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THE MEANING OF 1 CORINTHIANS 15:29
IN ITS CONTEXT
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Paul’s words in 1 Cor 15:29, “Otherwise what will those do who are being
baptized for the dead? If truly! the dead are not raised, why then are they being
baptized for them?” (Enrel ti movicovov ot Bannilopevor vnep 1@V vekp@v; ei
OA0G vekpol ovk £yeipoviar, ti kol Bantilovral VUnep avtdv;) have been the
subject of much debate since the patristic era. The reason is immediately
apparent: the phrase oi anti{éuevor vnep @v vexp@v, standing alone, would
seem to imply some sort of vicarious baptism for the dead.2 Students of the pas-
sage have struggled to make sense of this curious reference, offering an aston-
ishing number of diverse interpretations. In the past thirty years, however,
interest in the subject has fallen off as scholars reached an impasse concerning
its meaning. There has been only a trickle of new ideas, and certainly nothing
close to a consensus on the proper interpretation has emerged. This has led to
an exegetical agnosticism on the part of many scholars.4

The author would like to thank Scott J. Hafemann for his valuable input at various points.

1 The precise syntactical function of the adverb 61w will be discussed below.

2 Both Hans Conzelmann (I Corinthians [Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975] 273)
and Gordon D. Fee (The First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1987] 763) call this the “normal” rendering of the text, by which they mean simply that the phrase
ot Barni{épevor Unep tdv vexpdv, considered in isolation, would most naturally have that mean-
ing. The same is true for Bernard Sporlein (Die Leugnung der Auferstehung [Regensburg:
Friedrich Pustet, 1971] 79), for whom this reading is “offenliegend,” and Mathis Rissi (Die Taufe
fiir die Toten: Ein Beitrag zur Paulinischen Tauflehre [ATANT 42; Zurich: Zwingli, 1962] 57), for
whom it is “selbstverstindlich.”

3 Fee speaks of “at least forty different solutions” (Corinthians, 762), while Conzelmann
knows of some two hundred (Corinthians, 276 n. 120)!

4 Fee: “no one knows in fact what was going on. The best one can do in terms of particulars is
point out what appear to be the more viable options, but finally admit to ignorance” (Corinthians,
763). F. W. Grosheide: “Vs. 29 is one of the most difficult passages in the New Testament. Inter-
pretations abound but no one has succeeded in giving an interpretation which is generally
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Defeat has been perhaps too easily conceded, however, for an investiga-
tion of the various attempts at interpretation reveals an almost universal inade-
quacy: failure to consider seriously the context of the verse.® No doubt due to
its perceived obscurity, 1 Cor 15:29 has generally been analyzed in complete
isolation from its context.” Yet, as will become clear below, the immediate and
the larger epistolary context, far from being irrelevant, offers the key to estab-
lishing the meaning of v. 29. Before we present our own argument from the
context, however, it will be helpful to lay out the issues at hand by outlining the
basic solutions that have been proposed.

L. An Overview of the Major Interpretive Approaches

Past attempts at interpreting 1 Cor 15:29 have been tremendously cre-
ative. We may categorize them as follows: (1) those that take the verse at face
value and try to offer some historical explanation for the practice of vicarious
baptisms for the dead; (2) those that postulate some nonsubstantival sense for
w@v vexpdv; (3) those that offer some alternate meaning for the preposition
Umép; and (4) those that postulate some nonliteral sense for arn{opevor. We
shall briefly review these basic approaches.

We have seen above that 1 Cor 15:29, taken in isolation, appears to refer to
vicarious baptisms for the dead. This is the view taken by the majority of mod-
ern scholars.? There are, nevertheless, at least four serious difficulties with this

accepted” (Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians [NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1953] 371). W. G. H. Simon: “We have no clue to the meaning of this obscure and difficult
verse” (The First Epistle to the Corinthians [London: SCM, 1959] 147). Simon J. Kistemacher:
“Verse 29 remains a mystery” (1 Corinthians [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993] 560).

5 For an overview of the history of the interpretation of 1 Cor 15:29, see B. M. Foschini,
“Those Being Baptized for the Dead™: 1 Cor 15.29, An Exegetical Historical Dissertation (Wor-
chester, MA: Heffernan, 1951).

6 The notable exception is Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, “‘Baptized for the Dead’ (I Cor., XV,
29): A Corinthian Slogan?” RB 88 (1981) 532—43. For his view, see below.

7This has left commentators at a loss to explain Paul’s reasoning when they move from v. 29
to vv. 30 and 31. Conzelmann simply posits that “the new argument has nothing to do with the one
advanced so far. Paul is stringing different thoughts together, though not of course in a disorderly
manner” (Corinthians, 277). For Fee, “[w]hat follows comes as something of a surprise” (Corinthi-
ans, 769).

8 We should also mention those attempts at deciphering the verse by means of repunctua-
tion. The problem with all these attempts, however, is that they divide the text into even smaller
syntactical units than we have with the present punctuation, making for a very bumpy ride across
one relatively short verse. For an example of this approach, see E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech
Used in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1968) 43-44.

9 According to Fee (Corinthians, 766) and Murphy-O’Connor (“Baptized,” 532).
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view. We have already alluded to the first of these: the lack of any immediate
contextual mooring. As Murphy-O’Connor has perceptively pointed out:

If we accept that 1 Cor 15:29 refers to vicarious baptism, we are obliged to
postulate a complete break between vv. 28 and 29, and another between wv.
29 and 30-34. In other words, while verse 29 reflects the general theme of
the chapter, it has no relation to its immediate context. . . . By this criterion
vicarious baptism is the least likely of the various possibilities of meaning
implicit in verse 29.10

A second problem emerges when we consider Paul’s argument in 1 Cor
15:29 within the context of the chapter as a whole: in order for Paul's argument
to make any sense at all, the group at Corinth that was practicing vicarious bap-
tism of the dead must be roughly coextensive with the group that denied the
resurrection of dead,! for it was precisely the fact that some in Corinth denied
the resurrection that prompts Paul’s discourse in the first place.!2 But it is diffi-
cult to conceive how anyone who denied the resurrection of the dead would
wish to engage in any rituals on their behalf.13 Belief and custom in Corinth

10 Murphy-O’Connor, “Baptized,” 532-33.

11 Rissi, Taufe, 91. A. ]. M. Wedderburn allows that Paul’s argument does not demand that
anyone in Corinth actually practiced the rite of vicarious baptism, but he admits that it has a great
deal more force if that were actually the case (Baptism and Resurrection: Studies in Pauline Theol-
ogy against Its Graeco-Roman Background [WUNT 44; Tiibingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1987] 288 n. 4).
Indeed, he raises disturbing questions for those who deny that the two groups overlap (ibid., 7-8).

12 Paul’s entire argument in 1 Corinthians 15 is directed at “some among you who are saying
that there is no resurrection of the dead” (v. 12). While the precise nature of Corinthian eschatology
represents a knotty problem that would take us beyond the scope of this analysis (for a thorough dis-
cussion, see Wedderburn, Baptism, 6-37), the Corinthians” denial of the resurrection is doubtless
closely connected to their understanding of what it meant to be rvevpanxog (1 Cor 3:1; 14:37; for a
thorough discussion, see E. Earle Ellis, Prophecy and Hermeneutic in Early Christianity [Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1993] 23—44), a state of existence that the group Paul is addressing seems to have
believed they had attained. It involved a disdain for suffering (1 Cor 4:6-13) and a disparagement of
the body, certainly with regard to sexuality in general (1 Cor 6:12-20) and marriage in particular
(1 Cor 7:1-7) and apparently with regard to bodily resurrection, as well. The Corinthians’ position
seems to have been that they had “already been raised, that such ‘resurrection’ pertains to their pre-
sent spiritual existence, and what they will be at the end is nothing other than what they are now,
minus their physical body” (D. A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris, An Introduction to the
New Testament [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992] 281). On this view, see Fee, Corinthians, 713-17;
C. K. Barrett, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (HNTC; New York: Harper & Row, 1968)
347-48; F. F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) 260-61.
For an overview of this and other positions, see Sporlein, Leugnung, 1-19.

13 It might be argued in response that the dualistic anthropology of the Corinthians allowed
for a spiritual resurrection that a physical baptism could have been held to influence in some way. It
should be noted, however, that Hellenistic dualism tended in the opposite direction: toward an
antimaterialism which led to the denial that anything done in the physical realm could have any
effect whatsoever in the spiritual realm. Barrett captures Corinthian attitudes quite succinctly:
“nothing done in the body really matters” (Corinthians, 145).
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would in that case have become so diametrically opposed to each other that one
must postulate absolute cognitive dissonance between the two in order to sus-
tain the argument.

The third problem with the majority interpretation is historical. One
searches in vain for any independent historical or biblical parallel to the prac-
tice of baptism for the dead.1# While we have evidence of many customs and
rituals that were designed to influence the fate of the deceased, none of them
involved baptism; they differ, in other words, precisely at the crucial point.15 If
such a practice is behind our text, it would be “a genuinely idiosyncratic his-
torical phenomenon™!6 that would necessitate viewing the Corinthians as inno-
vative syncretists who combined the theology of certain mysteries with the
phenomena of primitive Christian religion, a view that seems difficult to square
with other evidence.1?

Lastly, the majority argument raises theological questions of no small
import. Why would Paul muster as an argument a custom that seems so at odds
with his entire theology? If it is an ad hominem argument, as most who hold this
position claim, why does he not distance himself from it immediately? In light
of Paul’s stern warning against a false evaluation of the significance of baptism
in 1 Cor 10:1-22, it is difficult to conceive of any satisfactory answers to these

14 Similarities to Hellenistic mystery rituals or even to 2 Macc 12:39—46, where an offering is
made for the dead, are ultimately unconvincing as corroborating evidence. Later references to bap-
tisms for the dead in Marcionite or Gnostic circles are irrelevant; they are all influenced by our text.
For a summary of the problem and response, see Spérlein, Leugnung, 83-87.

15 Richard E. DeMaris offers an impressive amount of archaeological evidence from in and
around Corinth to substantiate his contention that “first-century Corinthians were preoccupied
with the world of the dead” (“Corinthian Religion and Baptism for the Dead [1 Corinthians 15:29):
Insights from Archaeology and Anthropology,” JBL 114 [1995] 661-82, esp. 671). Unfortunately,
he goes on to assume what we would hope might now, as a result of such thorough research, be
readily demonstrable: that the Christians in Corinth actually practiced vicarious baptisms for the
dead. The enormous wealth of information that DeMaris and others, especially Wedderburn in
Baptism, have amassed urges caution here: a great deal is known about Greco-Roman funerary
practices, in Corinth and elsewhere, but there is no evidence anywhere in the ancient world for
anything like baptism for the dead. Further, it should be noted that DeMaris’s argument as a whole
is problematic. Aside from his a priori acceptance of the traditional interpretation, his rationale for
assuming the practice of vicarious baptism for the dead is that it was an indispensable adaptation to
prevailing Corinthian culture without which Christianity could not have flourished there (see esp.
pp- 671-72). It is, however, certainly fair to ask how a custom so necessary to the survival of the
church in Corinth could vanish, excepting one reference in Paul whose obscurity even DeMaris is
forced to concede (p. 661), without the merest trace.

16 Fee, Corinthians, 764.

17The controversy in 1 Corinthians 8 concerning meat offered to idols, for instance, would
seem to indicate that the Corinthians were overly concerned with the dangers of syncretism pre-
cisely when it came to matters of form rather than substance. For similar reasons, Wedderburn
refuses to charge the Corinthians with syncretism (Baptism, 7).
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questions.1® There is simply no precedent for this sort of argumentation any-
where in Paul.19

In order to avoid these theological difficulties, some exegetes have sought
a nonsubstantival sense for 1@v vexp@v, a second interpretive approach which
has recently been revived by J. C. O’Neill.20 He seeks to explain 1@v vexp@v as
an adjective followed by the elided substantive cwopdtmv, offering the following
translation of v. 29: “Otherwise what do those hope to achieve who are baptized
for their dying bodies? If the completely dead are not raised, why then are they
baptized for themselves as corpses?"2! O’Neill’s argument is problematic for
several reasons. First, this sort of ellipsis would be highly irregular, giving the
impression that Paul went out of his way to express himself in a tortuous and
extraordinarily vague manner.22 Second, in what sense the Corinthians viewed
baptism as being “for their dying bodies” or “for themselves as corpses” is by no
means immediately apparent, nor is it apparent how this notion could be con-
strued within the context of Paul’s argument as a denial of the resurrection.
Third, the argument is based on a single, extremely late textual variant,23 and
lastly, it is wholly unrelated to the context.?4 In the end, O’Neill’s proposed solu-
tion must be deemed unsatisfactory.

The third interpretive approach involves an alternate understanding of the
preposition Unép. Of these, Martin Luther’s was certainly the most creative. He
wished to understand vnép in a local sense, postulating that baptisms in
Corinth were performed over the graves of the dead. Unfortunately, vnép had
lost this classical meaning well before Paul took up his pen.2 More intriguing is
M. Raeder’s interpretation.? She interprets this as an instance of “das nép der
Abzweckung” and renders the phrase, “die sich um der Toten willen taufen
lassen.”” Raeder turns the problem, as it were, upside down: it was not, in her
view, the Christians in Corinth who were being baptized on behalf of unbeliev-

18 Rudolf Schnackenburg is even more emphatic: That Paul would make use of such an ad
hominem argument in a letter in which “he warns against a false estimate of the sacraments” is, for
him, simply “not possible” (Baptism in the Thought of St. Paul [New York: Herder & Herder,
1964] 95).

18 Rissi, Taufe, 59 n. 7.

27, C. O'Neill, “1 Corinthians 15.29,” ExpTim 91 (1980) 310-11.

21 Tbid., 310.

22 Rissi agrees: “Ganz allgemein muss festgehalten werden, dass sich Paulus unter dieser
Voraussetzung einer ausserordentlich dunklen, ja ungliicklichen und dusserst schwer verstind-
lichen Ausdrucksweise bedient hitte” (Taufe, 53).

2 Ynep ovrdv 1@v vexpdv, found only in minuscule 69 from the fifteenth century.

24 Murphy-O’Connor, “Baptized,” 543 n. 23.

% Rissi, Taufe, 53.

26 Maria Raeder, “Vikariatstaufe in 1 Cor 15.29,” ZNW 46 (1955) 258-60.

27 Ibid., 260. Some commentators are skeptical of Raeder’s understanding of Umép here. See,
e.g., Conzelmann, Corinthians, 279 n. 121; Barrett, Corinthians, 364.
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ers; rather unbelievers were submitting to Christian baptism for the purpose of
being united with their deceased baptized relatives in the resurrection.
Although this solution has attracted support among some scholars,” it suffers
from two of the same problems as the majority opinion: (1) It is pure conjec-
ture; there is no historical or biblical evidence for any such practice anywhere
in the ancient world.” (2) It is unrelated to the context.

Lastly, we must consider those interpretations which take oi famtiCouevol
in a nonliteral sense, especially Murphy-O'Connors recent analysis. As we have
noted, the strength of Murphy-O'Connor s analysis lies in his effort to consider
the immediate context of the argument. He points out that "there is, in Pauls
mind, some intrinsic relationship between verses 29 and 31-32," and he also
sees "a relationship between verse 29 and the antecedent context.”” Murphy-
O'Connor interprets both ot Bamtiéuevol and Tov vexpmv metaphorically.
The baptized are "those being destroyed," which reflects classical usage’ and
refers to the apostles,” and "the dead" are to be understood as those "who for
the spirituals [i.e., the mvevpatixoiin Corinth] were not worth bothering
about."” Thus, Murphy-O'Connoroffers the following translation of v. 29:
'"What will they do who are being destroyed [i.e., the apostles] on account of (the
resurrection of) the dead?"* In the last analysis, though, Murphy-O'Connor's
argument simply cannot bear up under the weight of at least three unfounded
assumptions: (1) that Paul has elided g avaotdoewc after viép,” (2) that Bom-
TiZéuevol is being used here in its classical sense,” and (3) that the whole
phrase is a derogatory slogan coined by the Corinthians to refer to Paul.”

** See, e.g., Joachim Jeremias, "Flesh and Blood Cannot Inherit the Kingdom of God," NTS 2
(1955-56) 155-56; Schnackenburg, Baptism, 95; F. F. Bruce, 1 and 2 Corinthians (London:
Oliphants, 1971) 149.

2 This lack of empirical confirmation isparticularly detrimental to Raeder's hypothesis since
it involves a phenomenon that, on the face of it, seems intuitively unlikely. Neither she nor those
who share her view provide adequate sociologica or theological justification asto why unbelievers
would seek baptism or why the Corinthian church would alow them to receive it.

30 Murphy-O'Connor, "Baptized," 533.

3L According to which Bamtitw can methaporically bear the sense of "destroy” or "perish.”
See A. Oepke, "Bdmtw," TDNT, 1.530.

** Murphy-0O'Connor, "Baptized," 534.

¥ Ibid., 539.

** Ibid., 535.

** Murphy-0'Connor himself explains how crucial this is for his interpretation and is aware of
the fact that his approach is problematic, but he is convinced that his argument overcomes this dif-
ficulty ("Baptized,"” 535-36).

* Barrett: "Baptized without further explanation can hardly have any other than its normal
Pauline meaning" (Corinthians, 362). Even Murphy-O'Connor admits that Paul "never uses porn-
T(CTewv in a metaphorical sense" except, presumably, here ("Baptized,” 536).

*" This is Murphy-O'Connor's conclusion as well as his major presupposition. Although he
understands that his unusual rendering of the verse can be supported only if we presume that it was
a Corinthian slogan, he fails to appreciate how severely this weakens his overall argument: If an



