at the resurrection. Those questions are 

                                                        

120 Ibid., 776. 
121 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1235. 
122 1 Cor 4:8. 
123 C. K. Barrett detects a major shift in Paul’s argument occurring in v.23 (The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians, 355). Borchert prefers to characterise this as a ‘seam’ in the argument (Borchert, “The 
resurrection,” 407).  This better reflects the unity of the section provided by the topic of ‘death’, both 
its introduction into human experience and its abolition. See also Jan Lambrecht, “Structure and Line 
of Thought in 1 Cor. 15:23-28,” NovT 32:2 (April 1990): 143 
124 This nexus is examined below in §5.4. 
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questions of eschatology as well as cosmology. Psalm 8, whilst rooted in protology, 

invites the reader’s reflections towards an eschatological horizon because of the 

dissonance already noted in the psalm. In 1 Corinthians 15 we encounter the same 

pattern of protological projection; Paul is appealing to protology to answer questions 

of eschatology. This ought not to be surprising: in doing this Paul is following in the 

path of the prophets for whom the Endzeit was a reflection of the Urzeit.125 In 1 

Corinthians 15, Paul reflected on the Fall, the event which sets the boundary to 

protology (v.21). The resurrection is the consequence of the subjugation of death, 

which entered the realm of human existence at the Fall. Human beings die because 

they are in Adam, through whom death entered (v.22). Paul sets the defeat of death 

into an eschatological framework by his references both to the παρουσίᾳ of Christ 

(v.23) and his use of τὸ τέλος (v.24); these references mark an eschatological 

boundary.126 The destruction of death as the last enemy again emphasises that 

eschatology is critical to understanding salvation, especially resurrection.127 Indeed, 

interpreters note that eschatology is critical to much of what Paul writes in the 

letter.128 The implied horizon of Psalm 8 invites eschatological consideration of the 

restoration of the rightful place and role of human beings in creation. Paul quotes 

from Psalm 8 as part of an argument based upon corporate solidarity (both with Adam 

and with Christ).129 The representative, idealised ἄνθρωπος of the psalm is also a 

figure evoking corporate solidarity with the whole of humanity. 

The intertextual connection assumes greater significance when the two themes of 

εἰκών (image) and ἄρχω (rule) are considered. These themes represent the 

theological heart of Gen 1:26, where humans are created as the image and likeness of 

God and where consequently they are given dominion by God over the created order 

                                                        

125 Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 36–58, esp. 49–50. 
126 Debates about whether Paul proclaims a temporary earthly rule of Christ through his use of these 
terms are not of concern here, but see C. E. Hill, “Paul’s Understanding of Christ’s Kingdom in I 
Corinthians 15:20-28,” NovT 30:4 (October 1988): 297; Jan Lambrecht, “Paul’s Christological Use of 
Scripture in 1 Cor. 15.20–28,” NTS 28:04 (1982): 502–527. 
127 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1234. 
128 So Hays proposes that Paul, by means of his letter, is teaching the Corinthians to think 
eschatologically (Hays, The Conversion of the Imagination, 1–24). See also Christian Wolff, Der erste Brief 
des Paulus an die Korinther, ThHK 7 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2000), 388. 
129 William Dykstra, “1 Corinthians 15:20-28, an essential part of Paul’s argument against those who 
deny the resurrection,” Calvin Theological Journal 4:2 (November 1, 1969): 207–9. 
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of animals.130 The theme of rule is also found in Psalm 8, where humans are ‘put in 

charge’ (κατέστησας) of God’s works, expressed in the psalm’s taxonomic summary 

of living things. The LXX reflects the Hebrew משל, which more straightforwardly 

carries the meaning of ‘rule’. In both of these texts, the taxonomy of living things 

begins with the human being as ruler over the other categories of life. In 1 

Corinthians 15, the themes of ‘rule’ and of ‘image’ also occur. The term εἰκών occurs 

twice in 1 Cor 15:49, where Paul writes that ‘even as we have borne the image of the 

earthy, we will also bear the image of the heavenly.’131 Perhaps more significant is the 

connection between ruling (ἄρχω) in Gen 1:26 and Paul’s discussion of the theme of 

rule or reigning in 1 Cor 15:24-28. In these latter verses, Paul describes the abolishing 

of all rule (ἀρχή), authority and power by Christ during his reigning (βασιλεύω) over 

creation, which will ultimately lead to the subjection of all his enemies (which 

includes the final enemy of death itself). 

This then leads towards an answer to the question of why Paul makes use of the 

framework of Psalm 8 in vv.39-41 to address the Syncretisers. Paul’s eschatological 

argument reinforces the role of humanity within the fixed order of creation. In 

ἀνάστασις, do human beings return as other genera of life? No, since all flesh is not 

the same. Different kinds of flesh are allocated to different species, and human beings 

have their own kind of flesh. To each of the seeds (ἑκάστῳ τῶν σπερμάτων) – that is, 

to each of the taxa of life which Paul takes from the taxonomy of living things in 

Psalm 8 – God gives the appropriate body (ἴδιον σῶμα). V.38b functions as the 

conceptual bridge between the seed material and vv.39-41; it is intimately linked with 

these following verses. The body or flesh of a human being is related to the place of 

human beings in the created order – they rule over the other forms of life. The 

thought that human beings might become one of these other forms of life would have 

made no sense to Paul (or to the psalmist). In ἀνάστασις, will human beings receive 

bodies like the sun, moon or stars, with a different kind of substance and a luminous 

glory? No, since the created realm is, as seen in Psalm 8, split into earthly bodies 

(delineated in the taxonomy of living things) and heavenly bodies (delineated in the 

                                                        

130 For the translation ‘as the image’ see David J.A. Clines, “The image of God in man,” TynBul 19 (1968): 
75–80. 
131 This occurrence of the term is noted in NA27 with a proposed allusion to Gen 5:3, possibly driven by 
the fact that v.49 deals with human beings bearing the image of another human being. 
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taxonomy of heavenly bodies) and the δόξα of one taxonomy is different to the other. 

Each realm has a δόξα appropriate to it.132 The δόξα of the heavenly bodies is not 

greater than the earthly. Paul points out that even amongst the heavenly bodies there 

are different types of δόξα (v.41). This makes the point that there are varying, yet 

appropriate, glories within the realms, and implies that in the terrestrial realm there 

are also differing glories. The δόξα appropriate to humans is specified by Psalm 8, it 

consists in humanity’s position over the taxonomy of living things, yet below the 

taxonomy of the heavens, which reflects humanity’s being created ‘a little lower’ than 

the divine realm, finding their position as ruler over the works of God’s hands on 

earth. Paul portrays this position as being restored in the resurrection. The order of 

creation, including the protological position of human beings as the imago Dei, seen 

in Psalm 8, is to be the τάγμα that governs the eschatological resurrection of the dead 

(v.42). This is a direct polemic against the Platonic understanding of the goal of 

human existence as attaining to the realm of the divine, an understanding that 

appealed to the Syncretisers. 

The intertextual connectives that unlock the detection of Paul’s use of Psalm 8 are σάρξ 

and δόξα. These are the two key concepts which were misunderstood by the 

Syncretisers who questioned the nature of ἀνάστασις. These connectives themselves 

present an intrinsic challenge to Neopythagorean views: σάρξ has δόξα!133 The 

presence of the connectives communicates a new matrix within which Paul’s words 

must be understood. They do not necessarily represent a deliberate attempt by Paul 

to point his readers to the intertext. Perhaps Jewish Christians, or Gentiles with a 

background as God-fearers and well-versed in the Jewish scriptures, might detect this 

intertext. However, these connectives indicate the point at which Paul’s forming and 

communicating of his conception of ἀνάστασις calls upon the creation traditions of 

Israel (in this case Psalm 8). The connectives represent those concepts for which Paul 

utilises the semiotic framework of the psalm. However, the framework is reshaped to 

apply to the specific needs of his argument, a portrayal of his doctrine of ἀνάστασις. 

                                                        

132 Burchard, “1 Korinther 15 39-41,” 239. 
133 Hubert James Keener, A Canonical Exegesis of the Eighth Psalm, JTIS 9 (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2013), 
59. 
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4.5.4. Psalm 8 in Other Writings 

The proposal above can be summarised simply: in answering the question about what 

kind of body will be given to human beings at the resurrection, Paul uses the 

framework of Psalm 8 to set out a Jewish cosmology and anthropology. As will be 

explored in chapter 5, Paul does so in order to argue that this same cosmology, 

including the glories appropriate to each body (including the human body), will 

pertain in the eschatological age. Paul turns to protological traditions to portray 

eschatological goals. Paul’s use of Psalm 8 can be compared with other texts where 

the psalm seems to function as an intertext. 

Second Temple Texts 

Several Jewish Second Temple texts display similar thoughts to those found in Psalm 

8 concerning the creation and the position of man within it.134 In a contrasting parallel 

to Psalm 8, Ben Sira advises against taking the view that God does not notice the 

individual within the immensity of creation (‘do not say…what am I in the immensity 

of creation?’), or to think that one can hide from the Lord (Sirach 16:17). Although 

God’s works are largely undetected, he has ordained all things (16:20-21) and has 

created animals and human beings, giving humans authority over the earth (16:30-

17:2). God has ‘clothed them (human beings) in strength, like himself, and made them 

in his own image’ (17:3).135 Hence, this portion of Sirach exhibits intertextuality with 

the creation texts discussed above.136 In Sirach 16 and 17 we find references to the 

taxa of creation (heavens and earth, beasts and birds), to the dominion of humans, 

and to the creation of humans in God’s image.137 The conjunction of themes here 

                                                        

134 Although some later Jewish texts use the question ‘what is man?’ to carry the idea that human 
beings are of little account, the opposite view to the psalm (e.g. 3 Enoch 5:10). See Craig R Koester, 
Hebrews: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 
214–5. 
135 Sir 18:8 must be understood in this context. 
136 Sir 15:11-18:14. See Richard Coggins, Sirach (London: Continuum, 1997), 64–5. 
137 The taxonomic references do not form a coherent taxonomic summary. 
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makes it possible that this text relies upon the form found in Psalm 8, although it is 

also possible that Genesis 1:26 provides the background directly.138 

In 4 Ezra 6 we find a rehearsal of the events of the creation narrative in Genesis 1.139 

The form of the creation intertext that is in view here is certainly the broader vista 

of the whole six days of creation. Of special interest in this text is that the dominion 

that is given to Adam is linked directly to the dominion of God’s people over the earth, 

a dominion which is yet to be realised. 

But upon the sixth day thou didst command the earth that it should bring 
forth before thee cattle, beasts, and creeping things; and over these Adam, 
whom thou didst ordain lord over all the works that thou didst create before 
him: of him we are all sprung, whom thou hast chosen to be thy people. All 
this have I spoken before thee, O Lord, because thou hast said that for our 
sakes thou hast created this world… O Lord, behold these nations which are 
reputed as nothing lord it over us and crush us… If the world has indeed been 
created for our sakes why do we not enter into possession of our world? How 
long shall this endure?140  

This passage exhibits the conjunction of a rehearsal of the creation tradition and the 

dominion of humans within an eschatological perspective. Although it is difficult to 

argue for any direct relationship to Psalm 8, the passage demonstrates similarities 

with the use of Psalm 8 in Hebrews 2 (see below).  

In Wisdom 10:2, there is a possible allusion to Psalm 8:7, with wisdom being attributed 

with giving strength to Adam so that he might subjugate (or grasp) all things 

(κρατῆσαι ἁπάντων). In this text wisdom gives strength explicitly to fallen Adam, 

although this may reflect a similar eschatological tension as is found in Psalm 8, in 

that the original giving of dominion to Adam continues in some sense after the fall 

by God’s grace, yet cannot be fully realised. A similar emphasis on Adam’s dominion 

is found in 2 Enoch 31:3, which may also reflect some textual connection to Psalm 8:7. 

                                                        

138 Both Ciampa and Rosner, and Williams pick up the connection to Sir 16:17-20, but do not note the 
further correspondences later in chapter 16 and early in chapter 17. Ciampa and Rosner, “1 
Corinthians,” 745; Williams, “The Psalms in 1 and 2 Corinthians,” 172. 
139 Jonathan A. Moo, Creation, Nature and Hope in 4 Ezra, FRLANT 237 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2011), 59–60. Moo notes that in 4 Ezra the emphasis is entirely on the six days of activity, not 
the seventh. Others pick up on parallels in this text, but make little comment (Ciampa and Rosner, “1 
Corinthians,” 745; Williams, “The Psalms in 1 and 2 Corinthians,” 172). 
140 4 Ezra 6:53-59. 
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In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the highly fragmentary 4Q301 (possibly part of 4QMysteries) 

the dominion of Adam is found in close proximity to the glory of God as in Psalm 8.141 

In 4Q369, the motif of the crown is collocated with the motif of glory (‘the crown of 

the heavens and the glory of the clouds’) in the context of what seems to be a 

Messianic figure who is attributed the position of ‘prince and ruler’ in the inhabited 

world. There is thus a textual connection with Psalm 8, although 4Q369 has far greater 

resonances with Psalm 89.142 Philo reflects on the nature of Adam’s dominion as ruling 

over all forms of terrestrial life only – life beneath the moon (ὑπὸ σελήνην).143 This 

conception of Adam’s dominion directly reflects the dual taxonomy of Psalm 8, 

including the lexical connection with σελήνη.  

These somewhat faint potential echoes of Psalm 8 in extra-canonical Jewish Second 

Temple texts only serve to highlight the role that the psalm plays for the authors of 

the New Testament documents, including Paul. 

The New Testament 

Psalm 8 is either quoted from or alluded to in the New Testament in Matthew 21:16, 

1 Corinthians 15:27, Ephesians 1:20-22, Hebrews 2:6-8 and possibly in Luke 9:58 and 1 

Peter 3:22.144 The citation in Matt 21:16 is of v.3 of the psalm, which does not relate 

specifically to the creation tradition used by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15. The allusion in 

Luke is oblique and subject to some uncertainty; the same can be said of that in 1 

Peter. In this section I focus on links to the creation traditions in the psalm, which 

are found in 1 Corinthians, Ephesians and Hebrews.145 In 1 Corinthians 15, Psalm 8 is 

coupled with Psalm 110 in Paul’s argument; the two psalms are interpreted alongside 

                                                        

141 4Q301 (4QMystc?) 3 5-6. An allusion to Ps 8:2,10 in 4Q301 2 3 is proposed in Armin Lange and Matthias 
Weigold, Biblical Quotations and Allusions in Second Temple Jewish Literature, JAJSup (Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2011), 163. However, the nature of the proposed allusion is unclear. 
142 4Q369 (4QPEnosh?) 1 ii 7-8. The text is reproduced in 4Q499 (4QPEnoshb?) 48. See Géza G. Xeravits, 
King, Priest, Prophet: Positive Eschatological Protagonists of the Qumran Library, STDJ XLVII (Leiden: Brill, 
2003), 89–94. 
143 Philo Opif. 84. 
144 Keener, A Canonical Exegesis of the Eighth Psalm, 132. 
145 On the use in Matt 21:16, see Maarten J. J. Menken, “The Psalms in Matthew’s Gospel,” in Psalms in 
the New Testament, ed. Steve Moyise and Maarten J. J. Menken (London: Continuum, 2004), 71–72. On 
Luke 9:58, see G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson, eds., Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 316. On 1 Peter 3:22, see Sue Woan, “The Psalms in 1 Peter,” in Psalms in 
the New Testament, ed. Steve Moyise and Maarten J. J. Menken (London: Continuum, 2004), 226; Moritz, 
“The Psalms in Ephesians and Colossians,” 185. 
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each other. The same phenomenon is observed in Ephesians (1:20-22) and in Hebrews 

(1:13 and 2:2-8). Sebastian Fuhrmann compares these instances and identifies two 

common motifs: first, that in each case the disempowerment of an enemy is in view, 

which in 1 Corinthians is explicitly identified as death, and in Ephesians and Hebrews 

is connected with death; and second, that in each case the basis for God’s salvific 

action in Christ is the unity between Christ and those human beings who are the 

subjects of that action.146 In each case, the mode by which this unity is emphasised is 

different. In 1 Corinthians, Paul employs an Adam-Christ nexus; in Ephesians, the 

stress is on Christ as head of a body in which all participate in the benefits of salvation 

together; and in Hebrews the typos of high priest and people is utilised.147 

Hebrews 2 

Fuhrmann points out that in Hebrews 2, Psalm 8 is used to emphasise the reality of 

Christ’s humanity.148 Jesus was made lower than the angels (alluding back to the 

quotation of the psalm), was subject to death and experienced suffering. In this, his 

experience was on behalf of those ‘sons’ who would be brought to glory, who are called 

brothers (Heb 2:10-11). Hence, the solidarity between Jesus Christ in his humanity 

and those who follow him in faith is emphasised. This is done in a similar context to 

that seen in 1 Corinthians 15, where the death and resurrection of Christ are linked 

with his rule and subjugation of enemies. As Moritz points out, the linking of Psalms 

8 and 110 in the opening two chapters of Hebrews is not as strong as in either 

Ephesians or 1 Corinthians. Psalms 2 and 102 are also alluded to, with these allusions 

standing between the appeals to the former two psalms. Moritz concludes that no 

case can therefore be made for a combination of Psalms 8 and 110 in this case. 

However, the fact that these psalms are accompanied by two more, forming a catena 

                                                        

146 Sebastian Fuhrmann, “The Son, the Angels and the Odd: Psalm 8 in Hebrews 1 and 2,” in Psalms and 
Hebrews: Studies in Reception, ed. Gert Jacobus Steyn and Dirk J. Human (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2012), 
85–6. 
147 Ibid., 88. 
148 Ibid., 96. For the text of the citation, including the omission of the LXX ‘you established him over 
the works of your hands’, see Koester, Hebrews, 214. 
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of psalmic echoes, does not preclude the explanation that the psalms are linked by 

the author. 

Commenting on the portrait of Jesus in Hebrews 2:10 as the one ‘for whom are all 

things’, de Wet notes that it is Jesus’ identification as ‘Son’ (υἱός) by the author that 

leads to his portrayal as the ‘heir of everything God has created.’149 The term ‘Son’ is 

used throughout the opening two chapters of Hebrews (especially, but also 

subsequently) as a messianic cypher. Hebrews 2:10 also portrays Jesus as the one 

through whom all things have been created. The scope of the psalm in its delineation 

of the order of creation, and man’s place in it, provides the author with the basis for 

a christological viewpoint: that Jesus as Messiah is the one through whom humanity’s 

role and position in creation is being restored. The use of the phrase ‘son of man’ (υἱὸς 

ἀνθρώπου) in Psalm 8 may give added impetus to this Messianic interpretation.150 The 

citation of Psalm 8 in Hebrews 2 not only points to the humanity of Jesus the Messiah, 

but also portrays Jesus as the representative human being.151 The author’s purpose is 

rooted in the idealistic nature of Psalm 8. It has already been noted that in the psalm 

there is no representation of the effects of the Fall. This can be explained by the 

psalm’s relationship to Genesis 1 – both of these texts speak about the protological 

divine intention for humanity. The dignity of human beings, their glory, despite 

humanity’s fallen-ness is rooted in the ‘irrevocable ordaining of God.’152 The Sitz im 

Leben of the author of Hebrews drives a tension: the message of the psalm is at odds 

with the experience of the Christians who are addressed. The problem that is implicit 

in the psalm (the unspoken eschatological question) is explicitly recognised by the 

writer of Hebrews.153  

The author of Hebrews needs to find sense in an apparent tension: on the one 
hand, in the promise of Scripture in Ps 8 and Ps 110 it is said that humankind 
will rule over all (τὰ πάντα) the universe in its entirety; yet, on the other hand, 

                                                        

149 de Wet, “The Messianic Interpretation of Psalm 8:4-6 in Hebrews 2:6-9, Part II,” 119. 
150 F. F. Bruce, Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 72–3. However, see de Wet, “The Messianic 
Interpretation of Psalm 8:4-6 in Hebrews 2:6-9, Part II,” 122. 
151 de Wet, “The Messianic Interpretation of Psalm 8:4-6 in Hebrews 2:6-9, Part II,” 122; Peter T. O’Brien, 
The Letter to the Hebrews, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 92.  
152 Kraus, Psalms, 185; O’Brien, The Letter to the Hebrews, 94–95. 
153 Childs, “Psalm 8 in the context of the Christian canon,” 25. 



 

180 

the reality is of a broken world, one epitomized in the suffering and death of 
Christ.154 

It is important to recognise that the way in which the author to the Hebrews utilises 

the psalm does not focus on Christology so completely as to eliminate humanity in 

general from view.155 In fact, the author’s citation of the psalm preserves the 

anthropological meaning of the text.156 Only in the subsequent verses (vv.9-15) does 

the author link Christ to the psalm. Through the linking of Psalms 8 and 110 (quoted 

in Hebrews 1:13), the rule of all humanity is linked with that of Jesus the Messiah as 

Son. The author intends that Jesus as Messiah be understood as representing 

humanity, and as one day securing the peaceful idealism of Psalm 8 for his addressees, 

even though they are at present in the midst of trials.157 

[T]he writer of Hebrews does not remove mankind from the picture, by 
applying the Psalm to Christ. He views Jesus, not as an isolated individual, but 
as the representative of mankind, through whom humanity will also be 
exalted (cf. v 10). Rather than detracting from the glory of man in Psalm 8 by 
his Christological interpretation, the writer elevates man to an even higher 
plane.158 

So, whilst the psalm functions in a distinct way in Hebrews, the use of Psalm 8 by the 

author of Hebrews connects the creation tradition found there to eschatological hope 

for humanity in Christ. 

The author sets Psalm 8 into a distinctly eschatological context through his use of the 

phrase τὴν οἰκουμένην τὴν μέλλουσαν. This phrase, usually translated as ‘the world 

to come’, is the focus of Hebrews 2:5, immediately preceding the quotation from 

Psalm 8. The term οἰκουμένη refers to the inhabited world, as distinct from the 

                                                        

154 de Wet, “The Messianic Interpretation of Psalm 8:4-6 in Hebrews 2:6-9, Part II,” 123. 
155 Koester, Hebrews, 215; Keener, A Canonical Exegesis of the Eighth Psalm, 178–79. Contra Moritz, “The 
Psalms in Ephesians and Colossians,” 205. 
156 O’Brien, The Letter to the Hebrews, 96; Harold W. Attridge, Hebrews, Hermeneia 72 (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg, 1989), 75. For O’Brien, the entire quotation of Psalm 8 is intended by the author as a 
reference to humanity in general. Attridge (ibid., 72–77) surveys alternative views, including that the 
citation of psalm is christologised and is intended as speaking about Christ. Childs also emphasises a 
christologising hermeneutic (“Psalm 8 in the context of the Christian canon,” 25–625-6), but his 
assertion that the psalm is interpreted in an ‘entirely different direction’ is over-stating the case. It 
has certainly not become merely a ‘christological prooftext’ (ibid., 26). 
157 O’Brien, The Letter to the Hebrews, 97. 
158 David A. DeSilva, Perseverance in Gratitude: Socio-rhetorical Commentary on Hebrews (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2000), 124. 
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heavenly realm, this itself reflecting the divided taxonomic summary of creation in 

Psalm 8.159 That this is the theme of the author is specifically highlighted (περὶ ἧς 

λαλοῦμεν). Psalm 8 is therefore utilized in the specific context of ‘the inhabited world 

which is about to be’, which is the new creation, with a focus on the earth itself. 

Through appeal to the psalm, the author relates the protological appointment of 

humans as the Imago Dei and rulers over creation to Ἰησοῦς (2:9), the ‘head of the new 

creation and ruler of the world to come.’160 This relationship, though, does not 

exclude humanity in general. In fact, it is the dissonance between the portrait of 

human beings in the psalm and the experience of the author and readers that leads 

to the author relating the psalm to Jesus. The portrait of humanity in Psalm 8 is not 

yet realised (νῦν δὲ οὔπω ὁρῶμεν), but in Jesus the writer sees its proleptic realisation 

(δὲ…βλέπομεν Ἰησοῦν). As in 1 Corinthians 15, Psalm 8 is quoted in the context of 

rendering death powerless (καταργέω, in both texts). In 1 Corinthians 15, death itself 

is rendered powerless (v.26); in Hebrews 2, it is through rendering the devil 

powerless, as the one who has the power of death (v.14). Therefore, a reference to the 

Fall, explicit in 1 Corinthians 15, and the ‘elephant in the room’ in Psalm 8, is also 

implicit in Hebrews 2. Jesus is the one who, through his own death ‘was capable of 

undoing the effects of Adam’s fall and thus ushering in a new world-order.’161 There 

is in Hebrews 2 an evocation of an Adamic Christology, which is explicit in 1 

Corinthians 15. In both Hebrews 2 and 1 Corinthians 15, Psalm 8 is important to the 

presentation of this Adamic Christology.162 As in 1 Corinthians 15, we see in Hebrews 

a reference to Psalm 8 which illuminates the restoration of humanity in Christ to the 

position accorded to it in protology. Childs, in writing of the use of the psalm in 

Hebrews, captures something of Paul’s own reason for using it in 1 Corinthians 15. 

[T]he psalmist was right in confessing that man has a special role in God's 
creation… [T]he way by which man attains his position of honor is through 
suffering and death.163 

                                                        

159 BDAG 5227. 
160 Bruce, Hebrews, 72. 
161 Ibid., 73. 
162 Attridge, Hebrews, 75. 
163 Childs, “Psalm 8 in the context of the Christian canon,” 30. 
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Ephesians 1 

As Moritz recognises, the use of Psalms 8 and 110 in Ephesians 1:20-23 is not without 

caveat. Since the wording in v.22 is similar to that of both psalms, it is possible that 

only Psalm 110 is in view here. However, given the similarity to Paul’s use of the two 

psalms in 1 Corinthians 15, it seems likely that Paul also links the two psalms here.164 

There is also the parallel conjunction of the themes of resurrection, exaltation and 

rule.165 However, whereas in 1 Corinthians 15 the list of enemies to be subjugated by 

Christ leads to a specific focus on death, in Ephesians the list of ‘powers’ in 1:22 are 

the enemies in view.166 

The use of Psalm 8 in Ephesians is driven by its focus on God’s place as sovereign 

creator, and the psalm’s close links to the creation account in Genesis 1 are again 

important. The psalm explicates God’s delegation to human beings of ‘the 

management of his creation’ (strictly speaking, the management of the realm of 

living things).167  

As in 1 Corinthians 15, the psalms are used in the context of the ‘summing up of all 

things’ (ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι τὰ πάντα) in Christ. This expression is parallel to Paul’s 

use of telos in 1 Corinthians 15. Both settings reflect ‘the same clear appreciation of 

the relationship between protology … and eschatological potential in Psalm 8’.168 This 

is a fundamentally important point for understanding Paul’s use of Psalm 8 in 1 

Corinthians 15, as well as in Ephesians. The implicit eschatological hope of Psalm 8 is 

reflected in Paul’s use of both the motif of τὸ τέλος (1 Cor 15) and of the 

ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι τὰ πάντα (Eph 1). These are conceived of by Paul in the same 

terms as in Psalm 8 – not only as a restoration of God’s rule in creation, but more 

specifically as the restoration of God’s rule through the restoration of humanity to its 

                                                        

164 If not Paul, then whoever authored Ephesians does something similar to Paul’s use of the psalms in 
1 Corinthians 15. See Moritz, “The Psalms in Ephesians and Colossians,” 184; Andrew T. Lincoln, 
Ephesians, WBC (Thomas Nelson, 1990), 65–6.  
165 Lincoln, Ephesians, 61. 
166 Moritz, “The Psalms in Ephesians and Colossians,” 184–5. 
167 O’Brien (The Letter to the Ephesians, PNTC (Downers Grove: IVP, 1999), 145) correctly identifies that 
the ‘everything’ of the psalm refers to ‘the part of creation below mankind in the hierarchy’ whereas 
in Ephesians the ‘everything’ now denotes the whole cosmos. See also Markus Barth, Ephesians: Chapters 
1-3, AB 34 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), 177–8. 
168 Moritz, “The Psalms in Ephesians and Colossians,” 188. 
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right position and role in that creation. That restoration is achieved through Jesus 

Christ.  

By singularly combining these psalms in this fashion, Ephesians and 1 
Corinthians 15 highlight the role of the messianic death-resurrection-
enthronement cluster as a hinge between protology and eschatology. Christ 
is centrally engaged in the restoration of humanity…169 

In the use of Psalm 8 in Ephesians 1, Lincoln detects an application to Jesus Christ of 

the protological status of human beings depicted in the psalm. Again, the implied 

nexus here is that of Adam – Last Adam, which directly reflects the same nexus found 

in 1 Corinthians 15 (and implied in Hebrews 2).170 In 1 Corinthians 15, the focus is 

distinctly eschatological, the perspective being the perfect fulfillment of Christ’s 

reign at τὸ τέλος, whereas in Ephesians there is ‘a perspective of realized 

eschatology…indicating that the act of subjection has already occurred.’171 Also to be 

noted in Ephesians 1 is the link that is made between Christ’s reign and the church.172 

In v.22b Christ is given, in his position as head over all things (πάντα), to the church. 

Those who belong to him are seated in the heavenly realms with Christ (2:6) in the 

same ruling position as has been accorded to the resurrected Christ (1:20), with all 

things in subjection to him (1:22). The emphasis upon the heavenly realms does not 

imply that the earthly realm is no longer of any consequence.173 The ‘summing up of 

all things’ includes earth as well as the heavenly realm (1:10). The use of 

ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι in v.10 in fact points to ‘the bringing together of the diverse 

elements of the cosmos in Christ.’174 The derivation from κεφάλαιον gives the import 

of integrating things which are disparate, and the prefix ὰνα- indicates 

recapitulation, the restoration of harmony in the cosmos, including – perhaps 

fundamentally – harmony on earth.175 Such a view would chime with the use of Psalm 

                                                        

169 Ibid. 
170 Lincoln, Ephesians, 66. 
171 Ibid. 
172 See Barth, Ephesians, 156–7 for various positions on the relationship between Christ’s cosmic and 
ecclesiastic headship. 
173 Contra Lincoln (Ephesians, 62) who sees in the stress placed on the heavenly realm that this is the 
new abode of Christ, because this realm rather than the earth is appropriate to his resurrected body.   
174 Ibid., 33. 
175 Ibid., 32–33. 
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8 as a protological text expressing an implicit eschatological hope. As Lincoln notes, 

this passage has close connections with the hymn in Colossians 1. 

Both passages appear to presuppose that the cosmos had been plunged into 
disintegration on account of sin and that it is God’s purpose to restore its 
original harmony in Christ.176 

This, for Lincoln, implies ‘the redemption, not the dissolution, of the created order.’177 

Philippians 3 

At the end of this chapter (v.21), we find an echo of Psalm 8.178 The context is one of 

admonition to follow in the example of the apostle rather than in that of others who 

have become enemies of the cross of Christ, since they set their minds on earthly 

things (τὰ ἐπίγεια φρονοῦντες). The context displays lexical connections and shared 

motifs with 1 Corinthians 15. In Philippians 3:19-21 τέλος, οὐρανός, δόξα, σῶμα and 

ἐπίγεια all appear. Most importantly, the motif of transformation is present, 

describing the transition of human bodies from ταπείνωσις to δόξα. Although there 

is no mention of ἀνάστασις, there is a clear proximity to the ideas expressed in 1 Cor. 

15:43 and 15:51. As in 1 Cor. 15:47, Jesus Christ comes ἐξ οὐρανοῦ (v.20). Psalm 8 is 

echoed in the conviction that Jesus Christ has the power to subject all things to 

himself (ὑποτάξαι ἑαυτῷ τὰ πάντα). Hence, as in 1 Corinthians 15, the use of Psalm 8 

emphasises that Christ is set in a position of rule and dominion over all things in the 

created order.179 However, in a reflection of the broader anthropological perspective 

of the protologically-based psalm, the state of δόξα is assigned to human beings 

eschatologically for those who await the Lord Jesus Christ. The state of δόξα which 

has already been realised by Jesus Christ through his resurrection is to also be realised 

by human beings when he comes from heaven. O’Brien also notes the links between 

                                                        

176 Ibid., 33. 
177 Ibid. 
178 Recognised by, for example, Markus N. A Bockmuehl, Epistle to the Philippians (London: Continuum, 
2006), 236; Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 231; Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 384; Peter T. O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1991), 466. 
179 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 231. 
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Ephesians 1 and this verse, with the resurrection of the body being associated in both 

with the telos of God’s purposes.180 

It can therefore be seen that the use of Psalm 8 in 1 Corinthians 15, especially in vv.39-

41, chimes with the use of Psalm 8 elsewhere in Second Temple writings and in the 

New Testament.181 It is not only used in reference to Christ, but also in answering 

questions about eschatology and anthropology. This use of the psalm is entirely 

suited to addressing the Neopythagorean views of the Syncretisers. 

4.6. Conclusions 

Anthony Thiselton argues that Paul’s specific concern is with eschatological order 

when he constructs his Adam-Christ nexus and citation of Genesis 2:7 in v.45.182 

However, Paul is not only explicating eschatological order, but cosmological order. 

The Adam-Christ nexus demonstrates Paul’s paradigm for understanding the nature 

of the resurrection: that Endzeit will be somehow analogous to Urzeit.183 

In the history of scholarship, Paul’s argument in vv.39-41 has proved difficult to 

discern. The recognition that his thought here is related to the foundational creation 

traditions of Israel as expressed in Genesis 1 is a relatively recent feature of 

interpretation. The proposal made here, that Paul takes these creation traditions 

from Psalm 8, brings greater clarity to his purpose in these verses. Earlier in the 

chapter (vv.23-28), Paul has emphasised eschatological order. The parousia of Christ 

will usher in the telos of God’s purposes, with this telos being inextricably rooted in 

the triumph of Christ over all of God’s enemies, including (and especially, given Paul’s 

purpose in this chapter) the enemy of death. This triumph is conceived of in terms of 

the protological vision of Psalm 8, from which Paul quotes (v.27). The glory of 

humanity’s God-given dominion over living things as the Imago Dei is attributed to 

                                                        

180 O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians, 466. 
181 N.T. Wright (Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 273), reflecting on Paul’s concept of 
resurrection as expressed outside of the Corinthian correspondence (he takes Ephesians and 
Philippians as Pauline), writes that ‘the Genesis narrative, and its summary in Psalm 8:4-6, is clearly 
part of the substructure of his thinking on the whole subject [of resurrection].’ 
182 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1282–3; James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 200. 
183 This was a typical Jewish eschatological hope (Dunn, Romans 1-8, 471). 
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Christ. Paul emphasises the participation of all believers in this triumph of Christ 

(v.23); the victory is not only Christ’s, but belongs to all of his people (v.57). The reign 

of God’s people with Christ is a concept attested elsewhere in the New Testament and 

is a part of Paul’s vision of the telos.  

In vv.39-41, Paul’s thought is drawn from the same intertext. Against the 

Syncretisers’ ideas of ἀνάστασις in terms of metempsychosis or astral immortality, Paul 

rehearses the taxonomy of God’s created order from Psalm 8. All forms of life are not 

the same (v.39). Neither are all bodies the same (v.40). There are bodies in the 

heavens, at which the psalmist marvels, and there are bodies below, where the 

psalmist understands that humans have, or ought to have, a divinely appointed rule 

of other taxa of life. This rule is conceived in terms of glory. This suits Paul’s purpose 

in arguing that glory, as well as bodies, is differentiated. The glory of the celestial 

bodies is different to the glory of terrestrial bodies. Through metalepsis, the view of 

the psalmist is incorporated: human beings have a divinely appointed glory in their 

terrestrial position ruling over living things. Paul’s use of Psalm 8 accords with its use 

in Hebrews 2, where it is also employed to speak of the eschatological restoration of 

the protological vision of the psalm through the death and resurrection of Jesus. To 

a lesser extent, the psalm is also used to speak of similar concerns in Ephesians 1. 

Paul projects the taxonomic pattern of Psalm 8 into eschatology in v.42a. This 

becomes the pattern for understanding ‘what kind of body’ the dead are given in 

ἀνάστασις. In the next chapter, this projection of protology into eschatology in 1 

Corinthians 15 is examined, and Paul’s mode of argument is explored. It is fitting to 

conclude this chapter with words of Brevard Childs on the use of Psalm 8 in Hebrews 

2, words which again could easily be applied to Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15. 

If we subject the witness of Hebrews to the testimony of the Hebrew psalm, 
we are reminded that the redemption in the man Jesus is not an escape from 
the world of human affairs. The ‘world to come’ of Hebrews 2:5 must retain its 
essential continuity with the created world of Psalm 8.184 

                                                        

184 Childs, “Psalm 8 in the context of the Christian canon,” 31. 



 

187 

5. Cosmology and Anthropology: The Orbits of Paul’s 

Thought 

5.1. Introduction 

The previous chapter demonstrated that Jewish creation traditions drawn from 

Psalm 8 are at the heart of Paul’s response to the Corinthians. In addressing the 

Deniers, Paul quotes from Psalm 8 (v.27), and in his response to the Syncretisers, he 

alludes to the same psalm (vv.39-41). 

To recap the flow of Paul’s argument in vv.36-41, it begins with a teleological 

argument (vv.36b-38) which proceeds in a three-fold movement: (i) in agriculture, 

death is no barrier to the reproduction of the form of the plant that has produced 

seed (Paul uses σῶμα to connect to v.35 and with a view to his later argument); (ii) 

God’s initial creative decree has established the particular σῶμα of each type of cereal 

plant; (iii) extrapolating from this, God’s decree has established the particular type of 

σῶμα (differentiated from all others) that is given to every form of life, whether 

animals or plants. Paul’s argument is grounded in God’s creative decree (καθὼς 

ἠθέλησεν) and aims to establish that the creative decree, which differentiates bodies 

for all forms of life according to their genus, is maintained through the disruptive 

change of death. Paul’s teleology is crystallised in v.38, where each form of life 

(terrestrial and also possibly celestial) is given the kind of body which God 

determined in the beginning, as generation follows generation. 

Paul’s subsequent cosmological argument further develops his teleological argument. 

It also contains a three-fold movement: (i) in expounding the phrase ἴδιον σῶμα, Paul 

stresses, through a taxonomic summary of living things, the differentiation of bodies 

across the taxa of terrestrial life; (ii) Paul rehearses the differentiation of terrestrial 

bodies from celestial bodies, and of celestial bodies from one another; and (iii) 

through this dual taxonomy (of the terrestrial and celestial) Paul differentiates all of 

the various bodies in terms of their glory. The categories in his taxonomy, its 

terrestrial-celestial structure and the concept of glory are all derived from Psalm 8. 
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Paul’s taxonomic thought in vv.39-41 is closely related to the teleology expressed in 

vv.36-38, both being rooted in the creation traditions of Israel.  

The question addressed in this chapter is: how are these two arguments utilised by 

Paul to address the specific issue of resurrection? In vv.42-49, Paul applies these 

arguments, continuing to draw on the creation traditions of Israel, in two particular 

ways. First, Paul sets human ἀνάστασις within the context of an eschatological 

cosmos, using his prior arguments as a foundation for a model of cosmological 

correspondence between the existing cosmos and the eschatological cosmos. Second, 

this model provides the framework for a fundamentally important element of Paul’s 

argument whereby he sets out the nature of the discontinuity between the present 

familiar cosmos and the eschatological cosmos. This model of correspondence is then 

further applied in vv.45-49, where the anthropological aspect of Paul’s argument 

comes to the fore in the climax of his answer to the questions of v.35. There are also 

connections between vv.35-49 and vv.50-52, which will be briefly examined. 

It will be demonstrated that, as proposed in chapter 2, vv.36-44 address the second of 

the two questions of v.35: in what kind of body do the dead come? Vv.45-49 address 

the first of the questions: how are the dead raised? The questions framed by Paul 

allow him to address directly the position of the Corinthian Syncretisers. Their 

background in, or knowledge of, Platonist cosmology as popularised in 

Neopythagoreanism leads them to envisage human souls as returning after death in 

various types of terrestrial body, whilst in the process of moving towards the goal of 

embodiment in a star. Paul’s concern with various bodies, including celestial bodies, 

and his concern to stress the differentiation of bodies for various forms of life, 

according to God’s decree, addresses the Syncretisers directly. Paul stresses 

cosmological and bodily continuity in the resurrection of the dead. 

5.2. Cosmological Correspondence and Eschatology 

Paul’s response to the Syncretisers (vv.35-49) is punctuated with several rhetorical 

features. After the questions of v.35, the seed material in vv.36-38 is introduced by 
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the opening exclamatio, ἄφρων.1 The seed material can be considered distinct due to 

its concern with the example of agriculture. However, Paul’s argument runs almost 

seamlessly into the material in vv.39-41 through the κόκκος - σπερμάτα transition 

(vv.37-38) and Paul’s use of the phrase ἴδιον σῶμα, which vv.39-41 expound. The 

section formed by vv.36-41 is held together with καί, ἀλλά and δέ; more forceful 

conjunctions or connective constructions are absent. However, in v.42 and in v.45 two 

much stronger demarcations are encountered in Paul’s uses of οὕτως καί.2 The 

commonly-acknowledged demarcation of v.50 (τοῦτο δέ φημι) means that two 

sections can be defined as follows, showing the introductory constructions:3 

vv.42-44  οὕτως καὶ ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν. 

vv.45-49  οὕτως καὶ γέγραπται… 

As will be seen, the first of these sections (vv.42-44) displays a distinctive structure. 

It contains four parallel couplets featuring a sown-raised metaphor derived from the 

agricultural example of vv.36-38.4 The antithetical couplets express elements of 

discontinuity between the eschatological cosmos and the familiar cosmos. However, 

there are two further statements in this section, one at the beginning, the other at 

the end. 

1. οὕτως καὶ ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν (v.42a). 

2. εἰ ἔστιν σῶμα ψυχικόν, ἔστιν καὶ πνευματικόν (v.44b). 

                                                        

1 See §2.5.1 above. V.35 has its own strong rhetorical adversative clause. 
2 Scholars concerned with the rhetorical structure of the chapter make various proposals on the 
sections of material. Some (for example, Eriksson, Johnson, Saw) propose a section spanning vv.35-49 
with no further demarcation. However, this does not do justice to the varying subject material within 
this section. Others define a more limited section spanning vv.35-44 (for example, Mack, Watson, 
Collins). In Mack’s case this is because he groups the antithetical contrasts of vv.42-44 with the 
‘analogies’ of vv.35-41. Other interpreters propose a section beginning with v.42 as is proposed here 
(for example, Wegener, Horsley, Wright). Several interpreters propose a break at v.44b (Watson, 
Wegener, Collins, Widman, Fee). However, as I argue below, v.44b belongs primarily with the material 
in vv.42-44a and not with v.45. See also §1.2.1. 
3 That v.50 represents the beginning of a new section is acknowledged by Wright, Collins, Watson, Saw, 
Johnson, Wegener, Horsley and Eriksson. Mack is alone amongst this group in understanding v.50 as a 
section conclusion, not a section beginning. See §1.2.1. 
4 Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 591. 
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These statements, which frame the antitheses, constitute evidence that Paul’s mode 

of argument takes the form of a model of cosmic correspondence. 

5.2.1. Paul’s Model of Cosmological Correspondence in v.42a 

The section vv.42-44 begins with the inferential construction οὕτως καί.5 This 

construction presumes what precedes it, functioning as a pivot between that and 

what follows.6 The presence of καί in an emphatic adverbial role amplifies this 

inferential character.7 Paul uses the expression οὕτως καί a total of 26 times in the 

undisputed letters.8 In every case, the expression facilitates the construction of an 

inferential (often analogical) correspondence between what precedes and what 

follows. The construction stands between the source and the target of the 

correspondence, the source sometimes being preceded by ὥς or ὥσπερ and 

sometimes not. The translation of the phrase as ‘thus also’ carries the meaning well 

in almost every occurrence of the phrase.9 The translation ‘in the same way’, adopted 

by the NIV and NJB in some instances of the expression, also makes clear the parallel 

comparison that is implied.10  

Table 5.1 below illustrates that in 1 Corinthians, Paul sometimes utilises inferential 

models of correspondence with a high degree of correlation between source and 

target. At other times, the source and target show little explicit correlation, the model 

of correspondence being elliptical in character, with inferences to be completed by 

the reader. Sometimes, the target of the model is further explicated at length by the 

                                                        

5 Stanley E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek New Testament (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), 215. 
6 So, Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1271. But Thiselton takes a differing view on what 
precedes. Asher’s view that v.42a functions merely as a title for what follows cannot be supported 
(Asher, “Speiretai,” 111). 
7 The construction καὶ οὕτως (Rom 5:12; 11:26; 1 Cor 7:36; 11:28; 14:25; 15:11; Gal 6:2; 1 Thess 4:17, in 
the Pauline letters) functions as a clausal conjunction with a consequential, rather than inferential, 
emphasis. 
8 1 Cor 2:11; 9:14; 11:12; 12:12; 14:9,12; 15:22,42,45; 16:1; 2 Cor 1:7; 7:14; 8:6,11; 10:7; Rom 5:15,18,19; 6:4,11; 
11:31. The phrase is also found in Gal 4:3,29 and 1 Thess 4:14. In the disputed letters, it occurs in Eph 
5:24; Col 3:13; and 2 Tim 3:8. See Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 784. 
9 In Rom 5:15-16, the analogical correspondence is inverted. The source of the analogy is not like the 
target. 
10 On this limited point, see Simon Kistemaker, Exposition of the First Epistle to the Corinthians, NTC (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1993), 572. 
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following argument, as is the case with 12:12 and 16:1. However, in the case of 14:11-

12, the target of the model remains elliptical. 

Table 5.1: Inferential correspondence using οὕτως καί in 1 Corinthians (excluding 
15:42,45) 

 Source 
οὕτως 

καί Target 

High explicit correlation 

2:11 τίς γὰρ οἶδεν ἀνθρώπων 
τὰ τοῦ ἀνθρώπου 
εἰ μὴ τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ ἀνθρώπου 

 οὐδεὶς ἔγνωκεν 
τὰ τοῦ θεοῦ 
εἰ μὴ τὸ πνεῦμα τοῦ θεου 

9:13- 
14 

οἱ τὰ ἱερὰ  
ἐργαζόμενοι 
ἐκ τοῦ ἱεροῦ ἐσθίουσιν 
 
οἱ τῷ θυσιαστηρίῳ 
παρεδρεύοντες 
τῷ θυσιαστηρίῳ συμμερίζονται 

  
 
τοῖς τὸ εὐαγγέλιον 
καταγγέλλουσιν 
ἐκ τοῦ εὐαγγελίου ζῆν 

11:12 ἡ γυνὴ 
ἐκ 
τοῦ ἀνδρός 

 ὁ ἀνὴρ 
διὰ 
τῆς γυναικός 

14:8-9  
ἐὰν ἄδηλον σάλπιγξ φωνὴν δῷ 
τίς παρασκευάσεται εἰς πόλεμον; 

 ὑμεῖς διὰ τῆς γλώσσης 
ἐὰν μὴ εὔσημον λόγον δῶτε  
πῶς γνωσθήσεται τὸ λαλούμενον; 

15:22 ἐν τῷ Ἀδὰμ 
πάντες ἀποθνῄσκουσιν 

 ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ 
πάντες ζῳοποιηθήσονται 

Low explicit correlation 

12:12 τὸ σῶμα ἕν ἐστιν 
καὶ μέλη πολλὰ ἔχει 
πάντα δὲ τὰ μέλη τοῦ σώματος 
πολλὰ ὄντα ἕν ἐστιν σῶμα 

  
ὁ Χριστός 

14:11-
12 

 
ἐὰν οὖν μὴ εἰδῶ τὴν δύναμιν τῆς 
φωνῆς 
ἔσομαι τῷ λαλοῦντι βάρβαρος καὶ ὁ 
λαλῶν ἐν ἐμοὶ βάρβαρος 

 ὑμεῖς 
ἐπεὶ ζηλωταί ἐστε πνευμάτων 
 
πρὸς τὴν οἰκοδομὴν τῆς ἐκκλησίας 
ζητεῖτε ἵνα περισσεύητε 

16:1 διέταξα 
ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις τῆς Γαλατίας 

 ὑμεῖς ποιήσατε 

 

When Paul’s uses of οὕτως καί in 15:42 and 15:45 are considered, Paul’s model of 

correspondence displays a low degree of direct correlation between source and 

target. This is especially the case in v.42. The correspondence contains a considerable 

level of ellipsis. 
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In identifying the components of the inferential correspondence that Paul constructs 

in v.42, it is easier (although by no means straightforward) to identify the target. The 

target is ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν, ‘the resurrection of the dead’. However, there is 

no immediately identifiable corresponding source in the preceding verses. Scholars 

who see the content of the preceding sections (the agricultural example and the 

cosmic taxonomy of bodies and glory) as analogies of the human body (whether 

familiar or eschatological) see οὕτως καί as a move towards explicating these 

analogies. Thus, the expression is seen as shifting the focus to the content of vv.42b-

44 as an explanation of these supposed analogies.11 The implication is that the target 

of these analogies is the human body, with ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν functioning as a 

cipher for the eschatological human body. The subject of the antithetical couplets in 

vv.42-44 is then understood as the present/eschatological human body. 

There are several problems with this interpretation. Firstly, such an understanding 

of ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν in v.42a and its subsequent function as the subject of the 

antithetical couplets relies heavily on interpreting νεκροί as corpses. In Chapter 2 it 

was demonstrated that νεκροί does not necessarily carry this meaning. In v.35 it 

refers to ‘the dead’ as dead persons, conceived as posthumously surviving as either 

shades or souls.12 This is also the meaning in v.42a. Secondly, whether or not Paul here 

has corpses in view, the singular subject of the antithetical couplets in vv.42b-44 

stands opposed to the implied plural subject in v.42a. If οἱ νεκροί are the implied 

subject, why does Paul use a singular subject for the antithetical couplets? One would 

expect σπείρονται and ἐγείρονται to have been used, rather than σπείρεται and 

ἐγείρεται. Thirdly and most significantly, if the target of the inferential 

correspondence is taken to be the dead (or the dead human body) then the source 

side of the inferential correspondence presents almost insurmountable problems. 

The role of the cosmological argument (vv.39-41) is then unclear. In fact, as noted in 

the previous chapter, it seems to become redundant.13 Paul’s rhetoric actually 

functions far more effectively if it is read directly from v.38 to v.42, omitting vv.39-

                                                        

11 E.g., Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 591; Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 784; Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter 
to the Corinthians, 809; Collins, First Corinthians, 564,567; Hays, First Corinthians, 271; Horsley, 1 Corinthians, 
210; Garcilazo, The Corinthian Dissenters and the Stoics, 164–5. 
12 §2.4.3. 
13 §4.4.6. 
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41. This is aptly illustrated by Gillman, who discusses Paul’s teaching on resurrection 

using vv.36-38 and vv.42-44, without mentioning vv.39-41.14 Then, the singular 

subject ὃ σπείρεις can be carried from vv.36-37 through directly into v.42b and the 

seed material can be simply understood as analogical to the burial and resurrection 

of the human body.15 It is the presence of vv.39-41, the interjected cosmological 

argument, stressing differentiation of bodies and glory, that stands in the way of this 

reading and which is the crux of the frequently-expressed scholarly puzzlement. That 

Paul has crafted this material as the heart of an inclusio (the frame of the inclusio being 

formed by the agricultural material and the sown-raised couplets) suggests that it 

plays a key role. Any interpretation which does not reflect this can hardly be judged 

adequate.  

The methodological presupposition which stands at the heart of this thesis is to allow 

Paul’s cosmological language (in its broad sense, including the agricultural example 

as well as the cosmic taxonomies) to be interpreted not allegorically or analogically, 

but concretely. If Paul’s cosmological language appeals to the patterns embedded in 

God’s original creation of the cosmos, then the οὕτως καί construction is not a move 

towards explaining analogies. Instead, it sets up an inferential correspondence 

between the teleological decrees of God and the taxonomic differentiation of the 

cosmos on the one side, and ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν on the other. Given this 

assumption, the model of correspondence which Paul constructs in v.42a may be 

represented as shown below. 

  

                                                        

14 John Gillman, “Transformation in 1 Cor 15:50-53,” Ephemerides theologicae Lovanienses, December 1982, 
325–27. The problem posed to a simplistic linking of vv.36-38 and v.42 by the intervening cosmological 
material is recognised by Asher. He observes that ‘[t]he tenor (of Paul’s argument) has changed 
considerably’ between vv.36-38 and vv.42 (Asher, “Speiretai,” 108). 
15 This would still be to ignore the significant objections to such a reading as described in §3.6.1 above. 
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Table 5.2: οὕτως καί construction in 1 Corinthians 15:42 

 Source οὕτως 
καί 

Target 

Low explicit correlation 

15:36-
42 

 
ὁ δὲ θεὸς δίδωσιν αὐτῷ σῶμα καθὼς 
ἠθέλησεν 
The teleological decree of God 
operative in the face of death 
 
οὐ πᾶσα σὰρξ ἡ αὐτὴ σάρξ 
 
ἑτέρα μὲν ἡ τῶν ἐπουρανίων 
δόξα, ἑτέρα δὲ ἡ τῶν ἐπιγείων 
The taxonomic differentiation of 
bodies and glory in the cosmos 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν 

 

In vv.36b-38 Paul argues that the teleological decree of God at creation operates in 

the cosmos in the face of death. In vv.39-41 Paul uses the taxonomy of Psalm 8 to 

stress differentiation between the bodies of the cosmos and their associated glories. 

In v.42a Paul is constructing, using the οὕτως καί construction, a model of 

correspondence with these as the source. As noted in the previous chapter, the verses 

which seem to present a problem actually supply the solution, containing the 

connectives necessary to unlock the meaning. The target of the model is ἡ ἀνάστασις 

τῶν νεκρῶν. The model conveys the idea that the resurrection of the dead follows 

the cosmological principles and pattern set down by the source (vv.36-41). The 

resurrection of the dead accords with (i) the teleological decree of God operative in 

the face of death, and (ii) the taxonomic differentiation of bodies and glory in the 

cosmos. The phrase ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν here must therefore function as a 

synecdoche, a part evoking a broader whole. The target of the correspondence is not 

merely the event of the resurrection, but its cosmological context. Undoubtedly there 

is a degree of ellipsis in Paul’s argument at this point, but that is true however v.42a 

is interpreted. 

Paul’s concern is not merely anthropological, but cosmological. An appreciation of 

this facilitates an understanding of why ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν appears as the 

target of the correspondence. The phrase is not found in the questions of v.35. Indeed, 

the term has not been used by Paul since v.21. If Paul’s concern in responding to the 
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Syncretisers is simply to delineate the type of human body that will be raised, then 

this would be expected to be the subject of v.42a. Perhaps: ‘thus also (οὕτως καί) the 

body in which they come’ or perhaps ‘thus also (οὕτως καί) the body in the 

resurrection of the dead’. However, there is no reference to ‘body’.16 This is a point of 

some importance in understanding Paul’s argument. Through the construction of an 

eschatological model of cosmic correspondence, Paul is setting ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν 

νεκρῶν within a cosmic context. Therefore, the phrase οὕτως καὶ ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν 

νεκρῶν (v.42a) could be rendered: ‘Thus, the resurrection of the dead will be 

according to the same cosmic pattern’.17  

Whereas the Syncretisers have envisaged Paul’s teaching on ἀνάστασις according to 

the cosmology of Platonism (mediated through Neopythagoreanism), Paul points to 

the Jewish scriptures as providing the proper framework for understanding the 

doctrine of the resurrection of the dead. The goal of human ἀνάστασις is not to ascend 

to the celestial realms to attain the glory of celestial bodies, nor is it to inhabit 

through transmigration the bodies of various creatures en route to that goal, but 

rather the goal of ἀνάστασις is the reinstatement of familiar human bodies in a 

familiar eschatological cosmos. Paul is setting a cosmological horizon for his doctrine 

of ἀνάστασις, which could be expressed as ‘the resurrection of the dead will follow 

the pattern of the creation that is familiar to us’, or ‘the same principles (of teleology 

and differentiation by divine decree) will pertain in the resurrection of the dead.’18 

Whilst Yates understands most of Paul’s argument according to the anthropological 

interpretation put forward by Asher, he concludes (specifically with respect to v.47) 

that ‘it is right to see this comparison as one which highlights the differences between 

                                                        

16 The issue is recognised by F. W. Grosheide, Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), 383. 
17 However, a present form is almost dictated by the present form found in the following couplets. So, 
Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1271. The present form in the couplets may be simply a 
gnomic-present, which would be entirely appropriate for a model of correspondence. Fee argues for a 
gnomic present (First Epistle to the Corinthians, 784n.35). Perhaps it is also chosen because Paul is 
drawing such a strong parallel between the eschatological new creation and the present familiar 
creation. Just as the present creation ‘is’ (exists) according to the predetermined pattern of the creator, 
so also the new creation ‘is’ (proleptically) according to the same pattern. Ciampa and Rosner argue 
for the present tense, but their concern is to tie the anthropological emphasis which they detect here 
to the resurrection of Christ (First Letter to the Corinthians, 809). 
18 Thus Conzelmann is incorrect to say that this answers the ‘how’ of v.35 (1 Corinthians, 282n.24). Paul’s 
argument in this section addresses the kind of body that will be given in the resurrection. 
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two orders of existence, two distinct ages, two creations.’19 Yates’ instinct is correct: 

Paul’s exposition of the resurrection of the dead embraces a broader cosmological 

vista. 

5.2.2. Cosmological Correspondence of Bodies in v.44b 

If the first clause of vv.42-44 demonstrates that Paul draws together cosmological and 

eschatological loci, the same is true of the final clause: εἰ ἔστιν σῶμα ψυχικόν, ἔστιν 

καὶ πνευματικόν (v.44b). This thesis stands in contrast to the preceding four 

antitheses (vv.42b-44a), and provides further evidence for Paul’s cosmic model of 

correspondence. If, as is commonly argued, Paul’s concern in vv.42-44 is with 

contrasting the familiar and eschatological human body, then the contingent 

statement εἰ ἔστιν σῶμα ψυχικόν (if there is a psychikon human body) seems odd.20 As 

an evidence-inference construction, it seems unusual for Paul to refer to the present 

familiar human body in a conditional manner.21 None of the Corinthians were 

questioning the reality of the present human body, so the leading εἰ seems 

superfluous. The reading in the Byzantine text, which omits the εἰ, represents an 

attempt to avoid this problem.22 Wedderburn wrestles with v.44b and concludes that 

it must be a parenthetical statement.23 However, far from being parenthetical, v.44b 

represents the final and strongest statement of Paul’s cosmological model of 

correspondence. 

In v.42a, at the beginning of the section (vv.42-44), Paul sets the cosmological pattern 

of the existing cosmos, with its various bodies and the appropriate glory of each, as 

the context for ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν. His model of correspondence stresses 

continuity between the familiar cosmos and the eschatological cosmos. The 

                                                        

19 Yates, The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 98, emphasis added. 
20 Engberg-Pedersen concedes that, according to his interpretation, v.44b ‘is not an argument proper 
for the claim already made’ in v.44a (Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 28). 
21 In line with other scholars, Wallace argues for an evidence-inference understanding (Daniel B. 
Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1997), 683, 684n.7). Eriksson understands Paul as saying ‘[s]ince there is’ and constructing 
a ‘true to fact condition’, but this avoids the conditional force of εἰ (Traditions as Rhetorical Proof, 272). 
22 ‘There is a psychikon body, there is also a pneumatikon (body)’. The enigmatic nature of the sentence 
explains why the Byzantine Text drops the εἰ.  
23 Wedderburn, Adam and Christ: An Investigation into the Background of 1 Corinthians XV and Romans V 12-
21, 181. 
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antithetical couplets in vv.42b-44a (examined in the section following) then explicate 

the nature of the discontinuity between the familiar cosmos and the eschatological 

cosmos. The present familiar cosmos is subject to φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια. The 

eschatological cosmos is characterised by ἀφθαρσία, δόξα and δύναμις. This 

discontinuity is summarised by Paul in v.44a using the antithetical pair ψυχικόν and 

πνευματικόν. The present familiar cosmos contains bodies which are ψυχικόν, the 

future eschatological cosmos contains bodies which are πνευματικόν.24  

Following on from these antithetical couplets, and at the end of the section, the 

summary thesis in v.44b combines both discontinuity and continuity. In v.44b Paul 

again emphasises the discontinuity between the familiar and the eschatological using 

the ψυχικόν-πνευματικόν contrast. However, he also appeals to his model of 

cosmological correspondence to emphasise continuity between the familiar cosmos 

and the eschatological cosmos. If, writes Paul, there is a certain type of body in the 

present familiar cosmos (σῶμα ψυχικόν) there is also the corresponding type of body 

in the future eschatological cosmos (σῶμα πνευματικόν). Thus, the thesis builds on 

the last of the antitheses, where Paul writes that a σῶμα ψυχικόν is sown but a σῶμα 

πνευματικόν is raised.25 Therefore the conditional evidence-inference clause is not in 

fact anthropological, but expresses equivalence for each type of body in the cosmos.26 

Thus, v.44b gives an elaboration of the model established in v.42a. The projection of 

the taxonomic and teleological patterns of the familiar cosmos into the eschatological 

cosmos implies that every type of body in the entire cosmos will be affected by the 

transformation that effects ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν.27 Indeed, this particular cosmic 

vista underlies Paul’s thought all the way through to v.49.28 

The proposal that Paul establishes a model of correspondence in v.42a, which carries 

the teleology and cosmology of vv.36-41 into the orbit of the resurrection of the dead, 

                                                        

24 The meanings of these terms are explored in §5.3.5 below. 
25 For the significance of Paul’s reintroduction of the sown-raised schema, see §5.3.7 below. 
26 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 683. Thus Engberg-Pedersen, who argues that the existence 
of a ‘psychic’ human body is simply assumed by Paul, is incorrect in arguing that the significant 
statement of principle contained in v.44b is merely a rhetorical introduction to the Adam–Christ nexus 
in v.45 (Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 28). 
27 That the resurrection of the dead is attended by a broader transformation is clear in vv.51-52. 
28 Thiselton does not explicitly describe this model of correspondence, but highlights its presence 
throughout vv.35-49 as ‘the “contrast” argument of the (second) refutatio’ (Thiselton, The First Epistle to 
the Corinthians, 1259). 
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is to my knowledge a new proposal. It results from the methodological assumptions 

of this thesis and contrasts with existing proposals as to how Paul utilises or applies 

the material in vv.36-38 and in vv.39-41. Existing proposals tend to see the 

agricultural example and the cosmological taxonomy as illustrations or analogies of 

the human body. However, as was demonstrated in previous chapters, the 

assumption that Paul is narrowly concerned with the human body in vv.39-41 cannot 

be supported from the text. Neither does the assumption of Engberg-Pedersen and 

Asher that Paul is emphasising the polarity of the terrestrial and celestial realms in 

order to propose a terrestrial and celestial human body receive any support from the 

text.29  

Existing interpretations of vv.42-44 acknowledge that Paul’s argument is complex 

and elliptical. Nevertheless, the proposal set out above solves several problems in 

existing interpretations. First, the awkward transition from vv.39-41 to vv.42-44 is 

explained without resort to an analogical approach which neuters the cosmological 

force of the former section. The proposal here grants significance to the cosmological 

material, reflecting its position at the centre of the inclusio formed by the agricultural 

example and the sown-raised motif of the couplets in vv.42-44. Second, the 

relationship of v.42a to vv.42b-44 is also explained, without assuming any greater 

elliptical transition in subject as is required to get from ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν to 

the human body.30 Third, the function of the thesis statement in v.44b is explained in 

a way that does justice to its conditional nature. The puzzlement that is expressed 

regarding the elliptical, opaque nature of Paul’s argument in these verses is a direct 

result of his subject being mistakenly taken as the human body. Paul’s concern is, at 

least in vv.36-44, much broader. He is in distinctly ‘philosophical mood’ because he 

addresses fundamental questions of cosmology, anthropology and eschatology, not 

merely of the human body.31 The proposal that Paul in 1 Corinthians 15 projects 

creation traditions onto an eschatological horizon, setting up a model of cosmological 

correspondence, can now be set against a background of such cosmological 

correspondence in Graeco-Roman philosophy. 

                                                        

29 See §4.2.2; §5.3.1 n.67; §6.4.1. 
30 See §5.3.1 below. 
31 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 26. 
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5.2.3. Cosmological Correspondence in the Graeco-Roman World 

At this point, it is useful to recall the survey of seeds in Graeco-Roman cosmological 

theories, which was presented in Chapter 3. The key conclusion was that seeds 

function in all major strands of the Graeco-Roman tradition as vehicles of continuity, 

or as demonstrations of a teleological principle of continuity. This teleological 

attribute of seeds is what drives Paul’s use of his agricultural example. It was also 

noted that the term used for seeds by Paul in v.38 (σπέρματα) carries a universal 

connotation, representing not only botanical seeds, but also zoological. Moreover, 

σπέρματα appear in several cosmological theories including those of Anaxagoras and 

Pythagoras, and of the schools of Plato, the Epicureans and the Stoics.32 In these 

theories, σπέρματα frequently play a role in the generation of other worlds. These 

worlds, or kosmoi, are often understood as duplications of the familiar cosmos, 

corresponding in pattern. Therefore, Paul’s own appeal to σπέρματα as principles of 

continuity and his subsequent specification of a model of cosmological 

correspondence invites a brief comparison with Graeco-Roman theories of 

cosmological correspondence. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, it is in the physical theory of Anaxagoras that seeds first 

assume a foundational role in a theory of matter. To recall Teodorssen, seeds have 

programmatic qualities in Anaxagoras’ theory, being the ‘pre-configuration or 

matrix’ of the individual thing which they will produce.33 Seeds therefore function to 

produce all of the structures in the cosmos and their programmatic nature leads 

Anaxagoras to conclude that if other worlds have formed, as well as our own familiar 

cosmos, then these worlds will replicate our own. 

Since these things are so, it is right to think that there a many different things 
present in everything that is being combined, and seeds (σπέρματα) of all 
things, having all sorts of forms, colours and flavours, and that humans and 
also the other animals were compounded, as many as have soul (ψυχή). Also 
that there are cities that have been constructed by humans and works made, 
just as with us, and that there are a sun and a moon and other heavenly bodies 
for them, just as with us, and the earth grows many different things, the most 
valuable of which they gather together into their household and use. I have 

                                                        

32 See §3.2 above. 
33 For Teodorssen’s account of Anaxagoras’ Theory of Matter, see §3.2.1. 
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said this about the separation off, because there would be separation off not 
only for us but also elsewhere.34  

Simplicius discusses what other worlds Anaxagoras might be referring to:  

The phrase ‘as with us’, which he uses more than once, shows that he is 
hinting at another world apart from ours. That he does not think that it is 
perceptible and earlier than ours in time is shown by the phrase ‘the most 
serviceable of which they gather into their houses and use’ – for he said ‘use’, 
not ‘used’. Nor is he referring to a state of affairs similar to ours which now 
exists in another region of the world – for he did not say ‘the sun and moon 
are present to them as to us’, but rather ‘a sun and moon, as with us’, as though 
he meant a different sun and moon. But whether that is so or not demands 
further inquiry.35  

Although Simplicius expresses some doubt about Anaxagoras’ meaning, he is sure 

that this is not another part of the familiar world, or a world that preceded this one. 

Whether Anaxagoras proposes actual other kosmoi, or whether he merely adduces the 

principle that any world produced from the rotation of the original mixture would of 

necessity be identical to the familiar world, is not clear.36 It seems most likely that 

Anaxagoras envisages various centres of localised rotation, under the influence of 

Nous, within the indefinite bounds of the original mixture. These produce kosmoi 

which are identical, not least because of the programmatic qualities of the σπέρματα 

in the mix.37 Thus, Anaxagoras’ physical theory posits a model of necessary cosmic 

correspondence between the familiar world and other worlds which may have 

emerged from the cosmic mixture. 

The theory of atomism envisaged a role for atoms similar to Anaxagoras’ seeds.38 As 

in Anaxagoras, the possibility of multiple worlds arose from the understanding of a 

cosmos as a local, bounded part of the ‘all’.39 Whilst some doubt exists as to 

Anaxagoras’ views on multiple worlds, the idea is clear in the thought of the early 

atomists.40 Diogenes Laertius attributes the concept to Democritus, writing that his 

                                                        

34 Simplicius, in Phys. 34.18-20,27, trans. Curd (Curd, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, 17). 
35 Simplicius, in Phys. 157.17, trans. Curd (ibid.). 
36 Ibid., 212–14. See also Curd’s discussion on possible explanations, ibid., 212–22. 
37 Curd, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, 218–21. 
38 See §3.2.2. 
39 Mary-Jane Rubenstein, Worlds Without End: The Many Lives of the Multiverse (Columbia University Press, 
2014), 40. 
40 So Raven and Kirk, see ibid., 41. 
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opinion is that ‘[t]he worlds are unlimited; they come into being and perish.’41 It was 

against the multiple world theories of the early atomists that Plato and Aristotle 

argued for singular cosmologies.42 In later atomist thought, Epicurus repeated the 

claim of multiple worlds. In his Letter to Herodotus, Epicurus writes: 

Moreover, there is an infinite number of worlds, some like this world, others 
unlike it. For the atoms being infinite in number, as has just been proved, are 
borne ever further in their course. For the atoms out of which a world might 
arise, or by which a world might be formed, have not all been expended on 
one world or a finite number of worlds, whether like or unlike this one. Hence 
there will be nothing to hinder an infinity of worlds.43 

For Epicurus, there is no requirement for a precise reduplication of worlds, but some 

must correspond to the familiar world. Although there is an infinite number of atoms, 

there is only a finite number of types of atoms. Therefore amongst an infinite number 

of worlds, some must of necessity be reduplications.44 This is perhaps the idea which 

is expressed by Lucretius when he writes that atoms, cast as primal seeds, are 

conserved through time ‘for the replenishment of wasted worlds.’45 

Stoic cosmology, like Platonism and Peripateticism, rejected any multiplicity of 

worlds and taught a singular cosmos. However, unlike both Platonism and 

Peripateticism, the Stoics maintained the perishability of the cosmos. Stoic 

cosmology therefore proposed an ‘eschatological reiteration’ of the cosmos – a 

temporal, rather than spatial, multiplicity.46 The periodic resolution of the whole 

cosmos into the rarest element, pneuma, through a cosmic conflagration would lead 

to the repeated reforming of the cosmos (the process of ekpyrosis).47 This would be 

followed by a reiteration of the life of the cosmos with the repetition of its history, 

including all events and individual people.48 In Chapter 3, it was noted that the initial 

fire in this cycle could be conceptualised as a seed. More significantly, the Stoic λόγοι 

                                                        

41 Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2:9.7.44, trans. Hicks. 
42 Rubenstein, Worlds Without End, 21–39,41. 
43 Epicurus, Letter to Herodotus in Diogenes Laertius Lives 10.45, trans. Hicks. Cf. Lives 10.74. 
44 Rubenstein, Worlds Without End, 42. 
45 Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 1.539-550. 
46 Rubenstein, Worlds Without End, 54. 
47 On Stoic World Cycles, see Michael J White, “Stoic Natural Philosophy (Physics and Cosmology),” in 
The Cambridge Companion to the Stoics, ed. Brad Inwood (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 133–38, 141–
44. Empedocles’ Love and Strife cosmology also prefigures this. See Rubenstein, Worlds Without End, 55. 
48 Rubenstein, Worlds Without End, 59–60. 
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σπερματικόι (seminal principles), undoubtedly played a significant role in the 

reduplication of the cosmos and the reiteration of all events.49 

While Plato also rejected any possibility of multiple worlds, his metaphysical theory 

contains its own version of a model of cosmic correspondence.50 Plato’s theory of 

Forms proposes that the most-real expression of reality is the world of Forms, 

predicates of each type of thing, both tangible things (beds, trees) and intangible 

things (Good, Largeness).51 This world of Forms is timeless, lying outside of time in an 

eternity of which time is an imitation.52 Everything which human beings experience 

in the familiar world is a pattern of the world of Forms, but is a pale reflection.53 

Indeed, in the Phaedo, the strongest wish of the true philosopher is to be freed from 

the corporeal imprisonment of the human body, which hinders any attempts to reach 

a true understanding of the Forms.54  

Therefore, the philosophical system standing behind the position of the Syncretisers 

proposes a type of model of cosmic correspondence between the familiar world and 

the world of the Forms.55 Paul’s own model of correspondence would be recognised 

in form, if not in content, by those familiar with Graeco-Roman philosophy. Paul’s 

model is temporal, like that of the Stoics, not spatial or metaphysical like those of 

Anaxagoras, the Atomists, or Plato. However, Paul’s eschatological model eschews the 

destruction of the cosmos for its renewal and envisages its linear eschatological 

continuation, rather than its recapitulation. 

                                                        

49 See §3.2.4. 
50 ‘[T]he maker did not make two universes or an infinite number, but our universe was and is and will 
continue to be his only creation,’ Plato, Tim., 31b, trans. Lamb. 
51 For Plato’s later thought on the Forms as part of cosmogony, see Tim., 29a-c, 51b-52d. For 
development in the theory of Forms, see Richard Kraut, “Introduction to the study of Plato,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 7–19. 
52 Tim., 37d-e; Rep., 514a-519a. Ibid., 10–11; N P White, “Plato’s metaphysical epistemology,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 289. 
53 Tim., 29a-c. 
54 Phaed., 65e-67b. See Kraut, “Introduction to the study of Plato,” 9. 
55 For connections made by Aristotle between Plato’s Forms and Pythagorean numbers as abstracts, 
see Terry Penner, “Socrates and the early dialogues,” in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard 
Kraut (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 123. 
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5.3. Cosmological Discontinuity in vv.42b to 44a 

The four antithetical couplets in vv.42b-44a have received significant scholarly 

attention. Existing interpretations understand the couplets on an entirely 

anthropological level. If, as I have argued, Paul sets these antitheses within a model 

of cosmic correspondence, a re-examination of their function within this particular 

setting is required. The sown-raised imagery of the couplets is derived by Paul from 

the agricultural example of vv.36b-38.56 To recall one of the conclusions of Chapter 3, 

this agricultural example does not function as an analogy between a seed and a dead 

human body on the one hand, and a plant and a resurrected human body on the 

other.57 The seed material in vv.36b-38 furnishes a straightforward example of the 

teleological nature of seeds, which exhibit the firm creative decree of God. Thus, the 

sown-raised imagery of vv.42-44 does not imply an anthropological horizon for the 

antithetical couplets. Rather, Paul’s model of correspondence implies a cosmic 

horizon. Paul is only now applying the agricultural imagery metaphorically. He does 

this in order to develop a fundamental component of his argument: alongside the 

cosmological continuity which he has emphasised up until this point, there is also 

discontinuity. 

5.3.1. Sown and Raised: The Role of the Antithetical Couplets 

There are four couplets in vv.42b-44a, structured around the verb forms σπείρεται 

and ἐγείρεται.58 The verbs construct a metaphor based on the agricultural example of 

vv.36-38. The subject of these singular verbs is taken, in existing scholarship, to be 

the human body in one of two senses.59 The first sense is that the human body sown 

                                                        

56 And hence forms an inclusio framing the cosmological argument of vv.39-41. It is not sufficient to 
merely speak about ‘plants’. The sown-raised language is a specific reference back to Paul’s agricultural 
(not merely botanic) imagery in vv.36-38, which concerns the sowing of certain crops and on certain 
crops growing. 
57 Or, in alternative interpretations, between a seed and the familiar human body on the one hand, and 
a plant and the resurrected human body on the other. 
58 Both verbs are present passive indicative in form. 
59 Although note Asher, who understands ‘sown’ as a metaphor for the creation of Adam (“Speiretai,” 
102) This is a development of his earlier thought (Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 137–9) However 
in that earlier work, Asher argued that the sown/raised language carried a locative, not temporal 
meaning. His later suggestion has the merit of linking Paul’s couplets to the original creation expressed 
in the Jewish traditions. 
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is the deceased body, inhumed.60 The second sense is that the body sown is the human 

body in its familiar existing state (the present human body).61 Common to each of 

these is the interpretation of what is raised as the resurrected human body. It is 

necessary here to point out several obstacles to both of these views, particularly the 

former. 

The former sense is usually supported by an analogical and particularistic 

understanding of vv.36-38, where the individual deceased human body is likened to 

a seed, and God revives each inhumed human body in resurrection. Given the 

significant incidence of cremation in the Graeco-Roman world generally, and the 

evidence for it at Corinth, it is unlikely that Paul would frame an argument aimed at 

Greeks or (especially) Romans in this way. Such a move would immediately limit the 

efficacy of Paul’s argument. More than this, a particular difficulty arises with the 

third of the four couplets, which would then portray the human body as inhumed ‘in 

weakness’. This would be a strikingly inappropriate description of a deceased body.62 

The passive verbs σπείρεται and ἐγείρεται are in fact best understood as divine 

passives (reflecting the emphasis on divine agency found in v.38) and this too points 

away from interpreting the metaphor as a reference to the inhumation of a deceased 

human body.63 

The second sense in which the couplets are understood proposes an emphasis on 

anthropology, specifically on the characteristics of the pre- and post-resurrection 

                                                        

60 So, e.g. Robertson and Plummer, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the First Epistle of St Paul to the 
Corinthians, 372; Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism, 305; Weiss, Der Erste Korintherbrief, 371; Grosheide, 
Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, 383; Kistemaker, 1 Corinthians, 572–3; Lenski, 1 and 2 
Corinthians, 711; Kremer, Der Erste Brief an die Korinther, 356; W.F. Orr and J.A. Walther, 1 Corinthians: A 
New Translation, AB (Garden City: Doubleday, 1976), 32:343. Garland argues that the subject is ‘one of 
the dead’ (1 Corinthians, 732). 
61 So, e.g. F. F. Bruce, 1 & 2 Corinthians, NCBC (Grand Rapids: Harper Collins, 1981), 152; Calvin, First 
Corinthians, 337; Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 784; Hays, First Corinthians, 271; Andrew T. Lincoln, 
Paradise Now and Not Yet: Studies in the Role of the Heavenly Dimension in Paul’s Thought with Special Reference 
to his Eschatology (Cambridge University Press, 2004), 39–40; Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 283; Engberg-
Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 27; Martin, The Corinthian Body, 126. 
62 Asher, “Speiretai,” 110. Kistemaker and Lenski follow Luther in understanding ‘weakness’ as the 
result of the soul’s departure from the body (Kistemaker, 1 Corinthians, 573; Lenski, 1 and 2 Corinthians, 
712–3). 
63 Asher, “Speiretai,” 109. However, note that Asher’s conclusion that the second interpretation (that 
the verbs refer to human existence) is also precluded by this is less than persuasive. 
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human body.64 The verb σπείρεται is taken to refer to the familiar human body; 

ἐγείρεται to the resurrected, eschatological human body. This understanding has 

greater merit than the former sense. However, it is not without problems. It requires 

that an ellipsis be present between v.42a and v.42b. Whereas the subject of v.42a is ἡ 

ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν, Paul shifts to the human body as subject without making this 

shift in subject explicit. This shift would be a return to addressing the concern of the 

Corinthians about the nature of the human body (v.35). Such an ellipsis may indeed 

be present. However, the major problem with this proposal is that, again, the 

cosmological argument (vv.39-41) then appears to become redundant. If the content 

of vv.39-41 and the connection between v.42a and vv39-41 are both to be taken 

seriously, then the cosmological emphasis of these previous verses ought to be 

carried through. 

The subject of the verbs σπείρεται and ἐγείρεται is actually not specified.65 If the 

human body is not the subject, what is? Syntactically, ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν would 

naturally suggest itself as the subject of the verbs. However, syntactically this would 

be nonsensical. Paul’s model of cosmological correspondence, which governs the 

argument at this point, provides a solution. The transition in Paul’s thought between 

v.42a and v.42b is indeed elliptical. The model transfers the cosmological principles 

of the model’s source in vv.36-41 to the eschatological event of ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν 

νεκρῶν as target. As has been noted, ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν is best understood as a 

synecdoche, evoking the cosmological context for the resurrection.66 This, together 

with the reappearance of a thesis of cosmological correspondence at the end of the 

section (v.44b), suggests that the cosmos itself may be the subject of σπείρεται and 

ἐγείρεται. The two verbs would therefore refer to the creation of the cosmos on the 

one hand, and its eschatological transformation on the other. The inferential 

correspondence between ἡ ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν and Paul’s cosmological principles 

of teleology and taxonomy (as established by v.42a) now undergoes translation into 

a correspondence between two events: the original creation of the cosmos, and the 

                                                        

64 The former often arises from a particularist, physiological interpretation of v.38 where the individual 
seeds of v.38 are understood as individual corpses. 
65 Paul W. Gooch, Partial Knowledge: Philosophical Studies in Paul (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1987), 66. 
66 §5.2.1. 



 

206 

cosmic transformation which attends the resurrection of the dead (which can be 

helpfully cast as the recreation of the cosmos). Whilst I disagree with Asher’s 

anthropological interpretation of the verbs – that they refer to the creation of Adam 

and the resurrection of the dead – he is correct to see them as references to two 

creative acts, to two ‘one-time event(s)’.67 

Thus the couplets represent Paul’s explication of the discontinuity effected by new 

creation, not merely between the familiar human body and the eschatological human 

body, but between all bodies in the cosmos. The verbs σπείρεται and ἐγείρεται refer 

to the familiar cosmos and the eschatological cosmos respectively, with the latter 

being the context for ἀνάστασις τῶν νεκρῶν.68 The use of σῶμα in v.44a represents 

an explicit reference to each of the bodies that comprise the cosmos (including the 

human body), those that Paul has mentioned in vv.39-41.69 Of course, the human body 

is included in this – but specifically within this cosmic context. 

5.3.2. Cosmic Decay and Its Negation 

The first couplet describes the removal of φθορά. Existing scholarship often 

understands φθορά as the decay of the human corpse.70 However, the cosmic horizon 

of the couplets requires a more comprehensive understanding. Although Anthony 

Thiselton understands the couplets on an anthropological, rather than a 

cosmological, level his treatment opens a pathway to a cosmic understanding of 

φθορά.71 For Thiselton, φθορά refers not merely to the decay of human bodies in aging 

and death, but to the same principle of decay observed in the whole of human 

psychosocial experience. As Thiselton notes, the contrast in this first couplet is not 

                                                        

67 Asher, “Speiretai,” 109–110. Asher’s former argument was that the force of the couplets was locative, 
reflecting his emphasis on cosmic polarity in vv.39-41 (Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 
107–8). However, they do not contrast the nature of bodies on earth and in heaven. Rather, the couplets 
retrieve the temporal emphasis of the agricultural example and apply it eschatologically. They 
contrast the nature of bodies within the cosmos in two eschatological epochs. See §5.3.7. 
68 Although Kistemaker (1 Corinthians, 572) interprets the couplets as referring to the human body, it is 
notable that he invokes a cosmological context in explaining the first couplet: ‘Paul writes that the 
whole creation has been subject to futility. Because of man’s sin and God’s subsequent curse it is in 
bondage of decay. This world tainted by corruption will not be annihilated at the consummation but 
renewed. Then it will be restored in incorruption.’  
69 Contrast, e.g., Fitzmyer: ‘the subj. of the verb is sōma, clearly expressed if only in the last couplet’ 
(Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 594). 
70 So, e.g. Robertson-Plummer, Weiss, Grosheide, Kistemaker, Kremer, Lenski, Garland. See n.60 above. 
71 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1271–2. 



 

207 

merely one of duration. The word φθορά, given its background in the Septuagint, and 

the background of the corresponding Hebrew terms (ׁשחת and חבל), evokes ideas of 

mutilation or spoiling, together with vanity or fruitlessness.72 These are cosmic 

realities which are not limited to human experience but which are exhibited across 

the whole gamut of created life and the natural environment.73 In Paul’s thought 

cosmic φθορά is to be negated in the eschatological cosmos (ἀφθαρσία). Thiselton’s 

description of the negation of φθορά in human experience could equally apply to the 

broader creation: ‘aesthetic … flourishing and abundance, even perhaps perfection, 

and certainly fullness of life.’74 The creation traditions which are a fundamental 

source for Paul’s thought in 1 Corinthians 15 contain intimations of the wider effects 

of the Fall.75 The Fall introduced human death. The defeat of death through its 

removal from the cosmos is the focus of Paul’s argument. However, the connection 

made in Genesis 3 between the Fall and the fruitfulness of the earth may prompt Paul 

to envisage a cosmic scope for the negation of φθορά.  

The contrast in this first couplet between φθορά and ἀφθαρσία is fundamental to 

Paul’s portrait of the eschatological cosmos.76 As the first of the antithetical contrasts, 

it is the controlling motif amongst the couplets.77 It becomes prominent again in 

vv.50-58, where Paul narrows the anthropological focus of vv.45-49 to the personal in 

his account of transformative change.78 In v.50 we find further evidence that the 

scope of φθορά and ἀφθαρσία is cosmological, not merely anthropological. The nouns 

φθορά and ἀφθαρσία appear there in reference to the kingdom of God, inherited by 

                                                        

72 E.g., Wis 14:12. See ibid., 1272. And note Paul’s own use in Rom 8:21 and Gal 6:8. Although Horsley (1 
Corinthians, 210) argues that the antithesis of this first couplet must be driven by the views of the 
Corinthians themselves, Paul’s use of the term elsewhere and the place of ‘glory’, ‘power’ and ‘spiritual’ 
in the earlier chapters of 1 Corinthians mean that there is more reason to believe that this is the case 
for the following three couplets. 
73 Cf. Isaiah 24:1. 
74 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1272. 
75 Gen 3:16-19.  
76 Recognised by Augustine (Enchiridion 91). See Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 347. 
77 Wright understands that this contrast ‘remains implicit’ in the rest (ibid.).  However, Ciampa & 
Rosner fail to take this aspect of Wright’s analysis into their own. Their suggestion that this first 
antithesis deals with the nature of the body, the second with status, the third with abilities, and the 
forth with animating power is neat, but does not adequately account for the reappearance of the  
φθορά-ἀφθαρσία contrast as a key motif in vv.50-54 and for Paul’s use of φθορά in Romans 8:21 (First 
Letter to the Corinthians, 811). 
78 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 283. 
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God’s people. In the Old Testament, κληρονομέω is closely associated with land.79 

Paul’s use of the verb in Rom 4:13 extends the Abrahamic promise of land to the 

inheriting of the world (κόσμος).80 This association of κληρονομέω with the cosmos 

is also present in v.50, where the parallelism in the verse identifies the kingdom of 

God as ἡ ἀφθαρσία. The cosmos, described as being raised ἐν ἀφθαρσίᾳ in v.42b is the 

implied subject of ἡ ἀφθαρσία in v.50, where Paul’s emphasis is that human bodies 

characterised by φθορά cannot take their place in a cosmos which has experienced 

the negation of φθορά. In order to participate in the eschatological cosmos, human 

bodies must be also experience the negation of φθορά (v.52). 

The clearest correlation for a cosmic emphasis on φθορά in Paul’s thought comes 

from Romans 8:21, where the creation (ἡ κτίσις) has been enslaved to corruption, and 

will be set free in a transformation which includes the resurrection of the dead.81 The 

contrast in the couplet can then be depicted as the negation in the entire cosmos of 

principles of decay and corruption which bring mutilation, spoiling, vanity or 

fruitlessness. This negation not only implies the flourishing of the whole of human 

psychosocial experience, but also the flourishing of the entire cosmos.  

5.3.3. The Removal of the Negation of Glory 

The second couplet attributes to the familiar cosmos the characteristic of ἀτιμία. This 

is the negation of τιμή. The eschatological cosmos sees the removal of the negation, 

which Paul casts not as τιμή, but using the synonymous δόξα.82 Paul’s use of both 

ἀτιμία and δόξα in this couplet arises from his preceding argument. In vv.40-41, δόξα 

is not an expression of radiance or luminosity since terrestrial, as well as celestial, 

bodies possess δόξα. The cosmic δόξα in the couplet corresponds to the cosmic scope 

of δόξα in vv.40-41. As was demonstrated in Chapter 4, Paul’s appeal to the 

differentiated and appropriate δόξα for each form of life in the cosmos addresses the 

                                                        

79 TDNT 3:769-75. 
80 Cf. Rom 4:13. See also Rom 8:21; Gal 3:18,29; 5:21; Eph 1:14; 5:5; Acts 7:5; Heb 11:8-9.  
81 In Rom 8:23, the resurrection of the dead is referred to as τὴν ἀπολύτρωσιν τοῦ σώματος ἡμῶν. See 
section 6.3.2 for a comparison of 1 Cor 15:35-49 and Rom 8:10-30. The resurrection of the dead is 
referred to as τὴν ἀπολύτρωσιν τοῦ σώματος ἡμῶν. 
82 These can be almost synonymous terms; BDAG 2077. Cf. 1 Tim 1:17. See Carey C Newman, Paul’s Glory-
Christology: Tradition and Rhetoric (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 157. 
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Platonic cosmology of the Syncretisers, who suppose that human souls must 

ultimately attain to a state of greater δόξα through embodiment in a celestial body, 

such as star. For Paul, glory is not greater in the celestial realm, just different.83 

Through metalepsis, Paul’s use of Psalm 8 in vv.39-41 invokes a concept of human glory 

rooted in the creative purpose of God. In the psalm, God has crowned humans with 

δόξα and τιμή by virtue of their role within the cosmos, below the celestial realm, a 

little lower than God, but ruling over the various other forms of terrestrial (including 

aquatic) life.84 The psalm is therefore the probable source for the ἀτιμία-δόξα 

opposition of this second couplet.85 The eschatological hope of the psalm, generated 

by the juxtaposition of protology and the presence of the enemy, is reflected in Paul’s 

portrayal of the negation of ἀτιμία in the cosmos.86  

Since δόξα in the Septuagint generally carries the sense of the Hebrew כבוד, denoting 

something weighty or impressive, it is associated with the idea of someone or 

something being accorded, or occupying, its proper place, or something fulfilling its 

proper role.87 In the psalm, δόξα is an anthropological as well as a divine attribute. 

Human δόξα is inextricably linked to the role decreed by God for humans within the 

cosmos. A cosmic conception of δόξα would extrapolate the portrait in the psalm, the 

                                                        

83 These considerations ought thoroughly to dismantle any framework for interpretation which relies 
on Paul conceiving δόξα as shining radiance. Paul is clearly not adopting the view of those who want 
to take literally the poetic language of texts such as Dan 12:1-3 or 2 Bar. 51:10. So, Conzelmann (1 
Corinthians, 283) and Fee (First Epistle to the Corinthians, 785) both take ‘glory’ in vv.40-41 as a reference 
to luminosity, but then acknowledge the difficulty in v.43a by proposing two different meanings of 
δόξα in vv.40-41 and v.43a – an extremely unlikely scenario. Keener (1-2 Corinthians, 131) 
straightforwardly sees v.43a as a reference to luminosity. 
84 Ps 8:6. 
85 See Hegermann, “δόξα,” EDNT 1:345. Ciampa & Rosner are notable in their detection of a background 
in Psalm 8 for the contrast of v.43a (First Letter to the Corinthians, 813–4). Amongst the texts of the 
Septuagint, the contrast of ἀτιμία and δόξα appears in the Psalms of Solomon (in 2:21 the contrast is 
used in referring to the ‘trampling’ of Jerusalem by the nations, the glory bestowed on Jerusalem by 
God is thrown down to the earth in dishonour; in 2:31 the contrast is between the glory of the writer, 
raised up by God and the dishonour of the arrogant who experience destruction) and in Habakkuk 2:16, 
where the glory of the unrighteous is turned to dishonour, in contrast to the knowledge of the glory 
of the Lord which will fill the earth. 
86 Ps 8:2. See §4.5.3 above for the links to Paul’s enemy/enemies language in 1 Corinthians 15 and the 
portrayal of death as the enemy. 
87 Thus NIDOTTE (3877, p.586) associates glory with beauty and dignity as well as majesty and splendour. 
TWOT (943, p.426) similarly associates glory with a person’s position of authority and with beauty 
(including the beauty of human beings in their capacity for moral response to God).  δοξά clearly has 
a wide semantic range (as does כבד), but the idea of propriety or conformity to the ways things ought 
to be is often close at hand. For the relationship between כבד and δοξά see Newman, Paul’s Glory-
Christology. 
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implication being that all forms of life in the cosmos have δόξα as much as they fulfil 

their proper function and role, as decreed by God.88 The removal of cosmic ἀτιμία may 

then be understood as the restoration of God’s decreed order for all creation.  

Paul’s description of the cosmic removal of the negation of δόξα generates a 

particular difficulty. In vv.40-41, Paul describes the δόξα possessed by each type of 

body in the cosmos in the familiar cosmos, rather than the protological cosmos. His 

argument is cosmological, rather than cosmogonic. If this is the case, how can the 

familiar cosmos be characterised by ἀτιμία? A solution may be found in Paul’s appeal 

to the creation traditions of Israel in 1 Corinthians 11, where man is described as the 

εἰκὼν καὶ δόξα θεοῦ.89 Paul seems to believe that δόξα can be ascribed to humans in 

the familiar cosmos. By analogy, vv.40-41 suggest that δόξα is present across all forms 

of life in the familiar cosmos.90 The ἀτιμία of the familiar cosmos may not therefore 

be interpreted as absolute, but as a tarnishing of a δόξα of a greater quality or 

degree.91 To connect this again to the concept of order, or roles within the cosmos, 

this portrait reflects the idea (which is clearly present in vv.39-41) that the cosmic 

order established by the divine decree is maintained in the familiar cosmos, but is 

tarnished in some way. The same tension is reflected in Psalm 8 itself, in the 

dissonance between the protological tenor of the psalm and the presence of 

enemies.92 The psalmist’s reflection is that the protological crowning of humans 

carries implications for their status even in a world where enemies are present.93  

The couplet therefore expresses the removal of any disruption to the cosmic order 

established by the divine decree at creation. Although Paul gives this removal a 

cosmic scope, this incorporates the human experience. Thiselton discusses Paul’s first 

use of δόξα in 1 Corinthians, where it appears in the ‘profoundly moving phrase’, εἰς 

δόξαν ἡμῶν.94 He concludes that some of the force of δόξα in this phrase rests upon 

                                                        

88 This is the type of portrait found in Ps 104:24-31 and Ps 29:9. 
89 See for example 1 Corinthians 11:7 (again where the emphasis is on order or propriety). 
90 In Psalm 19, the celestial bodies of the familiar cosmos proclaim the δόξα of God. In Psalm 103:31 
LXX, the patterns of the familiar cosmos, in the round of the seasons and new life and death (which 
are the work of the Lord) are described in terms of the δόξα of the Lord. 
91 Cf. 2 Cor 3:18. 
92 Ps 8:2. 
93 Hebrews 2:5-9 acknowledges that the portrait of glory and the rule of man in Psalm 8 is not realised 
in human experience. See §4.5.4. 
94 1 Cor 2:7. See Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 242. 
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the idea that God’s purpose for human beings is realised in the fulfilment of his 

purpose (drawing on προορίζω in the same verse). The couplet may be compared to 

Philippians 3:21, where the pre- and post-resurrection human body is contrasted in 

terms of its transformation from ταπείνωσις (humiliation) to δόξα, according to the 

pattern of Jesus Christ.95 That God plans for ‘our glory’ (human beings fulfilling their 

decreed purpose within the cosmos) finds its broader correspondence in a cosmic 

glory whereby all of the elements of the cosmos fulfil their own decreed purposes. 

Similarly, in Romans 8:21, the removal of φθορά from the creation enables it to 

participate in the δόξα of God’s people. 

5.3.4. The Removal of the Negation of Strength 

The third of the four couplets (v.43b) contrasts the ἀσθένεια of the familiar cosmos 

with the δύναμις of the eschatological cosmos. Paul portrays the familiar cosmos as 

characterised by the negation of σθένος (strength).96 The removal of this negation 

leads to a portrayal of the eschatological cosmos as characterised by the synonym 

δύναμις.97 

Interpretations which focus on anthropology can again be extrapolated towards a 

broader cosmological emphasis. Thiselton describes the ἀσθένεια of existing human 

experience as summarising ‘the frailty, fragility, vulnerability, and constraints of 

human existence.’98 Frailty, fragility and vulnerability may all be seen by Paul as 

affecting other aspects of the existing cosmos. Natural disasters, whether volcanic 

eruptions, earthquakes or famines; the portents provided by the celestial bodies, 

whether solar or lunar eclipses or comets; fire or wild animals destroying crops or 

livestock; all of these would speak of a cosmos marked by ‘frailty, fragility and 

vulnerability’.99 The δύναμις of God is a repeated theme in the early chapters of 1 

Corinthians, often contrasted with the so-called power present in merely human 

                                                        

95 Phil 3:20-21. Thiselton and others read the nuance of Philippians 3 back into 1 Cor 15:43a (ibid., 1273). 
Of course, these interpreters also view v.43a as referring to the human body.  
96 Ibid., 1274. 
97 BDAG 1181, 1182, 2105. 
98 There are clear connections between the couplets in this regard, something that Thiselton draws out 
(The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1274). 
99 Galatians 4:9 may also reflect a similar cosmic conception of ἀσθένεια. 
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wisdom or rhetoric.100 In chapter 15, Paul portrays alternative powers, whether 

represented by demonic or human dominion or authority, which will finally be 

defeated by Jesus Christ prior to the eschatological event that Paul calls τὸ τέλος 

(v.24).101 In the epistle, the power or strength of God is capable of carrying through 

his purposes and actions toward this τέλος.102 Therefore the δύναμις of God may be 

related to the restoration of δόξα in the cosmos.103 Thiselton describes three aspects 

to the use of δύναμις in the epistle. First, it is associated with the capacity to effect a 

determination; second, it represents purposive, rather than frustrated endeavours; 

and third it carries a transformative nuance which ‘creates new worlds of perception, 

projection, or reality.’104 This portrait of δύναμις can inform cosmic as well as 

anthropological transformation. The weakness within the cosmos is demonstrated in 

decay and in dishonour, not only as a ‘decrescendo of human mortality’, but as a 

decrescendo of cosmic order and glory. Power is then ‘an energizing crescendo’ not 

only for human life, but for all of life within the cosmos.105  

5.3.5. The Transformation from ψυχικόν to πνευματικόν 

The final couplet (v.44a) states that σπείρεται σῶμα ψυχικόν, ἐγείρεται σῶμα 

πνευματικόν. The sentence is usually translated as ‘it is sown a natural body, it is 

raised a spiritual body.’106 This assumes that σῶμα ψυχικόν and σῶμα πνευματικόν 

function as predicates and that the implied subject of the passive verbs is the human 

body. The parallel structure of the couplets as a whole may suggest predicates, but 

Paul might have been expected to introduce ὡς if he were using these nominative 

nouns as predicates, e.g. σπείρεται ὡς σῶμα ψυχικόν. The syntax of the couplet more 

readily suggests the nominative constructions σῶμα ψυχικόν and σῶμα πνευματικόν 

as the subjects. Fitzmyer has the sense correctly: ‘An animated body is sown, a 

spiritual body is raised.’107 The two verbs, sown and raised, are no longer acting on 

                                                        

100 1 Cor 1:18,24; 2:4-5; 4:20; 5:4; 6:14. 
101 These powers can be defeated in this current epoch, cf. v.56. 
102 See Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1274. 
103 In the same way that δόξα has been diminished in the cosmos (§5.3.3), so ἀσθένεια is not the absence 
of δύναμις, but its attenuation. 
104 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1274–5. 
105 Ibid., 1275. 
106 So ESV, NASB, NET, NIV, KJV. 
107 Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 591. 
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the same subject. This final couplet therefore introduces new subjects for the verbs 

σπείρω and ἐγείρω. 

In v.44 Paul juxtaposes antithesis and thesis carrying the two aspects of discontinuity 

and continuity in his model of cosmological correspondence. Thus, in v.44a a σῶμα 

ψυχικόν is sown, but a σῶμα πνευματικόν is raised (continuity of body, but not of 

character). In addition, in v.44b if there is a σῶμα ψυχικόν, there is also a σῶμα 

πνευματικόν (correspondence in the taxonomy of the cosmos, which is unaltered and 

speaks of continuity). Therefore, all of the types of bodies of Paul’s cosmological 

taxonomy of the familiar cosmos (vv.39-41) are present in the eschatological cosmos, 

yet their character is transformed.108 In order to convey the sense of vv.42-44, the 

following translation can be suggested. 

The resurrection of the dead is according to the same (cosmic) pattern. 
It (the cosmos) is sown in deterioration; it is raised without 
deterioration; 
It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory; 
It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power. 

A ψυχικόν body is sown, a πνευματικόν body is raised;  
If there is a ψυχικόν body, there is a corresponding πνευματικόν body. 

How are the adjectives ψυχικόν and πνευματικόν to be understood? What does it 

mean that the familiar existing cosmos contains ψυχικόν bodies (of which familiar 

human bodies are an example), but that in the eschatological cosmos these bodies 

will be πνευματικόν? Although this contrast anticipates vv.45-46, it seems likely that 

the contrast stems from what Paul has written earlier in the letter (see below) and 

not from v.45 itself.109 The progression of Paul’s portrait is easier to detect on the 

eschatological (ἐγείρεται) side of the contrast than on the present (σπείρεται) side. 

The connection of the πνεῦμα of God with the δύναμις (v.43b) of God is frequently 

made by Paul.110 In the anthropological realm, Paul teaches that it is the Spirit of God 

                                                        

108 See §5.2.2 above. 
109 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1275. Contra Asher (Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 
112–13), whose objection on the basis of the ‘dissimilarity’ of the use of the terms in 2:14-15 and 15:44-
45 fails to account for the role of the Spirit in Paul’s realised eschatology. Boer notes that from the 
perspective of Religionsgeschichte, the contrast in this couplet is problematic (The Defeat of Death, 98–
99). 
110 Rom 1:4; 15:13, 19; 1 Cor 2:4; 12:11; 2 Cor 6:6-7; 1 Thess 1:5. In the disputed Pauline epistles: Eph 3:16; 
2 Tim 1:7. 
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that empowers individuals according to the χαρισμάτα and διακονίαι that are given 

to them.111 Within the cosmic scope of Paul’s model, the Spirit is being associated not 

only with the redemption of human beings, but also with the redemption of the entire 

cosmos. If the language of σῶμα πνευματικόν has a cosmic scope, then all forms of 

life, all bodies (whether celestial or terrestrial) will be redeemed by some association 

with the Spirit of God.112 This idea of a cosmic role of the Spirit of God in the renewal 

of the cosmos may be based in the πνεῦμα θεοῦ of Genesis 1:2. In Ps 103:30 LXX it is 

the πνεῦμα of God that renews the earth in the spring time, bringing new life to 

animals and plants after winter, as part of the providential care of the Lord that is the 

δόξα of the Lord. 

A connection in Paul’s thought between the πνευματικόν nature of the cosmos and 

the πνεῦμα θεοῦ would indicate that πνευματικόν is for Paul a matter of the 

motivation of bodies, not the composition (or substance) of bodies. Recently, the 

latter understanding has been revived by Dale Martin.113 As Martin argues, a Pauline 

doctrine of bodies composed of πνεῦμα would be perfectly consistent with pagan 

cosmology, where human beings could exist as celestial bodies composed of πνεῦμα-

substance.114 Martin has been followed in this idea by Troels Engberg-Pedersen and 

Jeffrey Asher.115  

However, there are very good reasons for rejecting the idea that πνευματικόν is a 

description of the composition of the bodies of the cosmos – that Paul teaches a cosmos 

resolved into the material πνεῦμα rather than an eschatological cosmos with a 

familiar material composition. As Wright argues, the idea that Paul is concerned with 

bodily composition falls down on the other side of the antithesis, with ψυχικόν. 

Whereas in Greco-Roman philosophy, something could be composed of πνεῦμα 

(actually a ψυχή, a soul, was often proposed as being so composed), in contrast ψυχή 

itself (the collective category, rather than an individual soul) denoted a life-force, a 

                                                        

111 1 Cor 12:4-11, esp. vv.6, 11. 
112 Thiselton (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1275) writes: ‘I have no doubt whatever that Paul uses 
the adjective πνευματικός in its regular Pauline sense to denote that which pertains to the Holy Spirit of 
God’ (italics and bold original). 
113 Martin, The Corinthian Body. The theory was promoted in the late 19th-century by Otto Pfleiderer. See 
Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1276. 
114 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 126–9,132. 
115 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul; Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15. 



 

215 

motivational component of the physical body.116 ψυχή, unlike πνεῦμα, is not a type of 

matter but an animating principle (which is nevertheless material, rather than 

immaterial). Especially in Platonism, ψυχή was defined over and against the denser 

composition of the physical body. Therefore, ψυχή as an animating principle infers, 

in the context of Paul’s antithesis-thesis conjunction, a similar interpretation for 

πνεῦμα.117 It is most natural to assume that Paul contrasts two types of the same thing 

(motivating principles), not two different kinds of things (a motivating principle and 

a material composition). Such an interpretation allows a connection to the πνεῦμα 

θεοῦ as described above. It is therefore correct to understand Paul as contrasting two 

kinds of motivating principles for bodies, not two types of material composition.118  

Martin, Engberg-Pedersen and Asher all complement their understanding of Paul’s 

doctrine of a pneumatic body with the proposal that Paul is accommodating his belief 

in ἀνάστασις to the idea of the superiority of πνεῦμα over the denser (and more crass) 

elements of the cosmos, which is derived from Plato. However, as has been 

demonstrated, Paul through his appeal to the example of agricultural crop cycles and 

especially through his appeal to Psalm 8 is arguing against this idea which he has 

identified or suspects amongst the Syncretisers. According to Paul, bodies made of 

the denser elements also possess δόξα of their own (v.40) and, in fact, to be human is 

to be gloriously honoured by God precisely in God’s decreed relationship for humans 

with all of the other types of bodies, celestial or terrestrial.  

In using ψυχικόν and πνευματικόν, Paul is emphatically not addressing the 

composition of bodies.119 If he were, then Paul would look, in his eschatology, 

precisely like a Stoic – and in this at least Engberg-Pedersen is consistent. If Paul is 

                                                        

116 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 350–1; Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy, 237. For the material or 
corporeal nature of soul in ancient thought, see Martin, The Corinthian Body, 6–15. 
117 As Wright points out, adjectives with –ικός endings tend to have ethical or functional, rather than 
compositional, meanings (The Resurrection of the Son of God, 351–2). Wright supports this in his latest 
work with lexicography (Aristotle, Galen, Vitruvius) showing that motivation is the intended sense 
(Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1401) . 
118 See Thiselton’s excellent survey on this (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1276–81). Note that 
Conzelmann (1 Corinthians, 283), despite Wright’s recruiting of him to support his case (The Resurrection 
of the Son of God, 351 n.120), actually sits on both stools: ‘there remains the fact that the πνεῦμα is 
conceived as substance…and v.44b has the form of a general ontological reflection’; and, ‘σῶμα 
πνευματικόν is not simply a body consisting of πνεῦμα, but one determined by πνεῦμα’. 
119 Horsley’s suggestion that σῶμα πνευματικόν is deliberately oxymoronic implies that Paul intends 
to obfuscate in the midst of a technical philosophical argument (1 Corinthians, 211). 
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concerned with composition, the cosmic scope of Paul’s argument necessarily implies 

that not only human bodies, but all bodies would be composed of πνεῦμα in the 

eschatological cosmos. Thus, the Pauline portrait of ἀνάστασις and cosmic 

eschatology would be very close to the Stoic conflagration, the resolution of the 

whole cosmos into πνεῦμα at the eschaton.120 Indeed, this is Engberg-Pedersen’s 

contention.121 However, to repeat the key point, Paul is emphatically not addressing 

the composition of bodies. Engberg-Pedersen’s portrait is at odds with the whole flow 

of Paul’s argument and his dependence on Jewish, rather than pagan (whether 

Platonic or Stoic) cosmology.122 Paul is describing motivational principles, not 

composition.123 

The emphatic concluding position of the fourth antithetical couplet and its associated 

thesis therefore lead to the deduction that the qualities of ἀφθαρσία, δόξα and 

δύναμις are effected by the πνεῦμα θεοῦ. It seems best to understand this against the 

background of 1 Corinthians 12, where human fruitfulness, giftedness and the ability 

to serve comes from the Spirit. Paul’s use of πνευματικόν carries the fundamentally 

important idea for Paul that ἀφθαρσία, δόξα and δύναμις are not generated by the 

bodies themselves, but are qualities continually ensured by the creator through the 

πνεῦμα θεοῦ.124 

The present σπείρεται side of the contrast may now be better understood. The present 

cosmos contains ψυχικόν-bodies. As the corollary to the proposal above, ψυχικόν 

does not describe the composition of these bodies, but the motivation that accounts 

for their characterisation by φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια. If πνευματικόν conveys a 

relationship between these bodies and the creator (through the πνεῦμα θεοῦ), then 

ψυχικόν may best be understood as the privation of this. In evoking ψυχή, Paul is 

appealing to the familiar cosmological concept of ‘soul’, not as a necessarily dualistic 

component of the human person, but as ‘life’, the life-force which animates all living 

                                                        

120 See §5.2.3 above. 
121 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 26–37. 
122 See Thiselton on the contrast of the Hebrew and Stoic pneuma (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 260). 
See §5.2.3 above. 
123 Collins’ translation of πνευματικός as ‘inspirited’ and his description of bodies ‘energized’ or 
‘vitalized’ by the Spirit expresses this idea very well (First Corinthians, 567). 
124 There seems to be conceptual proximity to Col 1:16,17,20. 
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bodies.125 In chapter 2 of the letter Paul uses ψυχικόν in opposition to πνευματικόν 

(2:10-16).126 In that instance, Paul’s anthropological use of the terms relates to the 

mode of human life either as ‘people of the Spirit’ or people ‘who live on an entirely 

human level’.127 These are both modes of life possible within the familiar cosmos and 

realised despite the constraints of the familiar human body.128 According to Paul, 

πνευματικόν life is possible for humans in this cosmos (to a degree), but is not 

possible in this cosmos for the human body (and by extension, for any particular 

body), which remains subject to all of the negative characteristics expressed in the 

antithetical couplets.129 This is yet further support for an argument stressing 

relationship. In chapter 2 it is the lack of reference to God that renders someone 

ψυχικόν in their way of life. Thus, it might be deduced that bodies in the familiar 

cosmos characterised by φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια have ψυχή-life, but it is a life 

that does not experience the necessary motivating relationship to the Spirit of God. 

These bodies are ψυχικόν, whereas πνευματικόν bodies have ψυχή elevated or 

augmented to another level of quality through their relationship with the Spirit of 

God.130 Thiselton’s rendering of the ψυχικὸς ἄνθρωπος as a person living on an 

‘entirely human level’ captures this well.131 Perhaps the Pauline πνευματικόν can then 

be thought of as an augmentation of ψυχή.132  

5.3.6. In What Kind of Body Do the Dead Come? 

In v.44, the first stage of Paul’s argument is complete. He has addressed the 

Syncretisers’ misunderstanding of ἀνάστασις by addressing the larger issue, which is 

their Neopythagorean cosmology and anthropology. In order to deconstruct the 

validity of metempsychosis and astral immortality as analogues of ἀνάστασις, Paul 

emphasises that each type of life (whether plant, or animal, or celestial ‘life’) has its 

                                                        

125 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 350, esp. n.116. This was also recognised by Calvin (First 
Corinthians, 338). 
126 See Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 785n.42. 
127 The translations are Thiselton’s (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 224). 
128 For a discussion on this see Ibid., 1274. 
129 Rom 8:14. Cf. Rom 8:23. 
130 See §5.4.2 below. 
131 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 268–9. 
132 This is a similar move to that made by Fitzmyer, who describes δόξα as ‘an enhancing quality’ (I 
Corinthians, 176). 
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own distinctive body and glory, as decreed by God in the beginning. The teleological 

principle observed in seeds ought to make abundantly clear to the Corinthians that 

even death is not a barrier to the reproduction of these distinctive bodies for each 

form of life. Not to notice this is foolish. The resurrection, argues Paul, is completely 

in accordance with these well-known principles. There will be no exchange of bodies, 

resulting in either humans inhabiting other types of terrestrial bodies, or humans 

inhabiting celestial bodies. Rather, the familiar cosmos, with all of its various bodies, 

will be renewed through the negation of decay, and the removal of the negations of 

glory and strength. 

The second question of v.35, constructed by Paul in order to allow him to address 

these cosmological misunderstandings, is answered by implication. The question was: 

In what kind of body do they (the dead) come? If all types of bodies are present in the 

eschatological cosmos and correspond to those in the familiar cosmos, then human 

bodies will be largely familiar human bodies, but raised as πνευματικόν bodies in 

ἀφθαρσία, δόξα and δύναμις. What is implicit in the cosmological first stage of Paul’s 

argument (vv.36-44) is made explicit in the anthropological second stage (vv.45-49). 

In this second stage Paul answers the first question: How are the dead raised? His 

answer is that the dead are raised by the divine power of Christ, but his answer 

incorporates a striking parallel between the inspiration of the lifeless body of Adam, 

the first human being, and the resurrection of the dead. 

5.3.7. The Eschatological Schema of Paul’s Model 

Before the anthropological second stage of Paul’s argument is examined, one further 

important conclusion must be drawn out. Paul’s application of the sown-raised 

metaphor within his model of cosmological correspondence seems to imply an 

eschatological schema for the cosmos. The model of correspondence is established by 

the οὕτως καί clause of v.42a and through three antitheses and a final antithesis-

thesis conjunction it delineates continuity and discontinuity between the existing 

cosmos and the eschatological cosmos. It was noted that the three antitheses are cast 

in specific terms. In the first, the φθορά of the existing cosmos is negated in the 

eschatological cosmos. In the second and third, the existing cosmos displays a 

negation of positive attributes (τιμή and σθένος), with these negations being removed 
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in the eschatological cosmos. An inverse relationship is therefore present between 

φθορά on the one hand, and δόξα and δύναμις on the other. Whilst δόξα and δύναμις 

are attributes associated with the eschatological τέλος of the cosmos, φθορά requires 

removal for the attainment of the τέλος. 

The key to the eschatological schema of Paul’s model is found in the agricultural 

example in vv.36b-38. The framework for vv.42-44 is taken from it, with the familiar 

cosmos described as being sown (σπείρεται) and the eschatological cosmos as being 

raised (ἐγείρεται). Both verbs are in the present tense; the gnomic sense enhances the 

contrast, but the former has a historic referent, and the latter a future referent. The 

evocation of the agricultural example generates the temporal-eschatological 

framework for Paul’s model of correspondence.133 This implied eschatological schema 

is set out in Table 5.3 below.  

The existing cosmos is likened to the bare grain of cereal that is sown, which has 

survived the death of the plant that produced it.134 The eschatological cosmos is 

likened to the plant ‘body’ that is generated from this bare grain (τὸ σῶμα τὸ 

γενησόμενον). In vv.36-38, the previous generation of the plant (from which the bare 

grain has come) is only referenced by the genitive in the phrase σίτου ἤ τινος τῶν 

λοιπῶν, but it is essential to Paul’s teleological argument.  

 

                                                        

133 This observation is completely at odds with that of Asher (Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 
15). For Asher, ‘sown’ and ‘raised’ are to be taken locatively, not temporally (p.107) with ‘sown’ bodies 
being earthly and raised bodies being ‘heavenly’ (pp.97-98,135). His assertion that ‘there is nothing in 
vv.42-44a that is explicitly temporal in meaning’ (p.109) ignores the fact that these verses rely upon 
the agricultural example of vv.36-38, which is fundamentally temporal in its import. 
134 In contrast to those who immediately detect an analogy between the agricultural example (wheat, 
or one of the others) and the human body, Paul is in fact drawing an analogy between wheat (as the 
source) and the cosmos (as the target). 
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Table 5.3: Implied Eschatological Schema for the Cosmos 

Temporal Progression --------> 

Agricultural Example (vv.36-38) 

 
Previous 

Generation 
 of Plant 

(Implied, σίτου) 

 
Death of Plant  

(ἐὰν μὴ ἀποθάνῃ) 

 
Seed 

 (γυμνὸς κόκκος) 
 

 
Future Plant 
(τὸ σῶμα τὸ 

γενησόμενον) 

Cosmos by Analogy (vv.42-44) 

 
Protological 

Cosmos 
(Implied) 

 
Fall 

(Implied) 

 
Familiar Cosmos 

(σπείρεται) 

 
Eschatological 

Cosmos 
(ἐγείρεται) 

Eschatological Schema 

Protology Present Eschatology 

 

Paul may be envisaging the protological cosmos of Genesis 1 and 2 as the plant from 

which the ‘bare grain’ of the familiar cosmos has come. This is what remains after the 

‘death’ of the protological cosmos at the Fall. Therefore, it is the protological cosmos 

that will be reproduced through the transformation of the bare grain. It would seem 

that Paul may be working with a similar analogy to Philo, who also pictures the 

creation of the cosmos as analogical to a plant.135 

This reconstruction is somewhat speculative. However, its form is suggested by the 

relationship between Paul’s model of cosmological correspondence and the 

agricultural example which precedes it. It seems possible that Paul might envisage 

that the transformation of the existing cosmos into its eschatological state may 

reproduce the cosmos that existed before the introduction of φθορά and death 

through the Fall of man. In v.21 Paul alludes to the Fall in identifying Adam as the 

bringer of human death. The removal of death from human experience is closely 

paralleled in vv.53-54 with the negation of φθορά. Therefore it is probable that Paul 

associates the Fall with the introduction of φθορά into the world. The negation of 

                                                        

135 Philo, Plant. 48. See Wolfson, Philo, 343 
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φθορά with the associated recovery of δόξα and δύναμις (through the removal of 

their negation) in that case could be cast as a reversal of the effect of the Fall. 

5.4. Anthropology: The Adam-Christ Nexus 

In vv.45-49, a change of emphasis occurs in Paul’s argument. From the cosmological 

tenor of the previous verses, the mood is now distinctly anthropological. New 

language is encountered: ἄνθρωπος, Ἀδάμ and εἰκῶν. This section has, like previous 

sections, also occasioned puzzlement amongst scholars due to the uncertain meaning 

of Paul’s citation of Genesis 2:7 in v.45. Below, this citation is re-examined in the light 

of the previous conclusions regarding Paul’s mode of argument, and then the 

trajectory set by v.45 is followed through to its climax in the motif of ‘image’ in v.49. 

5.4.1. Hermeneutical Perplexity: Paul’s Citation of Genesis 2:7 

As was noted in the Introduction to this study, perplexity is often expressed as to the 

role of v.45 in Paul’s argument.136 Many assume that his citation of Genesis 2:7 

presents a doctrine of a ‘spiritual body’, but puzzle as to how it achieves this. Scroggs 

puts the problem concisely, asking ‘how Paul can possibly derive a concept of the 

spiritual body out of Gen 2:7’.137 Conzelmann thinks that the text is ‘radically 

reinterpreted’.138 Engberg-Pedersen also detects a startling reinterpretation.139 Yates 

believes that Paul is modifying Genesis 2:7 in order to speak of the active role of the 

spirit.140 Part of the perplexity about v.45 is its seeming redundancy. Wright notes 

that Paul’s argument seems to proceed in a wholly satisfactory manner without it.141 

Boer thinks that Paul’s argument ‘reads more smoothly’ without vv.45-49 as a 

whole.142 This is precisely the same type of hermeneutical problem encountered with 

vv.39-41.143 Just as in this previous case, the problematic verses carry a strong 

                                                        

136 Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 31. Wright decides that this is not in fact argument, but assertion. See 
§1.1.5. 
137 Scroggs, The Last Adam: A Study in Pauline Anthropology, 86. 
138 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 284. 
139 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 28–29. 
140 Yates, The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 102. 
141 Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 31. 
142 Boer, The Defeat of Death, 129. 
143 See §4.4.6. 
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intertextual link to an Old Testament creation tradition. We can recall Riffaterre’s 

connectives, points at which there exist both impasse and solution simultaneously. In 

this instance, the intertext is clear (since it is clearly cited), yet its semiotic 

significance is opaque. However, the correct identification of Paul’s mode of 

argument in v.45 supplies a hermeneutical solution. 

In v.45 Paul moves from cosmology to anthropology. The questions placed by Paul on 

the lips of the Syncretisers in v.35 are in the first place about agency (how are the 

dead raised?), but also about cosmology (with what kind of body do they come?) and, 

because the question is about ‘the dead’, anthropology. In vv.36-44, Paul has 

addressed the cosmological aspect. In vv.45-49, he addresses the ‘how?’, the question 

of the agency by which human beings can be resurrected, and explores the 

anthropological aspect.144 This move explains the presence of the citation in v.45. The 

link between cosmological and anthropological aspects has been implicit throughout 

v.42-44, but now the focus narrows. The human body, although included among the 

bodies of vv.42-44 (perhaps as the implied foremost subject), is now front and centre.  

In the first part of his argument (vv.36-44), Paul has utilised a model of 

correspondence, a model which is constructed in v.42a and v.44b. In v.42, οὕτως καί 

(‘in the corresponding manner’ or ‘according to the same pattern’) established a 

correspondence between the existing cosmos and the eschatological cosmos (as the 

context for the resurrection of the dead).145 In v.44, this correspondence is expressed 

again: if there is a type of body in the existing cosmos, characterised by ψυχή, there 

will be a corresponding type of body in the eschatological cosmos, characterised, or 

animated, by πνεῦμα. 

The correspondence of v.44b then leads immediately into v.45, which applies this 

model of correspondence in the anthropological realm. The verse can be rendered as 

follows:  

If there is a ψυχικόν body, there is also a πνευματικόν (body). 
 
According to the same pattern (οὕτως καὶ), 

                                                        

144 Pace Wright (Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 30) and others. See §2.5.4 above. 
145 See discussion above on οὕτως καί (§5.2.1). Cf. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1281. 
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It has been written 
The first man, Adam, became a living ψυχή 
[So] 
The last Adam, becomes a life-giving πνεῦμα 

The οὕτως καὶ construction signals the same relationship between v.44b and v.45 as 

it did in the earlier instance: the previously established pattern of correspondence in 

v.44b is projected into v.45.146 This accounts for the uniqueness of the introductory 

formula, οὕτως καὶ γέγραπται rather than the usual Pauline καθὼς γέγραπται or 

γέγραπται γάρ.147  

The scriptural citation of Genesis 2:7 is being used as the source for a new model of 

correspondence. The previous model of correspondence was cosmological; in v.45 the 

model is anthropological or, more accurately, anthropogenic. Paul is recapitulating 

the inspiration of Adam in order to answer the question of agency in the resurrection. 

This second model of correspondence takes impetus from the Adam-Christ nexus 

established in vv.21-22 and governs Paul’s argument throughout vv.45-49. 

5.4.2. Recapitulating the Creation of ἄνθρωπος  

The analogical model of correspondence established by Paul is between the 

inspiration of Adam and the resurrection of the dead. This is illustrated in Table 5.4 

below. The direct parallel correspondence of Adam (ὁ πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος Ἀδὰμ) and 

Christ (ὁ ἔσχατος Ἀδὰμ) is clear enough. However, Paul also draws an antithetical 

contrast between Adam and Christ. 

                                                        

146 Heil recognises that οὕτως καί in v.45a echoes the same phrase in v.42a (The Rhetorical Role of 
Scripture in 1 Corinthians, 240).  
147 Yates, The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 95–96; Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1281. Paul is 
not using the phrase to justify his use of scripture. Rather, he is using it to set up another analogical 
model between the existing and eschatological kosmoi. He is certainly not, as Engberg-Pedersen thinks, 
making a ‘startling claim’ that Gen 2:7 actually speaks about two men (Cosmology and Self in the Apostle 
Paul, 28–29). 
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Table 5.4: Anthropogenic Model of Correspondence (v.45) 

 οὕτως 
καί Source Target 

High explicit correlation 

15:45  
 

γέγραπται·  
 
ἐγένετο 
ὁ πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος Ἀδὰμ  
εἰς ψυχὴν ζῶσαν 

 
 
 
ὁ ἔσχατος Ἀδὰμ  
εἰς πνεῦμα ζῳοποιοῦν  
 

  Protology  
 
Inspiration of the First Man 
By God 
 

Eschatology 
 
Resurrection of the Dead 
By Christ (the last Adam) 

 

The contrast is centred on the passive role of Adam in Genesis 2:7 and the active role 

of the last Adam in v.45. Paul is drawing a parallel between the raising of a lifeless 

Adam by God (anthropogeny in the protological cosmos) and the raising of the dead 

by Christ at the parousia (anthropogeny in the eschatological cosmos). In Genesis 2:7, 

it is God who breathes the breath of life (πνοή ζωῆς) into Adam so that he becomes a 

living being (ψυχή ζῶσαν). God is the life-giver; Adam receives life. In the 

resurrection of the dead, the role of God as life-giver is taken by Christ, who is cast as 

the life-giving Spirit (πνεῦμα ζῳοποιοῦν). In protology, Adam receives life to become 

a living ψυχή; in eschatology, Christ is a life-giving πνεῦμα. Those who receive life from 

Christ are not mentioned explicitly (just as God is not mentioned explicitly in Paul’s 

citation from Genesis 2), but metalepsis provides what is omitted in citation. Since 

Paul’s focus in v.45 is on the resurrection of the dead, this requires that the role of 

Christ be assigned a future sense.148  Although the implied ἐγένετο … εἰς (implied in 

v.45b from the citation in v.45a) indicates that, for Paul, Christ has already attained 

the power of giving life, Paul sees it being deployed at the parousia.149 Translations 

which propose ‘The first man, Adam became… The last Adam became’ do not 

                                                        

148 I disagree with interpreters who propose a reference here to the ‘spiritual’ life that Christ gives to 
his people in the existing cosmos. So, for example, Kistemaker, 1 Corinthians, 576; Ciampa and Rosner, 
First Letter to the Corinthians, 820; Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 789. Whilst the principle of Christ as 
life-giver can clearly be applied to regeneration, here the action of Christ in raising the dead at his 
parousia is Paul’s focus. 
149 V.23; V.47. 
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adequately reflect the type of correspondence forged by Paul.150 The correspondence 

that Paul constructs is illustrated in Figure 5.1 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Analogous use of Genesis 2:7 in 1 Corinthians 15:45 

The contrast at the heart of v.45 is thus not between different types of humanity – 

between Adam as a ψυχή-human and Christ as a πνεῦμα-human.151 Adam and Christ 

do not occupy the same place in parallel constructions of Gen 2:7, one as ψυχή and 

one as πνεῦμα.152 Paul is not explicitly drawing a contrast between Adam and Christ 

                                                        

150 So ESV, NASB, NET, NJB, KJV. 
151 Pace Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, 242. A significant strand of scholarship persists in seeing 
15:45 as primarily a comment on the nature of Jesus’ body. For example, see Robert H. Gundry, “The 
Essential Physicality of Jesus’ Resurrection according to the New Testament,” in Jesus of Nazareth Lord 
and Christ: Essays on the Historical Jesus and New Testament Christology, ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 217. 
152 Pace Fitzmyer, who uses a progenitor parallelism to argue that Christ ‘passes on a higher form of 
life, not related to psychē, but to pneuma’  (I Corinthians, 598). 

God: 
 ἐνεφύσησεν πνοὴν ζωῆς 
(Gen 2:7 BGT) 

 
Lifeless Adam 

Adam:  
ψυχή ζῶσαν 

Gives life 

Christ:  
πνεῦμα ζῳοποιοῦν 

 

The Dead 

 

The Raised 

Gives life 

A. Protological Anthropogeny (Genesis 2:7 cited in 1 Cor 15:45) 

B. Eschatological Anthropogeny (The  Resurrection of the Dead) 

ἐγένετο 

Resurrection 

(Gen 2:7 BGT) 
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as the original bearers of two different kinds of bodies (something which only 

emerges implicitly in v.48).153 Neither does v.45 draw a parallel between the creation 

of Adam in the existing cosmos and the creation of Christ in the eschatological cosmos. 

Christ being ὁ ἔσχατος Ἀδὰμ refers to his humanity in the present cosmos, prior to 

his becoming a life-giving Spirit at the parousia.154 Paul is well aware that Jesus Christ 

has had his beginning as ἄνθρωπος – has been born, has lived and died, and been 

raised – within the existing cosmos.155 The foremost contrast in v.45 is between 

passivity and active agency in anthropogeny, between Adam as receiving ζωή and 

Christ as giving ζωή.156 It appears that in casting Christ in the divine role in the 

rehearsal of Genesis 2:7, Paul’s description of Christ as πνεῦμα ζῳοποιοῦν may again 

be driven by the idea of the creative πνεῦμα θεοῦ.157 Paul’s main point is this: it is 

Christ who is the life-giver at the resurrection; it is his power that effects the event.  

However, Paul does also draw a contrast between Adam and Christ as archetypical 

progenitors, a contrast which he develops in v.48.158 Through his alterations to the 

LXX (the insertion of πρῶτος and Ἀδάμ) Paul sets up a correspondence between Adam 

and Christ as ἄνθρωποι.159 Through using ὁ ἔσχατος Ἀδὰμ Paul portrays Christ as the 

beginning of the eschatological people of God as resurrected human beings (v.23). 

The correspondence in v.45 is therefore multivalent, reflecting the complexity of 

Paul’s thought: Christ is not simply cast in the role of Adam qua ἄνθρωπος, but is also 

strikingly cast in the role of God qua ἄνθρωπος.  

There is an important connection here to ψυχικὸν and πνευματικόν in v.44, which 

refer not to the composition of bodies, but to the motivating force (or the ‘animating 

principle’) of bodies. In casting Christ in the role of God in v.45 and describing him as 

πνεῦμα, Paul is highlighting the divine agent associated with the πνευματικόν 

cosmos, and behind the transformation of the cosmos from ψυχικὸν to πνευματικόν, 

                                                        

153 Pace Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 788. 
154 Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 33. This counters Dunn’s suggestion that Christ became last Adam at 
his own resurrection (Dunn, Romans 1-8, 278). 
155 E.g. Rom 1:4; 9:5; Gal 4:4; 1 Cor 11:23-24; 15:3-4. 
156 A similar view is taken by Yates (The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 102–103). So Garland, 1 Corinthians, 
735. 
157 Keener, 1-2 Corinthians, 132. 
158 Pace Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 29. Yates also detects two levels of 
meaning in the citation of Gen 2:7 (Yates, The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 102). 
159 Yates, The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 92. See Boer, The Defeat of Death, 109,128. 
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including the resurrection of the dead.160 In the discussion in section 5.3.7 above, the 

mode of progression from ψυχικὸν to πνευματικόν was proposed as a mode of 

restoration through augmentation (the restoration of something lost). Through this 

the cosmos is moved from φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια to ἀφθαρσία, δόξα and δύναμις 

due to the influence of the πνεῦμα θεοῦ. This relationship between the πνευματικόν-

nature of the eschatological cosmos and the πνεῦμα θεοῦ may then lie behind v.45, 

with Christ cast in the role of the πνεῦμα θεοῦ as the life-giver. Christ is the life-giver 

who reanimates the ψυχικόν to realise the πνευματικόν. Thus the reference to 

πνεῦμα is at the very least a reference to God and is perhaps (only by implication) a 

reference to the Holy Spirit.161 Christ is at least receiving a divine identification 

(hence this is at heart a statement of divine Christology), and perhaps some mode of 

identification with the Holy Spirit, as the agent through whose power the dead are 

raised. In this way the roles and even the identity of Christ and the Spirit are perhaps 

to some degree conflated.162 An appreciation of Paul’s model of correspondence in v.45 

might inform much of the scholarly debate on the Spirit and Christology.163  

                                                        

160 Again, there would seem to be conceptual connections to the idea of the ‘cosmic Christ’ found in Col 
1:15-20. The agency of Christ in giving life to the dead has already been emphasised in the initial 
drawing of the Adam-Christ nexus in vv.21-22. On this nexus both here and in Romans 5, see Dunn, The 
Theology of Paul the Apostle, 199–204, 208–12 and 241–42. 
161 The analogy identifies Christ with God-as-spirit. By implication we can assume that for Paul, God-
as-spirit implies at least some proximity to the Holy Spirit. 
162 As is the case in 2 Cor 3:17-18. Cf. Rom 8:9-11. Ridderbos writes of this that Christ and the Spirit are 
‘placed in a certain relationship of identity’ (Paul: an Outline of His Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1997), 87–88). Ladd (A Theology of the New Testament (Cambridge: Lutterworth, 1975), 488–92) 
understands this as ‘not complete personal identification’, however ‘the Spirit is the mode in which 
the Lord works’ (p.490). Ladd makes clear that the mystical Spirit-Christ of Deissman and Weiss is not 
a necessary consequence of acknowledging this identification (p.481-2). See also Dunn’s treatment (The 
Theology of Paul the Apostle, 261–64) and Moyer V. Hubbard, New Creation in Paul’s Letters and Thought 
(Cambridge University Press, 2005), 125. Fee disagrees and makes the mistaken assertion that Paul 
understands Christ as the first spiritual being (Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 790n.15). See also 
Gordon D. Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994), 32. Fee’s assertion that 
no role of agency is ascribed by Paul to the Holy Spirit in resurrection  also looks mistaken in the light 
of v.45 (ibid., 57–58). 
163 Paul is not addressing the relationship of Christ and the Holy Spirit, still less is he making an 
ontological statement about Christ (see n.151 above); contra Scott Brodeur, The Holy Spirit’s Agency in 
the Resurrection of the Dead, Tesi Gregoriana 14 (Rome: Gregorian University, 2004), 123; Mariusz Rosik, 
“In Christ All Will Be Made Alive” (1 Cor 15:12-58), ESTPHR 6 (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2013), 200. Gaffin’s 
position has most merit: a reference to the Holy Spirit does not imply a functional Christology (Richard 
B. Gaffin, “‘Life-Giving Spirit’: Probing the Center of Paul’s Pneumatology,” JETS 41 (1998): 581). On the 
debate about the Spirit and divine Christology as it pertains to v.45, see Max Turner, “The Spirit of 
Christ and ‘Divine’ Christology,” in Jesus of Nazareth Lord and Christ: Essays on the Historical Jesus and New 
Testament Christology, ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 413–36. 
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Therefore, in light of the above, it can be concluded that in constructing this further 

model of correspondence Paul is not radically modifying Genesis 2:7 in any way, or 

claiming authority for his additions.164 Wedderburn is correct that in v.45 Paul is not 

deriving any new doctrine from Genesis 2:7.165 There is no new doctrine concerning 

the body here (especially not its composition), since Paul is here concerned with 

agency (‘how’), not with form (‘what kind’). Paul is merely using Genesis 2:7 according 

to the same type of model of correspondence that he has already used in vv.42-44.  

5.4.3. The First and Second Archetypical ἄνθρωποι 

The model of correspondence between Adam and Christ, which is set up in v.45, is 

followed through in vv.46-49. Paul’s use of πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος and δεύτερος ἄνθρωπος 

in v.47 constitutes a further indication of this model.166 As will be explained below, 

the goal of this model of correspondence is reached in v.49 with the motif of the 

εἰκών. En route to this goal, Paul deals with issues of eschatological order, and issues 

of anthropology in terms of the contrasting origins and characters of existing and 

resurrected humanity. Whilst the figures of Adam and Christ are contrasted in terms 

of agency, they are also compared and contrasted as archetypical human beings. As 

archetypes they stand in relationship to (i) a cosmos; and (ii) a group of associated 

human beings.  

In v.46, Paul explicitly connects the life-giving role of Christ in the anthropogenic 

event of resurrection to his preceding cosmological argument. It was argued above 

that in v.45 Paul does not portray a contrast between an ἄνθρωπος ψυχικὸς and an 

ἄνθρωπος πνευματικός. Jeffrey Asher contends that in v.46 Paul does precisely this.167 

However, it is noteworthy that these terms are not used by Paul in Chapter 15. Paul 

                                                        

164 Paul closely reflects the LXX, with his changes serving his model. See Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 597; 
Wright, Climax of the Covenant, 32–33. Note that whereas Aquila also reflects the LXX, Symmachus and 
Theodotion translate as ‘Adam became’ rather than ‘man became’. See Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 597.  
165 Wedderburn, Gnosticism and Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, 165. Fitzmyer describes this as an 
extrapolation from Genesis 2:7 (I Corinthians, 598). 
166 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1281. 
167 Asher, “Speiretai,” 106. So also Keener (1-2 Corinthians, 132). Garcilazo (The Corinthian Dissenters and 
the Stoics, 171–172) adopts the same contrast: ‘Adam (moved by a “soul”) and Christ (moved by the 
Spirit).’  
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does not refer here to ψυχικὸς and πνευματικός humans.168 In v.46 the neuter 

adjectives stand alone in a parenthetical statement that links back to v.44, where the 

neuter adjectives refer to the various bodies of the cosmos. The cosmological and 

eschatological outlook of v.44 is evoked with ψυχικὸν and πνευματικόν in v.46. In 

revisiting the terms of v.44, Paul makes clear that the analogical correspondence of 

v.45 is still to be interpreted eschatologically according to the two epochs of the 

cosmos (ψυχικόν and πνευματικόν).  

The emphasis in v.46 is therefore on the epoch and nature of the cosmos with which 

each of the two ἄνθρωποι are identified.169 Adam is animated by ψυχή as part of the 

ψυχικὸς cosmos and so has temporal priority; Christ is the animator of the 

πνευματικός cosmos at the parousia and so is temporally successive. This clarification 

anticipates any potential confusion. If the foregoing eschatological framework were 

forgotten, Christ might be somehow considered as a life-giving πνεῦμα in the creation 

of Adam. Paul pre-empts this potential misinterpretation of his model of 

correspondence, perhaps because he is aware of alternative readings of Genesis 2 that 

would appeal to, or that had influenced, the Syncretisers. The most important of 

these is Philo’s quasi-Platonic interpretation of the ‘two men’ of Genesis 1 and 2.170 

Suggestions that Paul is appropriating Philo’s approach founder on the dissimilarity 

of language and the reversed order of the two men, especially with respect to their 

image-bearing.171 Van Kooten’s insistence that Paul and Philo have the same view is 

misplaced. Whilst Philo does use ὁ πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος to refer to the first material man 

(Gen 2:7) as progenitor, it is only in this restricted sense that he does so, when the 

prototypical man (Gen 1:26-27) is not in view.172 When Philo describes the double-

creation of man, the prototypical man (the heavenly man) is prior in both chronology 

and ontology. 173 When Philo deals with both the prototypical, immaterial man of 

                                                        

168 Although Paul does use the term ψυχικός ἄνθρωπος and refers to a πνευματικός person in 1 Cor 
2:14-15. See §5.3.5.  
169 This is recognised by Engberg-Pedersen (Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 29). 
170 Philo, Opif. 134-135; Leg. 1.31. 
171 Perkins, First Corinthians, 188. 
172 Twice in the Philonic corpus, Philo uses ὁ πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος in reference to the material creation of 
man in Gen 2:7 (Opif. 136,140). He also uses the phrases (once each) ὁ μὲν πρῶτος διαπλασθεὶς ἄνθρωπος 
with the same referent (Opif. 140) and πρώτου φύντος ἀνθρώπου (Opif. 145). See Worthington, “The 
Beginning and Before,” 202–9. 
173 George H. Van Kooten, Paul’s Anthropology in Context (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 272–3. 
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Genesis 1 and the material man in the same context, he refers to the material man as 

ὁ δεύτερος ἄνθρωπος.174 Van Kooten argues that this description is merely 

contingent, reflecting the syntax of Philo’s argument.175 However, the syntax itself 

reflects the priority of the prototypical man in Philo’s anthropogeny, which is what 

Paul takes issue with because it represents the source of a potential 

misunderstanding of his own anthropogenic point (in which he makes no explicit 

reference to Gen 1:26-27).176 Paul is surely aware of Philo’s treatment and counters 

it.177 

5.4.4. The Man of Dust and the Man from Heaven 

In vv.47-48, Paul carries the language of ὁ πρῶτος ἄνθρωπος and ὁ δεύτερος 

ἄνθρωπος toward his intended goal in v.49. The analogy of Genesis 2:7 is developed 

further, the focus shifting from the life-giver to those who are given life in resurrection. 

This is achieved first by contrasting the origins of the two archetypical ἄνθρωποι and, 

second, through the association of each archetype with those who follow their 

pattern. 

In v.47, Paul contrasts origins. In Genesis 2:7 Adam arises from the earth; in the 

resurrection, Christ appears from heaven (ἐξ οὐρανου) at the parousia to raise the 

                                                        

174 Philo, Leg. 2.4-5. 
175 Van Kooten, Paul’s Anthropology in Context, 277–8. Van Kooten acknowledges this, writing that ‘both 
in Philo and Paul the man of the first creation account is regarded as the heavenly man, whereas the 
man of the second creation account is seen as the earthly man’ (ibid., 63). 
176 Van Kooten (Paul’s Anthropology in Context, 303–5) attempts to read v.45 as a statement of either a 
dipartite or tripartite anthropology. This is a misidentification of what Paul is doing here. Paul is 
identifying Christ as the agent in the resurrection of humans and the renewal of the cosmos, as 
described above. Paul is not referring to the human pneuma (Cf. 1 Cor 2:11) in v.45, but to the divine 
pneuma. Van Kooten undermines his previous argument when he writes: ‘there are many similarities 
between Philo and Paul with regard to the differentiation between the heavenly man, who is identified 
with pneuma, and the earthly man, who is identified with the psychē’ (p.302). The precise problem 
giving rise to v.46 is that in Philo’s double-anthropogeny, the heavenly man is prior to the earthly, not 
subsequent as in Paul. 
177 So Cullmann writes of v.46: ‘This sentence is meaningful only if Paul thinks of a doctrine which 
asserts just what he denies here’ (The Christology of the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1989), 168). See also Wedderburn (Adam and Christ: An Investigation into the Background of 1 Corinthians XV 
and Romans V 12-21, 168) and Boer (The Defeat of Death, 95), who express the same view. Wright thinks 
that Philo may have been known in Corinth (The Resurrection of the Son of God, 353). Horsley links Philo 
with the Corinthian situation, but is incorrect in thinking that Paul is co-opting Philonic exegesis to 
his cause in his use of the Adam-Christ nexus (1 Corinthians, 211–13). Thiselton notes Pagels’ 
characterisation of the uses of Genesis 1 in the Fourth Gospel as polemic against a certain type of 
Genesis exegesis and believes that a similar concern might be present in 1 Cor 15:46 (Thiselton, The 
First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1284). 
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dead.178 That ἐξ οὐρανου ought to be taken as a reference to the parousia is clear from 

the semantic and lexical parallels in Philippians 3:20-21, where Christ appears from 

heaven to transform human bodies to conformity with his body of glory. This 

reference to the parousia in terms of coming ἐξ οὐρανου must again be understood in 

the context of Christ’s portrayal as divine life-giver. Importantly, the one who comes 

ἐξ οὐρανου is also ἄνθρωπος, specifically ὁ δεύτερος ἄνθρωπος. The fact that Christ 

is ἄνθρωπος is one of the anchors of Paul’s teaching. Christ qua ἄνθρωπος has shared 

in the life of the existing cosmos and has been taken into heaven, from where he will 

return to raise the dead.179 This represents part of Paul’s subversion of the 

Neopythagorean anthropology of the Syncretisers. Rather than the telos of human 

beings being found in ascension into the celestial realm, a new Adam comes out of the 

celestial realm to raise the dead in a renewed cosmos. This recognition of the nature 

of Paul’s model of correspondence here, whereby the coming of Christ from heaven 

as life-giver refers to the parousia, removes the basis for any speculation about a 

doctrine of a ‘heavenly man’, whether linked to ideas of pre-existence or 

incarnation.180  

In Genesis 2:7, Adam is ἄνθρωπος χοῦς ἀπὸ τῆς γῆς, a phrase closely paralleled by 

Paul’s ἄνθρωπος ἐκ γῆς χοϊκός (v.47).181 Paul’s use of χοϊκός is derived from the LXX’s 

χοῦς, which stands as a cipher for ἐκ γῆς. Χοϊκός is apparently a Pauline novum.182 

                                                        

178 So Fitzmyer (Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 599), who is correct in rejecting the idea that this is a reference 
to the incarnation (pace Keener, 1-2 Corinthians, 577). 
179 Marcion rejected the idea of a ‘man’ from heaven and so altered ‘the second man’ to ‘Lord’ (see 
Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1285–6 on this and other textual variants in this verse). Also 
see Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 1994), 501–2. These variants are partly attempts to deal with the complexity of Paul’s 
thought. The most satisfactory solution recognises that (i) Christ corresponds to God in the role of 
divine life-giver; and (ii) Christ corresponds to Adam as progenitor or representative. Thus, ὁ δεύτερος 
ἄνθρωπος conveys the latter component; ἐξ οὐρανου conveys the former. The idea of a ‘first’ and 
‘second’ man find their origin in Paul’s model of cosmic correspondence, which picks up from the 
agricultural example of wheat (vv.36-38) the idea of successive generations of the cosmos. 
180 Speculations of a ‘heavenly man’ or ‘primal man’ concept have fallen from favour, being a throwback 
to gnostic or proto-gnostic theories (see Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 284). Thiselton judges as ‘at best 
uncertain’ Barrett’s suggested allusion to the ‘Son of Man’ (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1287). 
However this is not to deny any theological connection with the New Testament Son of Man, just that 
this is not Paul’s thought here. See Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament, 170–77. 
181 See Table 5.6 above. 
182 BDAG 7941. Yates, The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 98.  
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Adam is brought to life by God ‘from the dusty earth’.183 This seeming association of 

origin and material leads many interpreters to propose that Paul’s primary concern 

in vv.47-48 is with the substance of the body. However, χοϊκός may simply stand as a 

cipher for origin in the case of Adam. If Paul is actually introducing a new emphasis 

on substance, there must be an explanation as to how ἐξ οὐρανου or ὁ ἐπουράνιος 

represents a statement of substance. There is no hint of a corresponding substance 

for Christ. Asher makes an unwarranted leap here in importing the terms ψυχικὸς 

and πνευματικός into his understanding of v.47 as a reference to the substance of 

bodies.184 The term ἐξ οὐρανου is most straightforwardly understood as a reference 

to the parousia and ὁ ἐπουράνιος as referring to Christ’s present location in heaven.185  

Thiselton’s suggestion that ἐκ γῆς χοϊκός evokes weakness and corruption, as implied 

in the εἰς γῆν language of Genesis 3:19, has definite merit. Paul’s use of χοϊκός in 

vv.47-48 would then evoke the φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια of vv.42-43, and perhaps 

represents, within Paul’s argument, an elliptical recognition of the events of Genesis 

3, thereby emphasising the mortality both of Adam (ὁ χοϊκός) and of those who follow 

the pattern of Adam (οἱ χοϊκοί).186 Those who belong to Christ, the one in heaven (ὁ 

ἐπουράνιος) are like him (οἱ ἐπουράνιοι). Again, the parallelism between ἐξ οὐρανου 

(v.47) and ἐπουράνιος (v.48) makes it highly unlikely that Paul is addressing here the 

composition of the human body.187 As is the case with the χοϊκός-χοϊκοί nexus, the 

ἐπουράνιος-ἐπουράνιοι nexus should be primarily understood as describing the 

character of resurrected human beings in terms of the character of the risen Christ. 

Since he has been raised as the first-fruits of the renewed cosmos, he is presently 

characterised by ἀφθαρσία, δόξα and δύναμις. Christ as the heavenly, life-giving 

                                                        

183 My translation. This translation best captures Paul’s intention. In this respect the NIVs ‘of the dust 
of the earth’ is preferable to the NASBs ‘from the earth, earthy’. Paul’s possible coining of χοϊκός is 
simply part of his rendering of Gen 2:7 (TDNT 9:472-79). 
184 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 114–15; Asher, “Speiretai,” 111. In any case ψυχή and 
πνεῦμα are motivational, not compositional adjectives. See §5.3.5. 
185 Thus Thiselton understands this term as ‘what pertains to heaven’ (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 
1287). Also Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 599; and Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 355. 
186 This is the most probable explanation as to how Paul might account for the Fall of Adam in respect 
of his citation of Gen 2:7. Contrary to Yates (The Spirit and Creation in Paul, 94), Paul does not include the 
Fall in his portrayal of the ‘creation’ of Adam. As argued above, the citation of Gen 2:7 is primarily used 
in the first instance to contrast Adam and Christ as passive and active agents. Only when a further 
analogy of v.45, which emphasises the figures as representative progenitors, is developed by Paul in 
vv.47-49 is the Fall included in the portrait by Paul’s distinctive use of χοϊκός. 
187 Note that Martin  claims that the resurrected body is described as ἐξ οὐρανου (The Corinthian Body, 
126). It is not. Paul actually describes resurrected human beings as ἐπουράνιος. 
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Spirit not only embodies these heavenly qualities, but will communicate them to 

those who belong to him.188 The nature of all of humanity was derived from Adam, 

and the nature of the new humanity derives from Christ.189 

5.4.5. Wearing the Image 

The goal of Paul’s anthropological teaching in this section is found in v.49, with the 

motif of εἰκών, which is the climax of Paul’s anthropological perspective on 

resurrection.  

Since Paul’s argument up to this point draws heavily on the creation traditions of 

Israel, the occurrence of εἰκών immediately evokes further intertextual connections. 

In Genesis 1, Adam is created as the εἰκών θεοῦ (Gen 1:26-28); Adam’s creation as the 

εἰκών θεοῦ is carried through to his descendants, who are born according to the 

εἰκών of Adam (Gen 5:1-3); and the εἰκών bestowed on Adam is understood as a 

bestowing of glory (Ps 8:6 LXX). Whilst there are obvious echoes of Genesis 5:1-3 in 

the language of bearing the εἰκών of Adam, several features indicate that the εἰκών 

θεοῦ may be Paul’s concern here.190 First, Paul’s use of Psalm 8 as an intertext in v.27 

directly evokes the εἰκών θεοῦ through the psalm’s language of authority and rule. 

These themes are intimately connected with the idea of image in Genesis 1:26. The 

psalm itself implicitly echoes the εἰκών θεοῦ of Genesis 1. Second, in vv.39-41 this 

same intertext is present through metalepsis, especially in the language of δοξά. The 

psalm’s particular description of humanity’s rule in creation, in terms of δοξά and 

τιμή, is evoked in v.43. It is noteworthy that Paul has already used the coupled 

concepts of εἰκών and δοξά in chapter 11.191 Third, Paul’s connection of εἰκών with 

the bodily resurrection of human beings might suggest an interpretation of the εἰκών 

θεοῦ that emphasises the physical form.192 Other Pauline material suggests that a 

Pauline concern with the εἰκών θεοῦ might be expected in 1 Corinthians 15. In 2 

                                                        

188 2 Cor 3:18; Phil 3:20-21; 1 Thess 4:16. See also Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 823. 
189 Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament, 174. 
190 Van Kooten correctly detects the motif behind Paul’s language here (Paul’s Anthropology in Context, 
69–70). See also Worthington, “The Beginning and Before,” 226, 235 n.186. 
191 1 Cor 11:7. The collocation of themes here may also result from Paul’s conceptual integration of Gen 
1:26-28 and Psalm 8:6. The same linkage is found in 2 Cor 3:18 and in Rom 8:29-30. 
192 On physical interpretations of God’s image, see Van Kooten, Paul’s Anthropology in Context, 38–44. 



 

234 

Corinthians 4:4, Christ is the εἰκών θεοῦ, therefore Paul might be expected to 

envisage bearing the εἰκών of Christ (v.49) as bearing the εἰκών θεοῦ as it is borne by 

Christ. In Colossians, Christ is the image of God (εἰκών τοῦ θεοῦ) and also, in Christ, 

human beings are being renewed according to the image of God.193 

In v.49, Paul contrasts the image of Adam (ἡ εἰκών τοῦ χοϊκοῦ) and the image of Christ 

(ἡ εἰκών τοῦ ἐπουρανίου). Human beings have borne (φορέω) the former image and 

will also bear the latter image in Christ.194 The use of φορέω perhaps indicates the 

idea of ‘wearing’, rather than ‘bearing’.195 Due to the proximity of Paul’s use of Psalm 

8 in vv.39-41 the semantic correspondence between φορέω in v.49 and στεφανόω in 

the psalm may indicate a further intertextual connection.196 In Psalm 8:6 LXX, human 

beings are ‘crowned’ (στεφανόω) with glory and honour, in a reference to the εἰκών 

θεοῦ of Genesis 1, and v.49 therefore contains a further echo of the psalm and an 

implicit connection between glory and image.197 This combination of ‘wearing’ and 

‘image’ may itself indicate an allusion by Paul to the concept of the εἰκών θεοῦ. The 

language of wearing may also reflect ideas of inheritance in the ancient world.198 The 

possibility of an implied ‘inheritance’ motif in v.49 is enhanced by the appearance of 

κληρονομέω in v.50. Thus, despite v.50 marking the beginning of a new section in 

Paul’s rhetoric, there are perhaps greater connections between v.49 and v.50 than 

have been generally acknowledged. The motif of ‘wearing’ the εἰκών leads 

immediately to the idea of inheriting the kingdom of God. The scope of the kingdom 

                                                        

193 Col 1:15;3:10. In Colossians 1, the conjunction of εἰκών τοῦ θεοῦ and ‘firstborn of all creation’ 
(πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως) evokes Adam. See also the parallel passage in Eph 4.24. See the survey of 
Paul’s terminology in ibid., 71–81. 
194 Recognising the model of correspondence that Paul is using between the kosmoi might help to add 
weight to the suggestion that φορέσομεν (future indicative) rather than φορέσωμεν (aorist 
subjunctive) is the correct reading (see Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1288–9). Paul’s 
purview is still the resurrection and the eschatological future of the cosmos. This is true right from 
v.42 through to the very last verse of the chapter, where he draws a hortatory conclusion. It would 
seem strange if here in the material dominated by the Adam-Christ nexus within the model of cosmic 
correspondence, Paul had interjected a lonely exhortation (this is the view of the UBS committee; see 
Metzger, A textual commentary on the Greek New Testament, 502). Examples of those arguing that the 
import here is hortatory are Kistemaker, 1 Corinthians, 579; Hays, First Corinthians, 273. 
195 BDAG 7800. See also Ciampa and Rosner, First Letter to the Corinthians, 825. 
196 Ibid., 813–14. Van Kooten also highlights a pagan background to ‘carrying a god’ (Paul’s Anthropology 
in Context, 72–3). However, a background in Psalm 8, which provides Paul’s framework at so many 
points in the chapter, seems far more likely. 
197 Middleton, The Liberating Image, 50–55. 
198 Cf. Gal 3:26-29. See Rosner & Ciampa (First Letter to the Corinthians, 826) who point to the work of 
Gordon Paul Hugenberger, Marriage as a Covenant: Biblical Law and Ethics as Developed from Malachi (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1998). 
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of God is immediately clarified: corruption (φθορά) does not inherit incorruption 

(ἀφθαρσία). The two nouns are borrowed directly from the leading, primary couplet 

in v.42b. The first refers to the familiar human body or person (that which inherits); 

the second refers to the eschatological cosmos (that which is inherited).199 

The construction καὶ καθὼς… καί in v.49 expresses consequential continuity and 

progression (rather than mere correspondence) between wearing the respective 

images of Adam and of Christ: ‘and just as we have borne the image of ὁ χοϊκός, we will 

also bear the image of ὁ ἐπουράνιος.’200 This again implies some degree of continuity 

in the entity bearing the image, which is ἄνθρωπος.201 The category of ἄνθρωπος links 

Adam and existing humanity with Christ and the eschatological humanity – these 

share the category of ἄνθρωπος. The implication is that the new humanity will bear 

the imago Dei as exemplified by Christ in the same manner as they bore the imago Dei as 

exemplified by Adam.202 

Paul’s own portrayal of Christ as the last Adam (v.45) further illuminates the latent 

connection between glory and image within Paul’s argument. Such a connection is 

explicitly observed elsewhere in Paul.203 It is also seen in early Jewish texts.204 In 3 

Baruch an important text portrays Adam as being divested of the glory of God at the 

Fall.205 The Dead Sea Scrolls contain an important text which links anthropological 

and cosmological glory. In Fragment 8 of 4Q504 (the Words of the Heavenly Lights) the 

following is found: 

                                                        

199 This is clearly a Pauline idea, as evidenced by Romans 4:13. Paul makes reference to inheriting the 
Kingdom of God in 1 Cor 6:9-10 and Gal 5:21. The gospels also use κληρονομέω with reference to eternal 
life (Matt 19:29; Mark 10:17; Luke 10:25; 18:18). See also 2 Bar. 44:13; 4 Ezra 7:17; Gal 3:18,29; 4:7; Rom 
8:17; Heb 1:14, 6:12. The idea is also displayed in 2 Bar. 51:3 where those who have been justified are 
raised and acquire and receive ‘the world which does not die.’ 
200 Cf. Rom 1:28; 1 Cor 11:2; 1 Jo 2:18. 
201 That the human person is in view is underlined by Paul’s personalisation of the future indicative: 
we shall bear (φορέσομεν) the image. 
202 Van Kooten, Paul’s Anthropology in Context, 73. 
203 2 Cor 3:18. 
204 For all of the texts discussed below, see Crispin H. T Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam: Liturgical 
Anthropology in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Leiden: Brill, 2002). 
205 3 Baruch 4:16. 
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[Adam our fa]ther, in the likeness of [Your] Glory…[in the gar]den of Eden, 
which you planted, you made [him] to rul[e]…and to walk in the land of 
glory.206 

In the Hebrew of the text, which rehearses the creation traditions of Genesis 1 and 2 

(and specifically echoes both Gen 1:26 and Gen 2:7), the motifs of image and glory are 

closely linked.207 In 1QS, the blessings of salvation are cast in terms of ‘all the glory of 

Adam’ (כול כבוד אדם),208 and in 1QHa the community is forgiven for sin and given ‘all 

the glory of Adam’ (כול כבוד אדם) as a legacy.209 In the Damascus Document the nature of 

the salvation described in these terms becomes clearer. The Essenes anticipate the 

gaining of ‘eternal life and all the glory of Adam’ (לחיי נצח וכל כבוד אדם).210 This last 

passage is significant since it links the glory of Adam with the end of death in eternal 

life. Whilst those at Qumran may have believed that the ‘glory of Adam’ was a present 

reality (in those who through their penitence had become the true Israel),211 this is 

certainly not Paul’s view. He allows for no veneration of Adam.212 Paul portrays the 

defeat of death and the receiving of the renewed image of God as something future, 

to be realised at the parousia.213 It is noteworthy that the Qumran texts link the 

protological state enjoyed by Adam and the concept of land using the common theme 

of glory. A further Qumran text (4QpPs) describes salvation as possessing ‘all the 

inheritance of Adam’.214 The language of inheritance is often connected with land in 

the scriptures of Israel. As has already been noted, Paul’s teaching on the resurrection 

in 1 Corinthians 15 embraces the eschatological cosmos and describes it in terms of 

both glory (v.43) and inheritance (v.50). 

                                                        

206 4Q504 fragment 8. Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam, 92 
207 Ibid., 93 Although only likeness is preserved in the text, the close association between image and 
likeness means that both could probably function synecdochically. Fletcher-Louis speculates that 
perhaps an explicit reference to image resided in the portion of the text which has been lost. 
208 1QS4:23. Ibid., 96 
209 1QHa 4:14-15. Ibid. 
210 Damascus Document 3:20. Ibid. 
211 Ibid., 96–7. 
212 Hubbard, New Creation in Paul’s Letters and Thought, 157. 
213 1 Cor 15:54; 1 Thess 4:16-17. 
214 Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam, 96. 
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5.5. The Problem of the Living, vv.50-52 

Whilst the focus of this thesis is on vv.35-49, one final task remains in this chapter. In 

contrast to existing scholarship on 1 Corinthians 15, this study proposes that there is 

a strong emphasis on continuity in Paul’s portrayal of the resurrection of the dead. 

This emphasis is seen primarily in the teleological argument in the agricultural 

example of vv.36-38, the model of cosmological correspondence in vv.39-41, and in 

the analogical correspondence of anthropogeny in v.45. However, v.50 has 

historically presented a significant challenge to a portrait of resurrection 

emphasising continuity. If Paul envisages the resurrection of the dead as the 

reinstatement of familiar human life in a familiar cosmos, affirming the glory of God’s 

creation and especially the glory of human beings, then why does he write in v.50: 

‘flesh and blood (σάρξ καὶ αἷμα) cannot inherit the kingdom of God’?215 Against the 

historical reconstruction proposed in Chapter 2 of this thesis, Paul’s statement in v.50 

would seem to directly affirm the Platonic eschatological anthropology of 

Neopythagoreanism.216 In the early church, Tertullian took the view that there is a 

high degree of continuity in resurrection. However, he interprets ‘flesh and blood’, 

which cannot inherit the kingdom, as a reference to the works, or lifestyle, of humans 

in their state of alienation from God.217 Such a metaphorical reading is altogether 

unsatisfactory.  

Joachim Jeremias has proposed an understanding of v.50 that can, to a large degree, 

be affirmed.218 Jeremias’ thesis is that ‘the sentence “flesh and blood cannot inherit 

the kingdom of God” does not speak of the resurrection of the dead but rather of the 

change of the living at the parousia.’219 The evidences presented by Jeremias for this 

thesis are: the singular verb δύναται, the Semitic origins of the phrase σάρξ καὶ αἷμα, 

and its use elsewhere in the New Testament.220 These evidences can be affirmed; they 

                                                        

215 On the textual issues in this verse, see Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 796. 
216 Hays, First Corinthians, 274. 
217 Tertullian, On the Resurrection of the Flesh, Chapters XLIX and L, 1302-6. 
218 Jeremias, “Flesh and Blood Cannot Inherit the Kingdom of God”. 
219 Ibid., 154. 
220 Jeremias notes the singular verb δύναται (which in some MSS has been altered to the plural; see 
Fitzmyer, I Corinthians, 603), the Semitic origins of the phrase (Sir 14:18; 17:31; Philo Quis div rer heres 
12.57; b. Sanhedrin 91a; b. Berakoth 28b) and its use in Matt 16:17, Gal 1.16, Eph 6.12, Heb 2.14, Ben Sira 
14.18, 17.31. This background is also discussed by Fitzmyer, although he concludes that ‘flesh and 
blood’ is a reference to ‘mortal humanity’ rather than the living (ibid.). 
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still stand, and it can be concluded that this phrase indeed refers to those who are 

alive at the time of the parousia.  

However, where I depart from agreement with Jeremias is in his proposal that a 

synthetic parallelism exists in v.50, such that σάρξ καὶ αἷμα refers to the living and ἡ 

φθορὰ is a reference to the dead, to the human corpse.221 Whereas Jeremias 

understands v.50 to deal with the living and the dead in turn, it seems far more likely 

that Paul’s concern is solely and specifically with the problem of those who are alive 

at the time of the parousia. Indeed, Paul’s emphasis in the preceding verses on the 

resurrection of the dead as an eschatological anthropogeny taking place at the 

parousia almost demands the question: what about those who remain alive?222 Paul’s 

language itself supports this conclusion. In v.42, φθορά is a characteristic of the 

existing cosmos and therefore of all bodies in the existing cosmos, including the 

existing human body. Therefore, in v.50 ἡ φθορὰ refers to the living, rather than the 

deceased, human body. In the same way ἀφθαρσία in v.42 is a characteristic of the 

eschatological cosmos. In v.50, τὴν ἀφθαρσίαν refers to that cosmos, which cannot be 

inherited by living ‘flesh and blood’. The parallelism exhibited by v.50 is therefore 

not synthetic, as argued by Jeremias, but synonymous. It conveys the idea that those 

who are alive at the parousia still share the category of φθορά with those who have 

already died and are therefore similarly unable to inherit the incorruptible 

eschatological cosmos.223 

Paul has already addressed the case of those who are dead in vv.45-49, through 

analogy to Genesis 2:7. It can be concluded that in 1 Corinthians 15:50-52 Paul 

addresses the problem of the living, those who are alive at the parousia.224 In the 

broader sweep of vv.45-52 he therefore makes clear that both the dead and the living 

                                                        

221 Jeremias, “Flesh and Blood Cannot Inherit the Kingdom of God,” 152. Note that Collins understands 
ἡ φθορὰ as a Hellenism in parallel to, and with the same meaning as, the Semitic ‘flesh and blood’ (First 
Corinthians, 579). 
222 In the words of Weiss (Der Erste Korintherbrief, 377): ‘die besondre Frage nach dem Schicksal der 
Überlebenden’ (the special question of the fate of those who survive). So also Hays, First Corinthians, 
274; Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 357. 
223 Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 798. Pace Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1291. 
224 Collins comes to a similar conclusion (First Corinthians, 575). The ἡμεῖς of v.52b might indicate Paul’s 
expectation of the parousia within his lifetime. 
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will be involved in the eschatological transformation that attends the parousia.225 

Paul’s concern is to underline that all must be changed, whether deceased or alive, at 

the parousia.226 

5.6. Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have argued that Paul addresses both the cosmological and 

anthropological misunderstandings of the Syncretisers using a mode of argument 

centred in a model of correspondence. The cosmology of vv.39-41, together with the 

teleological principle of vv.36-38, is rooted in God’s initial creative act in ordering the 

cosmos. In v.42a, these are projected to an eschatological horizon as the context for 

the resurrection of the dead. The resurrection of the dead accords with the principles 

of teleology and cosmological taxonomy that are apparent in the existing cosmos. In 

v.44b, Paul addresses the Syncretisers mistaken belief that resurrection implies life 

in another realm by emphasising this model of correspondence. Building on the 

previous verses, Paul is arguing that the eschatological cosmos is identical in 

structure to the existing cosmos. Each form of life has its own unique body according 

to the decree of God, and all of these kinds of body will be present in the 

eschatological cosmos. 

The bodies of the eschatological cosmos will, however, be changed in character. The 

existing cosmos is characterised by φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια. The eschatological 

cosmos is characterised by ἀφθαρσία, δόξα and δύναμις. Paul utilises his earlier 

agricultural example as a metaphor to make this contrast. After delineating this 

discontinuity at a cosmic level, Paul then focusses on the bodies in the cosmos. Paul 

labels the animating principle of the bodies in the existing cosmos: they are ψυχικὸν 

bodies. These bodies may have been sown as ψυχικὸν bodies, yet they are raised as 

                                                        

225 There are similarities and contrasts with 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, where Paul’s concern is also to 
address the cases of both the dead and the living at the parousia. See Perkins’ helpful table (First 
Corinthians, 190). 
226 In this Jeremias is correct, but the structural oscillation between living and dead that he detects 
throughout vv.50-54 is not present in v.50 or in v.51, or in vv.53-54. 
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πνευματικόν. They are transformed in character by the animating power of the Spirit 

of God. 

From this cosmological model of correspondence, Paul derives a similar model in 

turning his attention to the Syncretisers’ question about agency in resurrection. He 

therefore adopts a consistent method of analogical argument and explanation which 

would be recognisable to those well versed in philosophical argumentation, even if it 

has been less well recognised in the later generations of the Church.227 

Again, the source of the model is taken from the creation traditions of Israel – the 

inspiration of Adam. Paul draws a correspondence between this animation of a lifeless 

body by the life-giving power of God and the reanimation of lifeless humans in 

resurrection. In this recapitulation, Paul casts Christ in the role of God as the life-

giving agent and identifies Christ with the Spirit of God. His model of correspondence 

is multivalent, expressing also the role of Adam and Christ as archetypal progenitors. 

This sets Paul’s final trajectory in describing the character of those who are raised 

from the dead by Christ: they bear the image of Christ. 

Paul’s whole approach is designed to correct the misunderstandings of the 

Syncretisers. Their co-opting of Paul’s teaching into a Neopythagorean framework 

leads them to envisage a great discontinuity between existing human existence and 

‘raised’ human existence. Against the highly discontinuous Platonic view of the 

Syncretisers, Paul delineates a far more focussed and limited portrayal of 

eschatological discontinuity in both the cosmos and human life (vv.42b-49). Paul 

corrects their cosmological assumptions, and corrects their anthropology within that 

context. Therefore, both the teleological and cosmological arguments employed by 

Paul lead to a strong emphasis on continuity between the existing cosmos and the 

eschatological cosmos in Paul’s portrait of the resurrection. This represents a largely 

different emphasis from that of current scholarship. The issue of the balance of 

continuity and discontinuity, both in this thesis and in previous scholarship, is 

examined further in the following chapter. 

                                                        

227 Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy, 304–420. 
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6. Conclusions: Resurrection and New Creation 

6.1. Introduction 

The question addressed in this thesis may be stated fairly succinctly: in Paul’s 

conception of resurrection and of the transformation between present human 

existence and eschatological existence, where did the balance of continuity and 

discontinuity lie? At the outset of this thesis two contemporary views were 

contrasted. One, that of Troels Engberg-Pedersen, casts Paul’s thought about 

eschatological human existence overwhelmingly toward the pole of discontinuity 

with current existence. The other, that of N.T. Wright, understands Paul as arguing 

for a much greater continuity.1 

In this concluding chapter, I begin by summarising the particular portrait that 

emerges from this study, drawing together the strands of the previous four chapters 

and summarising my own understanding of Paul’s conception of resurrection, as 

expressed in 1 Corinthians 15:35-49. As has already been highlighted, the reading that 

results from my own methodological decisions departs from existing scholarship at 

several points, these departures being sometimes extremely significant, travelling as 

they do against the grain of established interpretations.  

Following this summary of the portrait of Paul’s thought, an exercise in verification 

is presented. As argued in the introduction to the study, verification is an 

indispensable component of demonstrating the value of a hypothesis. Paul’s portrait 

of resurrection in Romans 8 is briefly compared to the portrait which emerges from 

this study of 1 Corinthians 15. A detailed comparison of the two passages is not 

possible within the scope of the current study, but the limited exercise presented is 

sufficient for demonstrating a degree of verification. The parallels are strong, and add 

weight to the conclusions of this study. 

The third section of this concluding chapter briefly considers the conclusions of the 

study in a broader theological context. First, the relationship of resurrection to 

                                                        

1 See §1.1.1. 
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cosmology in Paul’s thought is considered, in particular his conception of new 

creation. My proposal in this thesis is compared to that of both Engberg-Pedersen and 

Wright, with whom this thesis began. Second, the balance of continuity and 

discontinuity in Paul’s conception of resurrection and new creation is briefly 

discussed.  

6.2. Summary of Thesis 

6.2.1. The Nature of Paul’s Argument 

At the outset, I have sought to recognise the philosophical nature of Paul’s argument 

in 1 Corinthians 15:35-49, and particularly the cosmological language in vv.39-41.2 To 

this extent, I have followed the call of Engberg-Pedersen to do precisely this.3 The 

study has demonstrated that following this trajectory leads to a coherent reading of 

the passage. The study has also illuminated two prominent features of Paul’s 

argument. First, it is rooted in Jewish theology through his citation of, and allusion 

to, creation traditions from the Jewish scriptures (Genesis 1 and 2, and Psalm 8). 

Second, his argument is firmly situated within the categories and language of Graeco-

Roman philosophy, mainly through the prominent motif of seeds, but also in his use 

of models of correspondence. I agree with Engberg-Pedersen’s view that Paul draws 

on well-known philosophical traditions, rather than flying in the face of them (which 

is precisely what Paul does if generally-accepted renderings of his seed material are 

accepted).4  

However, my approach differs significantly from Engberg-Pedersen’s, who pays scant 

attention to the first aspect. This is also true to varying degrees of the treatments of 

Asher and Martin.5 In contrast, Wright emphasises the links to Jewish traditions in 

his approach, but his understanding of Paul’s seed material (that its fundamental 

emphasis is discontinuity) militates against the import of these traditions (Wright 

recognises that Paul uses them to stress continuity). This study demonstrates the 

                                                        

2 For justification of this, see §1.1.2 and §1.2.2. 
3 However, my conclusions are entirely different. See §6.4.1. 
4 Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 1. Engberg-
Pedersen specifically identifies the Stoic tradition. 
5 In the case of Asher, this is recognised by John Gillman in what is an otherwise very favourable review, 
Gillman, “Polarity and change in 1 Corinthians 15,” 367. 
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teleological nature of Paul’s argument in vv.36-38, and Paul’s use of Psalm 8 in vv.39-

41 is detected (to my knowledge, this intertext has not been previously identified). 

The essential unity of Paul’s argument in vv.36-41 is uncovered. Thus, this study holds 

together the Jewish sources for Paul’s cosmological argument, and the Graeco-Roman 

motifs that function as vehicles for it. 

6.2.2. The Motivation for Paul’s Argument 

Part of the strength of this thesis is that it contains a coherent proposal for the 

historical situation behind 1 Corinthians 15. Paul addresses two positions in the 

Corinthian church which are proving problematic for the acceptance of his teaching 

on resurrection. The first is the position of the Deniers, who deny the possibility of 

the return of the dead in any form (v.12). Those holding this position are probably 

drawn mostly from the ranks of ethnically Greek Christians, who have understood 

the resurrection of Jesus according to the models of immortality provided by Greek 

mythological heroes. In the opinion of many of the rank-and-file in Corinth, there 

can be no return from the realm of the dead. Paul addresses the Deniers in vv.12-34, 

using Psalm 8 to write about the defeat of death for all those who belong to Christ, 

and about the restoration of humanity (vv.25-27). It is clear that Paul is using Psalm 

8 eschatologically.  

In the verses which are the specific concern of this thesis (vv.35-49), Paul addresses a 

second party, the Syncretisers. These Corinthian Christians are probably mostly 

drawn from the ranks of the educated Roman (and perhaps Greek) upper classes in 

Corinth. They have been educated in philosophy and feel most keenly the status of 

Corinth as a colony of the Mother City. The recent revival of Neopythagoreanism in 

Rome has provided a ready analogue by which to comprehend Paul’s teaching about 

ἀνάστασις, the return of humans from the dead. To the Syncretisers, the concepts of 

metempsychosis and astral immortality have allowed them to adopt Paul’s teaching 

into their philosophical worldview. The view of the Syncretisers is non-

eschatological – there is a narrow human goal to ascend to the celestial realms, 

escaping the terrestrial realm, but there is no concept of a goal for the cosmos itself 

and human beings within it. Paul again uses Psalm 8, this time to address the 

Syncretisers, although here it is structuring his thought more subtly. Paul argues, 

using the structure of the psalm, that the proper place of human beings is not in the 
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celestial realm, but the terrestrial, ruling over the creation and its other forms of life. 

Hence, in addressing the Syncretisers, Paul is arguing against rather than for 

discontinuity in the conception of human resurrection. The discontinuity envisaged 

by the Syncretisers is of a degree not countenanced by Paul, whose own 

eschatological views of both the telos of the cosmos and the telos of humanity are 

drawn from the Jewish scriptures. 

6.2.3. The Social Background to Paul’s Argument 

The social aspect to the proposal of Deniers and Syncretisers in the Corinthian church 

can be briefly considered. Although social studies of many parts of 1 Corinthians have 

been undertaken, chapter 15 has received little attention.6 Dale Martin’s work is of 

great importance in this regard. His thesis is that in Corinth it is the Strong (those 

more-educated, wealthier members of the community) who deny ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν, 

believing it to be a doctrine of the resuscitation of corpses.7 These educated elites 

deprecated the body according to Platonic principles. They ridiculed Paul’s 

suggestion that bodies can be raised.8 The Weak (the lower-class, less-educated 

Christians) were credulous enough to accept that corpses could be brought back to 

life and endowed with immortality. Martin proposes that ‘uneducated persons might 

readily have accepted early Christian preaching about resurrected bodies, even if they 

did not understand by such language precisely what Paul intended.’9 Martin’s proposal has 

much to commend it. It acknowledges the differing reactions to Paul’s teaching that 

knowledge of Corinth (and of social theory) would suggest as inevitable. The obvious 

problem with Martin’s reconstruction is the question of what the Strong believed 

about the case of Jesus.  

My own proposal would seem to map somewhat differently onto the socio-economic 

strata in the Corinthian church. The reconstruction presented in this study associates 

                                                        

6 See the brief survey of social studies in Edward Adams and David G. Horrell, Christianity at Corinth: The 
Quest for the Pauline Church (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2004), 26–34. 
7 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 122–23. 
8 Ibid., 107–8,123. Hays suggests four social strata within the Corinthian church most likely to oppose 
Paul’s teaching: those with greater cultural pretensions; those with a knowledge of philosophy 
sufficient to critique Paul’s apocalypticism; those judging Paul as unsophisticated; those holding to 
Platonist views of immortality (First Corinthians, 253). 
9 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 108, emphasis added. 
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the Deniers primarily with those holding traditional, mythic views about a chthonic 

underworld. Evidence from Corinth suggests that these beliefs were prevalent 

amongst Greeks. Ethnic Greek settlers would have comprised a greater proportion of 

the lower classes in a Roman colony in Greece. My proposal does not rely on the 

supposed credulity of these ‘uneducated’ classes. The Syncretisers integrate Paul’s 

teaching with more hopeful beliefs about death and post-mortem existence 

associated with Roman religion. Specifically, the syncretism which is Paul’s concern 

is founded on the Platonic principles expressed in the burgeoning 

Neopythagoreanism of the first century, a movement centred in Rome amongst the 

more wealthy classes. This is the major difference between my own and previous 

reconstructions: quasi-Platonic ideas are not the ground of the Deniers’ position, but 

the Syncretisers’. 

Of course, there would be those at Corinth who would have found Paul’s doctrine 

persuasive. After all, from the text it would seem that the deniers are a minority (ἐν 

ὑμῖν τινες).10 For those Jews holding to the Pharisaic conception of resurrection, 

Paul’s teaching would be familiar. To Hellenistic Jews and other people influenced by 

Platonic ideas, it may have been more difficult to comprehend. Just as more hopeful 

views of post-mortem existence had developed in Graeco-Roman religion, similar 

currents are observed in Jewish religion. Significant changes in the outlook of Jewish 

religion regarding immortality occurred between the third and first centuries B.C. 

From an uncertain record of the hope of resurrection in the latest of the writings of 

the Old Testament, Jewish religion embraced a ‘general and dominant’ belief in 

immortality in a more hopeful sense than the traditional view of Sheol.11 A holistic 

view of immortality through resurrection developed. 

The older view simply thought of the dead returning to life. This could be 
pictured as the shades in Sheol being raised by God from the underworld to 
new life. As they had passed from bodily life to shadowy existence in death, so 
they will be brought back from that shadowy existence to bodily life. Or, 
alternatively, the return of the dead to life could be pictured as the rising of 
the corpses of the dead from their graves. These are alternative pictures, both 

                                                        

10 Fee sustains his thesis here that the problem is between Paul and some who are influencing the whole 
(First Epistle to the Corinthians, 713–14). 
11 Bauckham, “Life, Death, and the Afterlife in Second Temple Judaism,” 83. 



 

246 

reflecting a unitary view of the human person, which in its full bodily reality 
dies and is raised.12 

Amongst Jews and Gentiles, educated and uneducated, there would have been those 

who would have understood to some degree, and who were persuaded by, Paul’s 

teaching about ἀνάστασις νεκρῶν and who accepted it. Paul’s rhetoric in 1 

Corinthians 15 is aimed at uniting them all around a common understanding, one 

rooted in the scriptures of Israel. 

6.2.4. The Key Findings of the Thesis 

Here, the key findings of this study are summarised. There are several departures 

from existing, widely-accepted understandings of 1 Corinthians 15.  

Seed Material and Cosmological Material 

One of the most significant is that Paul’s use of his agricultural material in vv.36-38 

accords with both the mythic and philosophical use of seeds in the Graeco-Roman 

world. In the introduction to this study it was pointed out that the accepted 

understandings of Paul’s material run into difficulty.13 In the Graeco-Roman world 

seeds do not die, but rather are vigorous and alive. Seeds ensure continuity, not 

discontinuity.14 Paul’s references to ὃ σπείρεις are best understood as metonyms, 

referring to the crop that dies, and which is then sown. Paul’s emphasis falls on the 

reproduction of the ‘body’ of the crop, despite the death of the plant (the ‘body’) at 

harvest time. This understanding falls squarely within the orbit of understandings of 

seeds in Graeco-Roman philosophy. Hence, not only is this difficulty resolved but the 

teleological purpose of Paul’s argument is uncovered, giving a smooth transition into 

the following verses. 

The teleological nature of Paul’s argument in vv.36-38 is seen not only in the 

emphasis on continuity of form in his agricultural example, but especially in v.38. 

                                                        

12 Ibid., 87. 
13 See §1.1.5. 
14 Vigdis Songe-Møller, “‘With What Kind of Body Will They Come?’ Metamorphosis and the Concept 
of Change: From Platonic Thinking to Paul’s Notion of the Resurrection of the Dead,” in Metamorphoses: 
Resurrection, Body, and Transformative Practices in Early Christianity, ed. Turid Karlsen Seim and Jorunn 
Økland (Berlin; New York: W. de Gruyter, 2009), 116. The full quote is given in §3.6. 
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This is the heart of this first stage of his argument. Paul’s teleology is rooted in the 

initial creative action and determination of God through his use of ἠθέλησεν. The 

significance of this anchor to the narrative of Genesis 1 ought not to be 

underestimated. Paul’s assertion that, according to the decree of the Creator, every 

type of life has its own particular body bears striking similarities to various strands of 

Graeco-Roman philosophy, but especially to Aristotle.15 The recognition that 

σπερμάτα here refers to the various forms of life in the cosmos then resolves another 

problem. The transition between vv.36-38 and vv.39-41, seen as clumsy and awkward 

by many commentators, becomes more natural. In the latter verses, Paul expounds 

the types of life represented by the σπερμάτα of v.38 (humans, animals, birds, fish as 

well as, possibly, sun, moon and stars), and emphasises their differentiation in terms 

of the bodies that are given to them (καὶ ἑκάστῳ τῶν σπερμάτων ἴδιον σῶμα). 

Another significant finding of the study is that Psalm 8 structures Paul’s thought, not 

only in vv.25-27, but also in vv.39-41 (with an echo also found in v.49). In each of these 

cases, Psalm 8 is used eschatologically and this accords with its use elsewhere in the 

New Testament. The protology of Psalm 8 (which itself has strong links to Genesis 1) 

is being projected onto an eschatological horizon. The motif of glory in the psalm 

lends itself to Paul’s purpose. Paul uses the cosmological taxonomy of the psalm to 

structure his argument that all bodies are differentiated: spatially, between the 

celestial and terrestrial realms; by genera within realms; and, that they carry a glory 

appropriate to each one. The whole tenor of Paul’s argument is that the structure of 

the cosmos, decreed by God, is fixed and appropriately glorious. This serves as a 

foundation for an argument which is fundamentally about continuity (of bodily forms 

and of location within the cosmic order), not discontinuity. It is an argument which 

counters the Syncretisers’ views that human souls can exist in other bodies, and find 

their telos as celestial bodies. That verses vv.36-41 fundamentally emphasise 

continuity is another significant and important conclusion from this study. 

Models of Correspondence and Anthropology 

                                                        

15 §3.6.5. 
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The challenging textual transition in the portrait presented in this study is in v.42a. 

This is the pivot around which Paul’s argument moves, from merely cosmological to 

eschatological. It is the pivot or link in a model of correspondence. In vv.39-41 Paul 

has constructed the source for a model of correspondence between the existing 

cosmos and the eschatological cosmos. In v.42a, somewhat opaquely through his use 

of οὕτως καί, he projects this to its eschatological target. His purpose becomes more 

evident in v.44b. This model projects the principles of Paul’s teleology and cosmology 

from vv.36-41 onto the eschatological cosmos. Therefore, Paul’s argument for 

continuity finds its focus here. However, elements of discontinuity are present in this 

model and they are carefully delineated by Paul in vv.42b-44a. A similar model of 

correspondence appears again in v.45, here applied anthropogenically (perhaps it is 

intended as an extension of the same model). Recognising this model assists greatly 

in the interpretation of this verse, which has also been the source of some puzzlement 

as to how and why Paul is handling Genesis 2:7. Paul does not in this verse contrast 

Adam and Christ in the type of their humanity, but in their agency. Paul casts Christ 

in the role of God in portraying the resurrection of the dead as a recapitulation of the 

inspiration of Adam. Through Paul’s identification of Christ and the Spirit in this 

verse, Christ is by implication cast as the agent behind the recreation of the cosmos 

– the transition from a ψυχικόν cosmos to a πνευματικόν cosmos. This itself accords 

with Paul’s thought expressed elsewhere.16 That Paul utilises models of 

correspondence is another major proposal of the study. 

At the end of the section, Paul continues his anthropological theme. Only now, in v.47, 

does he begin to contrast the character of the humanities associated with Adam and 

Christ. He concludes in v.49 with a dual allusion to Psalm 8 and to Genesis 1 (the 

language of ‘wearing’ evokes the first; εἰκών evokes the second). His allusions to, and 

uses of, Psalm 8, Genesis 2 and Genesis 1 function as anchors, tying his whole 

argument at key points firmly into the creation traditions of the Jewish scriptures. 

Although peripheral to the scope of the study, an account of vv.50-52 has also been 

provided. Here we find the opening words of Paul’s account of change – the change 

of those alive at the time of the parousia of Christ. Such an account of change would 

                                                        

16 For example in 1 Cor 8:6 and Col 1:15-20. See Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1367–8. 
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have chimed with accounts of metamorphosis in popular literature, some of which 

were specifically associated with the Neopythagorean movement.17 However, Paul’s 

account of change contrasts fundamentally with the accounts of change and of 

human post-mortem embodiment associated with Neopythagoreanism. Paul’s 

language of ‘putting on’ (v.53) conveys what he has argued for in the preceding 

verses; humans are not changed into other forms (trees, dogs, or stars) but are 

clothed with a new quality of life which is glorious and empowered, free from the 

debilitating effects of φθορά. The change envisaged by Paul is not cast in the language 

of cosmic catastrophe, but rather as occurring ἐν ἀτόμῳ, ἐν ῥιπῇ ὀφθαλμου (v.53). 

The change is described in terms that are entirely congruent with Paul’s portrayal of 

a largely-familiar human eschatological life in a largely-familiar eschatological 

cosmos. However, it is a life where τὸ θνητὸν has put on ἀθανασίαν (v.53). Asher is 

right to understand Paul’s account of change as ‘a correction of a false conclusion’, 

but the false conclusion of the Corinthians is not that resurrection conflicts with the 

Platonic ideal of humans inhabiting the celestial realms (leading to a denial of 

resurrection).18 The false conclusion of the Syncretisers is rather that resurrection 

conforms to the Platonic ideal of humans existing as stars in the celestial realms, or as 

animals along the way. Paul’s argument has entirely contradicted such a conclusion. 

Hence, in terms of the contribution of the thesis to 1 Corinthians 15 scholarship, there 

are several new proposals. First, I propose that two positions are addressed by Paul 

in 1 Corinthians 15, not one. This is a claim not commonly made. Second, I propose 

that Paul’s argument is fundamentally cosmological in vv.36-44, rather than 

anthropological. Paul only turns to anthropology proper in v.45. Third, I propose that 

Paul’s seed material in vv.36-38 is a teleological argument from agricultural crops 

stressing continuity, not an analogy from individual seeds and plants stressing 

discontinuity. Fourth, I propose that in vv.39-41 Paul structures his argument using 

categories of thought drawn from Psalm 8, not from Genesis 1 (and that these 

categories appear again in v.43 and in v.49). Fifth, I propose that Paul argues by means 

of a model of correspondence between the familiar cosmos and the eschatological 

                                                        

17 See §2.5.3. The point must not be pushed too far. In 2 Cor 3:18 and Rom 12:2 Paul actually uses the 
language of μεταμορφόω, which he does not do in 1 Cor 15. Cf. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, 
713 See also Van Kooten’s comments on Ovid’s Metamorphoses (Paul’s Anthropology in Context, 79–81). 
18 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 147. 
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cosmos, this being apparent in v.42a, v.44b, and again in v.45. Sixth, I argue that in 

v.45, Christ is cast in a divine role in the resurrection. It is clear that the 

methodological approach has delivered a new reading of the passage. 

In this respect, the understanding of Paul’s thought proposed here sits alongside that 

of Jeffrey Asher, who similarly proposes a fresh, and somewhat novel, reading of 

these same verses.19 I acknowledge that such fresh proposals are stalked by the 

question of why they ought to be entertained after so many centuries of Christian 

reflection and theological enterprise. Asher acknowledges that the individual 

components of his argument are all open to challenge – and I do likewise.20 However, 

like him I propose that the interpretation presented here demonstrates a high degree 

of internal coherence. The methodology adopted has illuminated, at several points of 

difficulty for established interpretations, a smoother passage. The result also exhibits 

a less sinuous path through Paul’s argument as a whole. Paul’s argument is complex, 

not simple, and opacity is not entirely removed by my proposals here. Difficulties 

remain, particularly in the awkward transition in v.42. However, on balance I believe 

my proposals amount to a reading which resolves a greater number of difficulties 

than are introduced. 

Further study could fruitfully further explore the implications of these proposals 

with respect to other material in the letter. The proposed Neopythagorean 

background could be compared to previous work on the early chapters. In chapters 1 

and 2, Paul’s critique of merely human wisdom, and his contrast of the ‘spirit of the 

world’ and the ‘Spirit of God’, culminate in his appeal for a πνευματικόν, rather than 

a ψυχικόν, way of life. This πνευματικόν way of life is lived by ‘the people of the 

Spirit.’21 Paul’s criticism of the self-reliant, ‘wise’ members of the community as 

σαρκίνοις, rather than ‘people of the Spirit’ (3:1), could be viewed as an ironic critique 

of educated members influenced by Neopythagorean philosophy.22 It has already 

been noted that the pattern of cosmic transformation from ψυχικόν to πνευματικόν 

                                                        

19 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15. 
20 Ibid., 206. 
21 This is Thiselton’s translation of πνευματικοῖς in both 2:13 and 3:1 (Thiselton, The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians, 264, 288). 
22 Thiselton characterises σαρκίνοις as ‘people moved by entirely human drives’ and emphasises the 
implication of self-reliance (ibid., 288). 
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that emerges in chapter 15 seems to accord with the portrait in chapter 2 as a 

transformation achieved by augmentation.23 In addition, the links between the 

proposed positions of the Deniers and Syncretisers, and Martin’s proposed division 

of the Weak and the Strong could be investigated.24 

Also noted previously has been the evidence in the letter of quasi-Platonic attitudes 

at Corinth. The slogan cited by Paul in 6:13 (‘food is for the stomach and the stomach 

for food, and God will destroy both former and latter’) is indicative of such attitudes, 

which would accord with a Neopythagorean background.25 Paul’s further citation of 

a Corinthian view in 7:1 (‘it is good for a man not to touch a woman’) may be compared 

to Apuleius’ recording of Plato’s admiration for Pythagorean chastity.26 Apollos’ own 

role at Corinth may be significant; it has already been noted that, along with Rome, 

Alexandria was a key centre for Neopythagorean philosophy.27 Further thematic links 

can be observed with chapters 12-14 of the letter and these might be futher explored. 

In these chapters, Paul focusses on the Spirit as the giver of gifts that bring diversity 

for the common good and unity of the people of God in Christ. In 15:44-46, according 

to my proposal, the Spirit is the agent of transformation from the ψυχικόν to the 

πνευματικόν cosmos. At the telos, this cosmos is unified by the characteristics of 

freedom from decay, glory and strength, yet contains the diversity of types of life 

created by God in the beginning.  

 

6.3. Verification of Thesis 

6.3.1. Paul’s Portrait of Resurrection in Romans 8 

When specifying the methodology for the study, the role of verification was 

emphasised. Part of the answer to the question of why a novel reading of such a 

familiar Pauline passage should be accepted is found in demonstrating that the 

                                                        

23 See §§5.3.5 and 5.4.2. 
24 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 69. 
25 See §2.6. 
26 On Plato 3.186-7. 
27 See §2.5.3. 
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reading exhibits familiar features when set within the broader Pauline landscape.28 

As noted in the Introduction, in Wright’s conclusions about resurrection in Paul (in 

The Resurrection of the Son of God), the question of the relationship between the bodies 

of the familiar cosmos and those of the eschatological cosmos is largely addressed 

through reliance on Romans 8. The eschatological cosmos and its bodies are 

‘redeemed, remade version of the old ones.’29 In Romans 8, Paul’s themes seem to be 

gathered around ideas of continuity. The problem has remained that in 1 Corinthians 

15:35-49, according to existing interpretations with their analogous understandings 

of the seed material, Paul appears to be doing something different. He appears to be 

setting his course from ideas of discontinuity. 

The portrait of resurrection in Romans 8 may be briefly compared to the new reading 

of 1 Corinthians 15 proposed in this study.30 The comparison highlights several 

striking parallels, which strengthen the case for that new reading. 

6.3.2. Comparison of Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 15 

In Romans 8 the resurrection of human bodies is placed firmly within the broader 

cosmological context of the renewal of the whole creation (κτίσις).31 In Romans 8:18-

30, Paul expands on his reference to the resurrection of the dead in v.11. The same 

Spirit who indwells the Christians is the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead, and 

consequently will give life to their mortal bodies. The thrust of v.11 is that the human 

body which dies is the body that will be raised.32 Paul sets human resurrection 

(referred to using the phrase τὴν ἀπολύτρωσιν τοῦ σώματος ἡμῶν) within the 

context of cosmic renewal, cast in terms of the setting free of creation from slavery. 

According to Wright, the thrust of vv.18-24 is that the whole cosmos is to be 

renewed.33 A powerful rhetorical link is forged by Paul when he writes of the creation 

being set free so that it might enjoy the freedom of the glory of the children of God 

                                                        

28 See §1.2.4. 
29 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 373. 
30 See the helpful insights of J.R. Daniel Kirk in his treatment of resurrection in Romans (Unlocking 
Romans: Resurrection and the Justification of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008)). 
31 The term κτίσις is properly a reference to the created order of the cosmos beyond humanity. See 
ibid., 133n.2. For debates on this see C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans 1-8 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2004), 411–12. 
32 Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 256. 
33 Ibid., 258. 
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(v.21). As Dunn puts it, ‘creation is to be redeemed, not redeemed from. Just as the 

resurrection hope is hope of a resurrection body, so resurrection life is to be part of 

a complete creation.’34 

In comparing Paul’s treatments of resurrection in Romans 8 with 1 Corinthians 15, it 

can firstly be noted that there is a distinctive cosmological emphasis in both. In 1 

Corinthians 15:39-41, Paul surveys the whole cosmic order, as the context within 

which human beings are placed, according to God’s creative decree. Through the 

correspondence which Paul constructs in v.42a, this cosmology is projected as the 

context for the resurrection, just as in Romans 8. 

Secondly, and expanding the previous observation, the theme of δόξα resides at the 

heart of both portraits of resurrection. In Romans 8:18-30, Paul begins and ends with 

the concept of glory, a glory which is to be revealed to the suffering Roman Christians 

(vv.17-18) and which will become their experience (v.30).35 The glory of God’s 

children will have implications for the whole of creation. Rather than slavery, which 

is how Paul characterises the ‘experience’ of the familiar cosmos, the eschatological 

cosmos will experience freedom as a consequence of the glory of God’s people (v.21). 

In Romans 8, the freedom of God’s children ‘presents an “outline in miniature” of the 

greater cosmic salvation of God.’36 In 1 Corinthians 15:39-41, Paul draws the theme of 

glory from Psalm 8 to the foreground by adding to his teleological differentiation of 

types of bodies the idea that the glories of terrestrial and celestial bodies are 

appropriate to them and are similarly differentiated. This glory however is enhanced 

in the eschatological cosmos. The familiar cosmos, despite the presence of glory, is 

wholly characterised by dishonour, but the eschatological cosmos is to be 

characterised by glory (v.43a). Thus, in a similar manner to Romans 8, the cosmos as 

a whole shares in the attributes of resurrection. The theme of human glory is evoked 

by Paul through his reference to wearing the image of Christ (v.49), a reference drawn 

from the tradition underlying Psalm 8.37 If Romans 8 presents human salvation as an 

‘outline in miniature’ of cosmic transformation, 1 Corinthians 15 presents 

                                                        

34 Dunn, Romans 1-8, 471. 
35 Ibid., 468. 
36 David M. Russell, The “New Heavens and New Earth” (Philadelphia: Visionary Press, 1996), 171, Cf. 160. 
37 Wright detects echoes of Psalm 8:6-7 in Romans 8:20-1, and the conclusions of this present study 
strengthen his case (Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1092). 
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resurrection ‘writ large’. In addressing the question of resurrection, Paul paints the 

transformation of resurrection on the broadest possible canvas. In Romans 8, the 

δόξα-language builds upon that earlier in the letter. All people have sinned and have 

fallen short of the δόξα of God.38 Earlier in the letter, salvation is cast in terms of δόξα 

καὶ τιμὴ καὶ εἰρήνη.39 The use in 1 Corinthians 15 of the terms ἀτιμία and δόξα to 

describe the cosmos before and after the transformation of the eschaton seems to 

accord with Paul’s use of these motifs elsewhere. 

Thirdly, the theme of φθορά is prominent in both Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 15. In 

Romans 8, the slavery of the familiar cosmos is to φθορά (v.21). The eschatological 

transformation that attends the resurrection is characterised by Paul as the freeing 

(ἐλευθεπόω) of creation from φθορά. In 1 Corinthians 15, as has been demonstrated, 

the prominence of φθορά is seen in its role at the head of the antithetical couplets of 

vv.42b-44a, which are cosmic in scope. The φθορά described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 

15 is cosmic φθορά, an understanding reinforced by its use in v.50 where it is coupled 

with the theme of inheritance.40 In the eschatological cosmos this cosmic φθορά is 

removed by negation (φθορά becomes ἀφθαρσία). The personal experience of φθορά 

and its negation introduced by Paul in vv.53-54 is the anthropological component of 

this negation of cosmic φθορά. Therefore, Romans 8 and 1 Corinthians 15 contain the 

same emphasis on cosmic φθορά. The two passages portray the same removal or 

negation of cosmic φθορά in contrasting manners; via the metaphor of slavery on the 

one hand, and the agricultural σπείρω-ἐγείρω metaphor on the other. The two 

metaphors describe the same process or outcome.41 Both carry the twin components 

of continuity and discontinuity in different manners. The slave set free is no longer a 

slave, but there is continuity in personal identity. Creation set free from slavery is no 

longer an enslaved creation, but we might deduce that in Paul’s mind there is 

continuity in identity. Creation sown and raised follows the pattern of crops – what 

is sown is raised. The structure of the cosmos is the same; it is the same cosmos, only 

now ἀφθαρσία. Further parallels may be noticed. In Romans 8:20, it appears that the 

                                                        

38 Rom 3.23. 
39 Rom 2.10. 
40 §5.4.5; §5.5. 
41 Another metaphor is used in 1 Cor 15:53-54 for the anthropological component of the removal of 
φθορά, that of putting on clothing. See §5.4.4. 
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φθορά to which the creation is subject is described in terms of futility or vanity 

(ματαιότης). This observation recalls Thiselton’s description of φθορά.42 In the highly 

elliptical statement of v.20, it appears that Paul conveys the idea that this φθορά-

futility came upon creation as a result of Adam’s sin.43 This idea is also expressed in 1 

Corinthians 15:21-22, where a parallel is made between the introduction of death 

(perhaps as the ultimate consequence of this φθορά-futility) through Adam’s sin and 

the removal of death by Jesus Christ. Death as φθορά-futility is portrayed by the motif 

of an enemy, a motif that leads into Paul’s citation of Psalm 8 (v.27).44 The 

personification of death as an enemy of God is the personification of the same 

principle that is described by Paul in terms of φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια (and by 

φθορά and ματαιότης in Romans 8). To synthesise a portrait from both of these 

passages, it could be said that φθορά is the enemy that has enslaved the whole 

creation.45 

Fourthly, both passages feature the motif of the εἰκών. In Romans 8:29-30, Paul 

describes the final goal of human salvation in terms of their being glorified (δοξάζω) 

and links this with their being conformed (σύμμορφος) to the εἰκών of Christ as the 

Son of God. This crowning of humanity with δόξα represents the fulfilment of God’s 

ultimate purpose in restoring his original creative purpose for humanity, represented 

by the motif of the εἰκών. Dunn himself draws a parallel here between Paul’s 

expectation of humanity’s δόξα, and the δόξα with which humanity has been 

crowned in Psalm 8:5.46 Of course, the psalm itself contains the latent motif of the 

εἰκών couched within the language of rule. Dunn is correct to emphasise that the 

inheritance of believers is conceived of as rule in creation. In Romans 4:13 we find the 

inheritance of those who are of ‘the faith of Abraham’ identified as ‘the world’ 

(κόσμος).47 This idea of awaiting the realisation of rule bears comparison to the use of 

                                                        

42 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 1271–2. See §5.3.2. 
43 Dunn, Romans 1-8, 470–1. 
44 Although there is a possible allusion to Psalm 110, the motif of enemies seems to be primarily derived 
from Psalm 8. See §4.4.5 and §4.5.3. 
45 This idea parallels 2 Bar. 74:2: ‘For that time is the consummation of that which is corruptible, and 
the beginning of that which is not corruptible.’ 
46 Dunn, Romans 1-8, 472. 
47 Kirk, Unlocking Romans, 67–8; Adams, Constructing the World, 167–68; Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness 
of God, 1091. 



 

256 

Psalm 8 in Hebrews 2.48 In Romans 8:18-25, the language of inheritance is coupled with 

the language of sonship (vv.14,17). A creation set free from ‘slavery to corruption 

(φθορά)’ (v.21) is the context for the ‘revelation of the sons of God’ (v.19). In 1 

Corinthians 15, the motif of εἰκών is reached at the climax of Paul’s argument in v.49 

and this is immediately followed in v.50 with a reference to inheritance. What is 

inherited by God’s people is the cosmos freed from corruption (τὴν ἀφθαρσίαν). In 

Romans 8:29, God’s people are conformed to the image of his son (τῆς εἰκόνος τοῦ υἱοῦ 

αὐτοῦ), whereas in 1 Corinthians 15:49 they wear the image of the man from heaven 

(τὴν εἰκόνα τοῦ ἐπουρανίου). 

Fifthly, the role of the Spirit is prominent in both passages. In Romans 8 that role is 

circumscribed anthropologically in terms of resurrection (v.11) and sonship (v.16). 

However, there is no extension of this role to a cosmic orbit. In 1 Corinthians 15, 

through Paul’s use of πνευματικόν, the Spirit is ascribed a cosmic role in the most 

expansive sense. All of the bodies of the eschatological cosmos are transformed 

through the agency of the Spirit; the πνευματικόν-nature of the cosmos coincides 

with its deliverance from φθορά, ἀτιμία and ἀσθένεια. Through Paul’s citation of 

Genesis 2:7 in v.45 he describes Christ as life-giving Spirit, whilst casting Christ in the 

role of Yahweh in the inspiration of Adam. This close association between Christ and 

the Spirit (and God) is also found in Romans 8, where the Spirit is both the Spirit of 

God and the Spirit of Christ (v.9).  

This brief survey demonstrates the striking similarities between these two Pauline 

portraits of resurrection. The reading of 1 Cor 15:35-49 proposed here does indeed 

exhibit familiarity within the Pauline landscape. The catena of themes present in the 

chapter is distinctly Pauline, particularly the connection between the ideas of the 

εἰκών and glory.49 Further research comparing these two passages would help to 

further illuminate their relationship. 

                                                        

48 See §4.5.4. 
49 See also 2 Cor 3:18; 4:4; Col 1:15; 3:10. 
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6.4. Concluding Comments 

6.4.1. Assessing Engberg-Pedersen and Wright 

The understanding of 1 Corinthians 15:35-49 that emerges from this study may now 

be compared to the readings of Engberg-Pedersen and of Wright, two scholars whose 

work was introduced at the outset. Engberg-Pedersen’s understanding of Paul’s 

doctrine of resurrection follows that of Dale Martin and is close to that of Jeffrey 

Asher, whose own study has been a foil for my own work at many points. These 

scholars understand Paul’s view of the eschatological resurrection and new creation 

as affirming Graeco-Roman understandings of the polarity between the ‘lower’ order 

of earthly life, and the ‘higher’ order of celestial life.50 In the case of Engberg-

Pedersen, Paul is understood as utilising the Stoic idea of the scala naturae.51 These 

scholars propose that Paul envisages the resurrection body and resurrection life as 

located in realms composed of pneuma, rather than the ‘denser’ elements of the 

familiar world. As Engberg-Pedersen writes: 

Basically, then, Paul is relying on a single, straightforward contrast between 
an earthly kind of body connected with death and a heavenly kind of body 
connected with eternal life.52 

Of course, I judge this a misreading of Paul’s argument.53 Even Engberg-Pedersen 

appears unsure of some of the conclusions, writing that ‘they will be raised to a 

glorious state of eternal life that is connected with heaven and, one suspects, with the 

heavenly bodies.’54 What Engberg-Pedersen suspects is ‘precisely what Paul does not 

say.’55 Nevertheless, he states his conclusion boldly: ‘a “pneumatic body” is a heavenly 

                                                        

50 Asher (Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 206) summarises his findings: ‘Paul attempts to persuade 
the Corinthians that there is a resurrection of the dead by showing them that the resurrection is 
compatible with the principle of cosmic polarity and that change is a solution to the problem of 
contrariety and the resurrection.’ This is precisely the approach of Engberg-Pedersen. See also Martin, 
The Corinthian Body, 126, 130–1. 
51 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 28. Engberg-Pedersen does not envisage Paul 
as a Stoic, nor a philosopher, but as freely drawing on well-known philosophical traditions. Cf. 
Garcilazo, The Corinthian Dissenters and the Stoics who argues that the Corinthian ‘dissenters’ themselves 
hold to a Stoic cosmology. 
52 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 27.  
53 See also N.T. Wright’s own judgement on this argument (Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1398–
1400). 
54 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 27, first emphasis added, second original. 
55 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1399. 
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body like the sun, moon, and stars.”56 This identification between ψυχικόν and 

ἐπίγειος on the one hand, and πνευματικόν and ἐπουράνιος on the other is nowhere 

found in the text, despite Engberg-Pedersen’s assertion that this is part of Paul’s 

‘careful’ argument.57 It is a cognitive leap (of the kind of which Engberg-Pedersen is 

critical) to connect these two adjectives in this way. Engberg-Pedersen proposes that 

there is a tight connection ‘between heaven and pneuma.’58 This statement is based 

in an erroneous understanding that Paul, in writing of the glory of the heavenly 

bodies, ‘presupposes’ that they are πνευματικόν bodies.59 Martin similarly shows 

disregard for the various stages of Paul’s argument when he places contrasts from 

Paul’s cosmological argument (vv.39-41), the model of cosmological correspondence 

(vv.42-44) and the model of anthropological correspondence (vv.45-49) alongside 

each other in the same table, as if they all referred to the same basic contrast.60 Thus 

he, like Engberg-Pedersen, arrives at the faulty conclusion that the earthly/heavenly 

contrast (v.40) parallels the ψυχικόν/πνευματικόν contrast (v.44).61  

These mistaken conclusions concerning cosmic polarity draw impetus from the types 

of argumentation often seen in early Greek philosophy. Geoffrey Lloyd’s book Polarity 

and Analogy examines polarity as it features in philosophical argumentation.62 Lloyd’s 

work has provided support for Jeffrey Asher who emphasises polarity as a key 

component in Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 15.63 Asher identifies the fundamental 

problem in the Corinthian resurrection dispute as the ‘barrier of polarity’ whereby 

the Corinthians cannot conceive of human existence traversing between the 

terrestrial and cosmic realms in bodily form.64 Asher proposes that Paul himself 

recognises this barrier of polarity and the problem it poses to his doctrine of 

resurrection. Thus, according to Asher, Paul develops the specific doctrine of the 

spiritual body, which is able to cross this barrier of polarity and provide a solution.65 

                                                        

56 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 28, emphasis original. In this, Engberg-
Pedersen follows Dale Martin (Martin, The Corinthian Body, 117). 
57 Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 28. 
58 Ibid., 30. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Martin, The Corinthian Body, 127. 
61 Ibid., 127–28. 
62 Lloyd, Polarity and Analogy. 
63 Asher, Polarity and Change in 1 Corinthians 15, 139n.120. 
64 Ibid., 119–121. 
65 Ibid., 169–70. 
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However, Paul’s model of correspondence established in v.42a actually demonstrates 

that while Paul himself recognises a polarity in the cosmos between the terrestrial 

and the celestial (this polarity is set out in Psalm 8, which is the source of Paul’s 

cosmological taxonomy), he does not argue that this polarity must be traversed in 

resurrection. The glory of bodies on each side of the polarity is appropriate to them 

(v.40) both in the ψυχικόν and in the πνευματικόν cosmos. Despite the attention paid 

to polarity by certain scholars it would seem that Paul’s models of correspondence 

indicate that his argument is best categorised as analogy, the other class of 

argumentation examined by Lloyd.  

Engberg-Pedersen, like Martin and Asher, thus concludes that ψυχικόν and 

πνευματικόν are descriptive of the composition of bodies. To understand Paul’s 

argument in this way has already been demonstrated to be untenable.66 In fact, Paul’s 

use of these terms earlier in his letter almost prohibits such an interpretation.67 

Engberg-Pedersen’s pushing forward of this interpretation into v.45 is what then 

results in his surprise at Paul’s ‘startling claim’ and ‘daring reading’ there.68 Engberg-

Pedersen also seeks to draw Romans 8:19-22, with its language of the setting free of 

creation, into his portrait. These verses are taken to indicate Paul’s reliance on the 

Stoic idea of a cosmic conflagration such that the ‘new creation’ is in fact ‘the Stoic 

idea of the transformation of the whole world into (pneuma and) God at the 

conflagration.’69 

This portrait, emerging with Engberg-Pedersen, Asher and Martin, of a Pauline 

eschatology that resembles Graeco-Roman philosophy both in cosmology and 

anthropology is almost completely at odds with the portrait emerging from my own 

study. In fact, these former portraits paint a Paul who approximately represents the 

views of the Syncretisers who Paul seeks to correct! Far from affirming Graeco-

Roman cosmology, Paul anchors his view of resurrection and new creation firmly to 

the cosmology of the Jewish scriptures, through his repeated citations and allusions 

to these traditions. In this respect, and in others, the present study affirms the views 

                                                        

66 §5.3.5. 
67 Engberg-Pedersen (Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul, 27–28) urges that the interpretation of the 
terms in chapter 2 be controlled by their use in chapter 15. 
68 Ibid., 29. 
69 Ibid., 34. 
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of N.T. Wright. His portrayal of a Paul arguing for creation renewed, a creation largely 

familiar, indeed a new creation which is this creation renewed, accords with my own 

findings. The portrait emerging from this study brings Paul’s argument in 1 

Corinthians 15 into close proximity to Romans 8, a passage relied upon heavily by 

Wright in his own derivation of Paul’s eschatology. It also demonstrates that for Paul, 

‘the new world … reaffirms the essential goodness of the old one.’70 Paul’s emphasis 

on φθορά, the corruption and vanity that has despoiled the world, and its removal (an 

emphasis in both 1 Corinthians 15 and Romans 8) carries the two poles of his cosmic 

eschatology:  

For Paul, the renewal of the existing creation was just as important as the 
renewal of the existing creation. Without the second, one would be trapped in 
a world of inevitable entropy. Without the first, the idea of new creation 
would collapse into some kind of gnosticism.71 

Thus, the portrait emerging from the present study accords closely with that of 

Wright, rather than that of Engberg-Pedersen. It is not only Engberg-Pedersen’s 

conclusions which are at odds with those of Wright and my own. Wright has set forth 

a critique of Engberg-Pedersen’s historical method (Wright thinks that it looks like 

‘an abandonment of historical method altogether’),72 which focusses on his desire for 

a ‘philosophical exegesis’ that produces results meaningful for the reader in the 

present day.73 Engberg-Pedersen’s approach, coupled with a lack of attention to the 

Jewish apocalyptic theology of Paul, has distorted his findings.74 Finally, it is worth 

noting that, whilst Stoic ethics was undoubtedly well-known in Paul’s world, 

Engberg-Pedersen’s appeal to Stoic cosmology as the background to Paul’s thought 

might be judged as somewhat unlikely. Michael Lapidge points out that the theory of 

ekpyrosis was abandoned by Stoics during the second century B.C.75 By the time of 

Paul’s contemporary Seneca, Stoic cosmology was, in Lapidge’s words, ‘a dead 

letter’.76 

                                                        

70 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1368. 
71 Ibid., 1372. 
72 Ibid., 1389. 
73 Ibid., 1387–90. 
74 Ibid., 1394, 1397–8. 
75 Michael Lapidge, “Stoic Cosmology,” in The Stoics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 184. 
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6.4.2. Continuity and Discontinuity in New Creation 

To finally return to the question at the start of this chapter, the balance of continuity 

and discontinuity in Paul’s eschatology may now be discussed. The strong continuity 

in Paul’s portrait of resurrection is grounded in the creation traditions of the Jewish 

scriptures. These traditions drive his drawing in of the wider cosmological context of 

human life. For Paul, the human telos cannot be considered apart from the telos of the 

cosmos. Therefore, in answering the Syncretisers, Paul deals with both cosmology 

and eschatology. For Paul, the created world is good and is to be redeemed along with 

humanity. This is what Wright calls the ‘creational element of Paul’s inaugurated 

eschatology.’77 

Glory is a key motif in Paul’s eschatological vision.78 In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul’s 

concern with glory is expressed at both a cosmic and anthropological level. In cosmic 

terms, glory is both a current reality and a future hope. Present cosmic glory is closely 

linked with each form of life having been allocated a specific form of body, according 

to God’s creative decree. That body, and no other type, is appropriate for any 

particular species of terrestrial life, whether botanical or zoological. Each type of 

body therefore has its own appropriate glory. Certainly, the celestial bodies have a 

different glory, and even within the celestial realm, similar bodies have different 

glories. So, even on earth, creatures which might seem somewhat similar each 

actually have their own glory, glories which cannot be exchanged. Lurking behind 

the text, because of Paul’s allusions to Psalm 8, is the fact that humans hold a special 

glory, for they have been crowned by God as his image on earth. This motif reaches 

prominence at the climax of Paul’s anthropological argument in v.49. It is explicit 

elsewhere, in Romans 8:21 and in 2 Corinthians 3:18. This latter text contains an 

explicit link between glory and image, a link which is latent in 1 Corinthians 15. Paul 

makes clear that these cosmological principles and this structure are to continue in 

the eschatological age. His cosmological model of correspondence carries this idea 

clearly. No destruction of the cosmos is implied in Paul’s argument, still less any 

fundamental restructuring of the familiar cosmos. The resurrected human body is to 

                                                        

77 Wright, Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1368. 
78 See §4.5.3, §5.3.3, and §6.3.2. 
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be understood within this context – it is to confirm to the pattern established at the 

beginning. Paul stresses this aspect of continuity between Adam and Christ in his 

repetition of the language of ἄνθρωπος, and of image-bearing. 

Paul delineates discontinuity carefully against this backdrop, and it is here that the 

future hope of glory is seen. The familiar bodies of the eschatological cosmos will be 

changed in character through the operation of the Holy Spirit. Paul emphasises three 

poles which define the discontinuity between the old and the new. All bodies in the 

eschatological cosmos will be transformed from being characterised by corruption, 

dishonour and weakness to being characterised by incorruptibility, glory and 

strength. The hope of glory implies that there is a restoration of glory to be 

accomplished, from a state of diminished glory. This diminished glory is, in relative 

terms, appropriately described as dishonour.  

The collocation of these three poles is driven by one particular theme, which Paul 

emphasises in describing the restoration of human life from its diminished (or 

dishonoured) state to its glorious state. This theme seems to connect fundamentally 

with the idea of φθορά, the corruption, entropy, vanity or decay that is a significant 

motif in vv.42-54. The restoration of human life is envisaged as a removal of this 

entropy or vanity, of all that is frustrating to fruitful human existence. For the human 

body, it is sufficient to imagine familiar human life freed from the ravages of aging, 

illness and impotence, and all behaviour at odds with the love and justice of God. In 

societal terms it anticipates humanity freed from all the destructive vices of human 

sin: greed, hatred, and violence. Theologically, all these are consequences of the Fall, 

which Paul alludes to in v.21. Death is the fundamental problem, the ultimate enemy 

(v.26). In Paul’s account of change in vv.51-54, corruption (φθορά) and death are 

closely linked. Indeed, in v.54 the defeat of death is cast in terms of the 

transformation of human bodies from corruptibility to incorruptibility. The chapter 

moves towards its conclusion with a focus on the defeat of death, with a citation of 

Isaiah 25:8 to that effect (v.54).  

Therefore, for Paul it would seem that the problem of death is not merely that of the 

event of death, of the ending of human bodily life. The problem of death is merely the 

terminus of the problem of φθορά. This problem is as fundamental as the problem of 

death for Paul – indeed it would seem more fundamental since φθορά is not a problem 
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limited to human bodies, but to all bodies in the cosmos. In v.50, this becomes clear 

in Paul’s description of the eschatological cosmos as τὴν ἀφθαρσίαν. It is the removal 

of φθορά from the cosmos that brings it to its telos as the inheritance for God’s people. 

The new creation envisaged by Paul is achieved through the cosmic negation of 

φθορά. Again, this approximates to the reverse of the effects of the Fall. In 1 

Corinthians 15, there is a latent connection between the glory of vv.39-41 and v.43 on 

the one hand, and the image of v.49 on the other. In Psalm 8 (the source for the 

structure of vv.39-41), the human wearing of glory is a cipher for the image of God as 

attributed to Adam (and Eve). This motif of the restoration of glory, cast in terms of 

the image, seems to constitute the counterpoint to the defeat of death. Whereas 

humanity’s ability to function according to the imago Dei has been lost in Adam due 

to the Fall and the invasion of corruption and death, this ability is restored in Christ. 

Adam has been unfaithful in exhibiting the imago Dei, whereas Christ has been faithful 

and will restore this faithfulness to those who belong to him.79  

Paul’s portrayal of resurrection and new creation in 1 Corinthians 15 therefore seems 

to imply the reverse of the Fall, set out in a cosmic, comprehensive panorama and 

expressed in terms of a restoration of glory through the defeat of death (the principle, 

not the event). There are some connections with broadly contemporaneous Jewish 

writings and further research might usefully set this portrayal against the 

background of Jewish eschatological expectations of the Second Temple period.80 

However, Paul’s portrayal is not simply a return to the world of Genesis 1. The 

presence of Christ, his divine role as the life-giving Spirit, and the cosmos-wide 

transformational power of the Holy Spirit – these ensure a cosmos which is conceived 

of by Paul as arriving at a telos beyond the simple return to Eden.81 

  

                                                        

79 Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament, 174. 
80 For some of these connections, see §5.4.4. 
81 Dunn, Romans 1-8, 484. 
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