1 Corinthians 15:29




- is the conjunction EPEI, which is used both as a temporal conjunction, meaning “when, after and as a causal conjunction, meaning because, since, for.  It is used in a protasis of conditional clauses in elliptical form, where the protasis is almost non-existent, and means, for (if it were different), for otherwise as in Rom 3:6; 11:6, 22; 1 Cor 14:16; 15:29; Heb 10:2; 9:26; 1 Cor 5:10; 7:14.”
  Then we have the apodosis, which begins with the accusative direct object from the neuter singular interrogative pronoun TIS, meaning “who, what.”  This is followed by the third person plural future active indicative from the verb POIEW, which means “to do, accomplish.”

The future tense is a deliberative future, which is used in questions, real or rhetorical, to consult the judgment of another person.


The active voice indicates that the subject, those who are being baptized (the next words in the sentence) produce the action of not knowing what to do.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in a simple question that can be answered by providing factual information.

Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural articular present passive participle from the verb BAPTIZW, which means “to be identified,” but which came to be used as a technical theological term for the ritual of water baptism.


The article is used as a relative pronoun with an embedded demonstrative pronoun, and is translated “those who.”

The present tense is a descriptive present to describe what is now going on in Corinth.


The passive voice indicates that the subject—these believers—receive the action of not knowing what to do.


The participle is circumstantial and functions as the subject of the clause.

This is followed by the preposition HUPER plus the genitive of advantage or the ablative of exchange from the masculine plural article and adjective NEKROS, which is used as a substantive, meaning “for the dead.”  This use of the genitive indicates the person or thing on behalf of whom or on behalf of which something is done.  It can also convey the idea of substitution and be translated “in place of the dead” or “as a substitute for the dead” or “instead of the dead” or “for the dead” or “in behalf of the dead,” and it can also give the cause or reason of an action and be translated “because of the dead.”  Compare Acts 5:41, 9:16, 21:13.  It is used in the sense ‘to give thanks for [or because of] something’ in 2 Cor 12:20; 1 Cor 10:30; Eph 5:20.

“For otherwise, what will those who are being baptized because of the dead accomplish?”
- is the simple first class conditional particle EI, meaning “if.”  This condition is used when one wishes to assume or to seem to assume the reality of his premise.  In other words, Paul is presenting a hypothetical case by taking the false position of the confused Corinthians and assuming it to be true.  Then we have the adverb of manner HOLWS, which means “generally speaking, actually, or everywhere as in ‘it is actually reported,’ 1 Cor 5, and when used with a negative can be translated not at all.”
  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine plural adjective NEKROS, used as a substantive and meaning “the dead.”  This is followed by the negative adverb OUK, meaning “absolutely not” plus the third person plural present passive indicative from the verb EGEIRW, which means “to be raised.”

The present tense is a gnomic present for a state or condition that hypothetically will exist in the future.


The passive voice indicates that the dead receive the action of not being raised hypothetically.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple hypothetical statement of reality as a part of the first class conditional clause.

“If the dead are actually not raised,”
 - is the accusative neuter singular direct object from the interrogative pronoun TIS, used as an adverb, and meaning “why, indeed? for what possible reason? 1 Cor 15:29b, 30.”
  Then we have the emphatic use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “indeed, in fact, really.”  This is followed by the third person plural present passive indicative from the verb BAPTIZW, which means “to be identified with” but is used as a technical theological term for being baptized with water.


The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on in Corinth.


The active voice indicates that certain believers are producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Finally, we have the preposition HUPER plus the ablative of exchange or genitive of advantage from the intensive pronoun AUTOS, used as a third person personal pronoun, meaning “for them.”  This construction is found four other times in the New Testament and is translated thus: 1.  Jn 17:19, “For their sakes [or Because of them] I sanctify Myself, that they themselves also may be sanctified in truth.”
2.  Rom 10:1, “Brethren, my heart’s desire and my prayer to God for them [for their sakes, for their benefit] is for their salvation.”
3.  2 Cor 5:15, “and He died for all, so that they who live might no longer live for themselves, but for Him who died and rose again on their behalf [or for their sakes, because of them].”
4.  Heb 7:25, “Therefore He is able also to save forever those who draw near to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them [on their behalf].”
“for what possible reason indeed are they being baptized because of them?”
1 Cor 15:29 corrected translation
“For otherwise, what will those who are being baptized because of the dead accomplish?  If the dead are actually not raised, for what possible reason indeed are they being baptized because of them?”
Explanation:
1.  All the commentators in the history of the Church are baffled by this verse.  There are as many interpretations as there are commentators.  Some examples:


a.  J. Vernon McGee, I Corinthians, 1977, “We have already learned that the word “baptize” means identification with someone or something.  In this case Paul is speaking of identification as a dead person.  …Paul is asking, ‘Why are they then identified as the dead?’  This does not imply that the Corinthian believers were being baptized for their dead relatives or friends.  It means that they were baptized or identified with Christ Jesus—who had died for them and He was now risen from the dead.”  If we take the verb BAPTIZW in its non-technical use, meaning “to be identified with,” then the idea of the translation becomes “For otherwise, what will those who are being identified in place of the dead do?  If the dead are actually not being raised, for what possible reason indeed are they being identified in place of them?”  This is not the same meaning as “Why are they then identified as the dead?”  The Greek does not support this meaning.


b.  Jamieson, Fausset, Brown, A Commentary Critical, Experimental, and Practical on the Old and New Testaments, Vol III, Part III, Eerdmans, 1869, “There is no reference to baptizing a living person in behalf of a friend who died unbaptized—a heretical practice unknown in the Church before the times of Marcion.  …Rather, as in Philemon 13, it means, ‘baptized to take the place of the dead’ saints (2 Tim 2:2).”  The idea they put forth is that there are a certain number of believers that have to exist before the Rapture of the Church takes place.  The living believers are baptized for the benefit of those believers who have already died, so that the end of the Church Age is nearer to being fulfilled.  Great idea, but this is really stretching the meaning of the Greek words to fit a preconceived theological idea that has not even been introduced in Paul’s context.


c.  W. Robertson Nicoll, The Expositor’s Greek Testament, Vol II, Eerdmans, reprinted 1980, pp.930f.  “This excludes the interpretation that Paul alludes to a practice then (it is conjectured) in vogue at Corinth, which existed much later among the heretical Cerinthians and Marcionites that of the vicarious baptism of living Christians as proxies for relatives or friends dying un-baptized.  With such a proceeding Paul could not have identified himself, even supposing that it existed at this time in the Church (of which there is no evidence), and that he had used it by way of a false argument.  An appeal to such a superstitious operation would have laid the apostle open to a damaging retort.  …There is no indication in the epistle of martyrdoms at Corinth.  Paul is referring rather to a much commoner, indeed a normal experience that the death of Christians leads to the conversion of survivors, who “for the sake of their beloved dead” and in the hope of reunion, turn to Christ.  …Paul designates such converts “baptized for the dead.”  This interpretation gives the preposition HUPER the meaning “because of.”

d.  A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, Vol. IV, Epistles of Paul, Baker Book House, 1931, pp. 192f.  “This passage remains a puzzle.  Stanley gives thirteen interpretations, no one of which may be correct.  Over thirty have been suggested.”  He offers no suggestions as to its meaning.


e.  Samuel Driver, Alfred Plummer, Charles Briggs, The International Critical Commentary on the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, T&T Clark, 1911, pp. 359f.  The meaning of “those who are being baptized for the dead” will remain doubtful.  J. W. Horsley has collected thirty-six explanations.  …The reference is to something exceptional, but which may often have occurred at Corinth and elsewhere, and which the apostle would approve.  Persons, previously inclined to Christianity, sometimes ended in being baptized out of affection or respect for the dead, i.e., because some Christian relation or friend had died, earnestly desiring and praying for their conversion.  Such might reasonably be designated as ‘those who receive baptism on behalf of the dead.’”  Again this gives the preposition HUPER the connotation that these Christians are receiving baptism because of (HUPER) their Christian loved ones.


f.  R. C. H. Lenski, Commentary on the New Testament, 1-2 Corinthians, Hendrickson Publishers, 1937, pp. 690f.  “In both instances the preposition indicates the motive for the reception of baptism.  …The phrase does not mean that the baptism of certain living persons conveys benefit to other persons who are already dead.  This would necessitate the absence of the article.  “The dead” of whom Paul speaks are not any persons who are dead, but the baptized Christians who died as such Christians in the sure hope of a blessed resurrection.  Their example, i.e., their baptism and their godly life and final death in this sure hope, furnishes the motive that prompts the living also to desire and to receive baptism for the same blessed purpose.  Paul’s question, therefore, has this sense: that all who are thus moved to receive baptism have no hope, and their baptism is wholly in vain if there is no resurrection.  …The translation of HUPER: ‘for the dead,’ i.e., for their benefit, is untenable.  [He then explains this false position.]  …A Christian who has been baptized, we are told, allows himself to be baptized a second time, as a substitute for some person who died without baptism, on the supposition that this baptism would be credited to the dead person.  A specific name was invented for this sort of baptism; it was called ‘Vicarious Baptism.’  In support of this supposition we are referred to reports of Tertullian, Epiphanius, and Chrysostom regarding such perversions of baptism among the followers of Cerinth and of Marcion.  What happened among these heretics is carried back across the years to Corinth in order to explain a preposition, which complicates the efforts of these interpreters.  It is needless to say that the New Testament knows nothing about ‘Vicarious Baptism’ and that if Paul had discovered the beginnings of such a perversion in Corinth he would have opposed it in no uncertain terms.  Nor would such a man as Paul was stoop to make use of this “superstition” for “tactical” reasons, i.e., in order to win a point in an argument.”

g.  Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary, Baker Books, 1993, p. 560, “What is the meaning of this verse?  Even though many scholars suggest a literal interpretation as a vicarious baptism, the objections are formidable.  In all humility I confess that the sense of this text escapes me; verse 29 remains a mystery.”

h.  Charles Hodge, Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, Eerdmans, reprinted 1980, p. 337, “The simplest and most natural interpretation takes the word baptize in its ordinary sense.  …This supposes that the custom of vicarious baptism, as afterwards practiced by the Cerinthians and Marcionites, had already been introduced into Corinth.  Among those heretical sects, if a catechumen died before baptism, some one was baptized in his name, in order that he might be enrolled among Christians and receive the benefit of the ordinance.  The objections to this interpretation are, that the practice was superstitious, founded on wrong views of the nature and efficacy of baptism.  2.  That there are no traces elsewhere of the prevalence of vicarious baptism before the second century.  3.  That it was universally condemned by the churches as heretical.  4.  That it cannot be supposed that the apostle would refer to such a superstitious custom without condemning it.  These objections are in a measure met by the following considerations: 1. Paul, so far from intimating any approbation of the custom, distinctly separates himself from its abettors.  He does not say, ‘What shall we do’—‘What shall they do.’  It was something with which he had no fellowship.  2. That this method of arguing against others from their own concessions, is one which the apostle frequently employs.  3. That when his mind is full of a particular subject he does not leave it, to pronounce judgment on things incidentally introduced.  Thus, in chapter 11:5, when treating of women speaking in the church unveiled, he expresses no disapprobation of their speaking in public, although he afterwards condemned it.  A still more striking example of the same thing is to be found in 10:8, where he speaks of the Corinthians ‘sitting at meat in an idol’s temple,’ without any disapprobation of the thing itself, but only of its influence on the weaker brethren.  Yet, in 10:14-22, he proves that the thing itself was an act of idolatry.  4. That the entire disappearance of this custom in the orthodox church, although other superstitious observances not less objectionable soon prevailed, is probably to be referred to the practice having been forbidden by the apostle as soon as he reached Corinth.  This may have been one of the things which he left ‘to be set in order when he came,’ 11:34.  5. The state of the church in Corinth, as disclosed by this epistle, was not such as to render the adoption of such a custom by a portion of the people, incredible.”  So Hodge takes the literal interpretation and defends it.


i.  Gleason Archer, Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties, Zondervan, 1982, p. 401f.  Archer takes the same position of others that this is a believer being baptized because of the motivation of a dear departed loved one, and so they are being baptized “for the sake of the dead.” 


j.  Gordon Fee, The New International Commentary on the New Testament, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Eerdmans, 1987, pp.762ff.  “…Paul mentions activities…that are especially difficult to decipher in terms of specifics.  So much is this so that at least forty different solutions have been suggested for the item baptism for the dead.  One may consider it as axiomatic that when there is such a wide divergence of opinion, no one knows what in fact 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.  …Whatever it was that some of them were doing, those actions are a contradiction to the position that there is no resurrection of the dead.”  He goes on to explain all of the different explanations given over the centuries and then concludes: “Partly because of this very plethora of options, none of which is compelling as a natural reading of the text, the majority of scholars think that Paul is referring to some form of vicarious baptism.  …this unusual use of the third person plural (“they”), …suggests that it is not the action of the whole community.  On the other hand, there is no reason to deny that it was happening with the full knowledge of the community and probably with their approval.  Second, Paul’s apparently noncommittal attitude toward it, while not implying approval, would seem to suggest that he did not consider it to be as serious a fault as most interpreters do.  On the other hand, it is difficult to imagine any circumstances under which Paul would think it permissible for living Christians to be baptized for the sake of unbelievers in general.  Such a view, adopted in part by the Mormons, lies totally outside the NT understanding both of salvation and of baptism.  Therefore, the most likely options are that it reflects some believers’ being baptized for others, who either were or were not on their way to becoming believers when they died, but had never been baptized; or that it reflects the concern of members of households for some of their own number who had died before becoming believers.  …But finally we must admit that we simply do not know.”

k.  John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary I Corinthians, Moody Press, 1984, pp. 424-427, “This verse is one of the most difficult in all of Scripture.  …The careful and honest interpreter may survey the several dozen interpretations offered and still not be dogmatic about what it means.  But we can be dogmatic, from the clear teaching of other parts of Scripture, about some of the things it does not mean.  As to what this verse does mean, we can only guess, since history has locked it into obscurity.  We can be sure, for example, that it does not teach vicarious, or proxy, baptism for the dead, as claimed by ancient Gnostic heretics such as Marcion and by the Mormon church today.  Paul did not teach that a person who has died can be saved, or helped in any way, by another person’s being baptized in his behalf.  Baptismal regeneration, the idea that one is saved by being baptized, or that baptism is in some way necessary for salvation, is unscriptural.  …If a person cannot save himself by being baptized, he certainly cannot save anyone else through that act.  Salvation is by personal faith in Jesus Christ alone.  …If one person’s faith cannot save another, then certainly one person’s baptism cannot save another.  Baptism is simply an act of obedient faith that proclaims identity with Christ (Rom 6:3-4).  No one is saved by baptism—not even living persons, much less dead ones.  …To ask, if a person was baptized, was equivalent to asking if he was saved.  If we assume that Paul was using the term baptized in that sense, then ‘those who are baptized’ could refer to those who were giving testimony that they were Christians.  In other words, he was simply referring to believers under the title of ‘those who are baptized,’ not to some special act of baptism.  ‘The dead’ could also refer to Christians, to deceased believers whose lives were a persuasive testimony leading to the salvation of the baptized.  This seems to be a reasonable view that does no injustice to the text or context.  …Although ‘for’ is a perfectly legitimate translation here, in light of the context and of Paul’s clear teaching elsewhere, “because of” could also be a proper rendering.  In light of that reasoning and interpretation, we could guess that Paul may have simply been saying that people were being saved (baptism being the sign) because of the exemplary lives and witness of faithful believers who had died.  …If there is no resurrection, no hope of a future life, Paul asked, why are people coming to Christ because of the testimony of believers who have died?  If the dead are not raised at all, why then are they [many present Christians] baptized for [become believers because of the testimony of] them [deceased faithful believers]?”
2.  “For otherwise, what will those who are being baptized because of the dead accomplish?”

a.  This question looks back to the beginning of the previous paragraph in verse 20, “But now Christ has been raised out from the dead, the first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep.  For otherwise, what will those who are being baptized because of the dead do?”

b.  The solution to understanding this verse lies in defining who the subject is, who the object is, and what the action of the verb means.



(1)  The subject is “those who are being baptized.”


(2)  This is clearly a reference to believers in the Lord Jesus Christ.  As so clearly pointed out by John MacArthur in the notes above, these people were already believers before they decided to be baptized.



(3)  The object of the action are those who are dead.  There is debate between whether or not these are believers or unbelievers.




(a)  If they are unbelievers, then Paul is advocating a position of his opponents in a situation that was not known to exist until two hundred years later.  Considering how Paul so directly attacks false doctrine in the church of Corinth, he would not let this practice go on without a pointed comment on his part to stop practicing false doctrine.




(b)  If the dead are believers, then Paul’s comments here make logical sense in the context and support his position that there is a resurrection from the dead.



(4)  The action taking place in the clause is being baptized.  As John MacArthur points out, this was tantamount to a declaration of faith in Christ.  It was a visible sign that a person had accepted Christ as savior.



(5)  The reason why these believers were declaring their faith in Christ was because of the departed believers, who had lived the spiritual life so magnificently before them.



(6)  Paul’s point is this: there are many people believing in Christ and demonstrating that belief in Christ and Christ’s resurrection because of the spiritual lives of believers who have already died.



(7)  The spiritual lives of these departed saints were such a testimony to their belief in the resurrection of Christ that the new believers, who are now participating in the ritual of baptism, would being accomplishing nothing by demonstrating their faith in Christ, if there is no resurrection from the dead.

3.  “If the dead are actually not raised,”

a.  This is a contrary to fact conditional clause, but is not in the form of a second class conditional clause in the Greek (which would require the imperfect tense in the verb and AN in the apodosis).


b.  The subject is “the dead” and refers to fellow-believers in the Lord Jesus Christ.


c.  Paul takes the false position of those few confused Corinthians, who claim that there is no resurrection from the dead, and will use their own belief to show them how illogical their position is based on the actions of new believers in the Church.


d.  So Paul accepts the fact that there is no resurrection of the dead (the position of the false teachers), in order to prove them wrong.

4.  “for what possible reason indeed are they being baptized because of them?”

a.  This is Paul’s logical stake through the heart of his opponents.


b.  If there is no resurrection from the dead, then why are all these people believing in Christ?  Believing in Christ is belief in resurrection from the dead.  People are believing in Christ daily and demonstrating that belief by being baptized.


c.  If there is no resurrection from the dead, then all these people believe in Christ’s resurrection for nothing.  Their demonstration of their faith, being baptized, accomplishes nothing.


d.  Therefore, why are these new believers demonstrating their belief in the resurrection of the dead, if there is no resurrection of the dead?


e.  Coming out of the water is a picture of resurrection from the dead.  Water baptism was a pre-canon ritual that demonstrated faith in Christ and belief in His resurrection from the dead.


f.  This had been demonstrated to new believers by fellow-believers in the Corinthian church, who had lived a highly successful spiritual life and died.  These friends and relatives now believed in Christ and were being baptized as a demonstration of their belief in resurrection.  If there was no resurrection from the dead, then for what possible reason are these new believers motivated to demonstrate their belief in resurrection from the dead?


g.  Paul’s opponents have no answer to this question.  All they can do is stand there dumbfounded at the truth.

�  Bauer, Walter, Gingrich, F. Wilbur, and Danker, Frederick W., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 1979.


�  Bauer, Walter, Gingrich, F. Wilbur, and Danker, Frederick W., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 1979.


�  Bauer, Walter, Gingrich, F. Wilbur, and Danker, Frederick W., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 1979.





PAGE  
7

