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INTRODUCTION 

1 Corinthians 15:29 is a puzzling verse in the New Testament (NT) that poses considerable difficulties 

for biblical scholars, theologians, and church leaders alike in recent times.1 The phrase “baptism for 

the dead” by the Apostle Paul has elicited a diverse range of interpretations, discussions, and 

                                                 
1 F. W. Grosheide, Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, New International Commentary of the New Testament (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), 371; Simon J. Kistemacher, “Verse 29 remains a mystery”, 1 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), 

560. See also Margaret M. Mitchell, "Paul, the Corinthians, and the Birth of Christian Hermeneutics," New Testament Studies 52, no. 3 

(2006): 305-322. 
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ABSTRACT  

This study presents  an exegetical examination of 1 Corinthians 15:29, a 

passage that has long intrigued scholars due to its reference to “baptism for 

the dead.” The purpose of the paper is to elucidate the historical, linguistic, 

and theological contexts surrounding this verse, with the goal of clarifying 

its meaning and significance within early Christian thought and its 

implications for modern Christian theology. The research uses a historical-

grammatical methodology to examine several interpretations, including the 

notion of vicarious baptism, metaphorical interpretations, and the potential 

correlation of these interpretations with early Christian practices. The 

discussion focuses on the broader theological implications of the passage, 

particularly in relation to Pauline teachings on resurrection and the Christian 

hope in eternal life. This analysis ultimately suggests that Paul’s allusion to 

baptism for the dead in 1 Cor 15:29 does not endorse or imply a vicarious 

or proxy baptism, a notion that certain contemporary scholars generally 

acknowledge, rather it is a metaphorical construction that resonates with the 

eschatological resurrection of the dead in Christ. The study concludes with 

recommendations for interpreting ambiguous texts in light of historical and 

contextual factors. This research contributes to Pauline scholarship by 

offering a refined interpretation of a complex passage, promoting a deeper 

understanding of early Christian eschatology, and inviting contemporary 

theological reflection on the themes of resurrection and Christian hope. 
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theological contemplations over the course of Christian history.2 Varied interpretations attributed to 

this verse serve as proof of the challenge it has posed for the majority of exegetes.  

Hans Conzelmann acknowledges that experts have “run riot” over this verse and observes that 

at least two hundred distinct interpretations exist for this passage.3 Gordon Fee asserts that there are a 

minimum of forty distinct explanations in existence and further contends that “what is occurring in 

this verse remains unknown.” 4  Martin Vincent recognizes approximately, thirty potential 

interpretations and solutions.5 Michael F. Hull observes that “the overwhelming majority of exegetes 

and commentators contend that 15:29 pertains to a variant of vicarious baptism.”6 

The primary objective of this research is to investigate the exegetical aspects of the 

aforementioned verse, with the intention of elucidating its intended meaning and evaluating its 

theological ramifications and significance within the context of modern Christian ideology and 

application. The focus of 1 Corinthians 15 revolves around Paul's comprehensive analysis of the 

resurrection of the dead, which holds significant importance within Christian theology and 

eschatology. Within this chapter, Paul defends the resurrection of Christ and, consequently, the 

resurrection of believers, presenting arguments against individuals who refute the concept of the 

resurrection of the dead7. Verse 29 emerges abruptly within the context of this argument, presenting a 

rhetorical inquiry that has perplexed scholars: “Thus, what actions will individuals who undergo 

baptism for the dead undertake?” If the deceased are not resurrected, what is the rationale behind their 

baptism?8  

The historical context surrounding 1 Corinthians 15:29 and its impact on its interpretation are 

subjects of inquiry. Throughout history, there has been significant variation in the interpretations of 

this scripture. The Early Church Fathers presented a range of interpretations, with certain scholars 

proposing a metaphorical interpretation while others argued for the literal practice observed by specific 

Christian factions9. During the medieval era, the passage in question garnered relatively limited 

attention. However, the Reformation and subsequent scholarly investigation sparked renewed interest, 

resulting in a wide array of perspectives. These perspectives encompassed various interpretations, 

including the notion of vicarious baptism, on behalf of the deceased, as well as symbolic interpretations 

associated with martyrdom or catechumen baptism.10 Grant Underwood observes that the Marcionites 

engaged in the practice of vicarious baptism during the late fourth century AD.11  

Nevertheless, it is the execution and proclamation of a portion of the Latter-day Saints (LDS) 

(Mormon) trio or tripartite mission statement “thus, proclaim the gospel, perfect the Saints, and 

redeem the dead”. Donald A. Carson postulates that their conviction that baptism is a prerequisite for 

entrance into “celestial” heaven inspires Mormon adherents to perform symbolic baptism by 

immersion as one of the most significant temple duties.12 

The term “baptism for the dead” is not found in any other canonical Scripture, hence 

exacerbating the challenge of ascertaining its significance and purpose within the Pauline corpus and 

                                                 
2 Dale B. Martin, "Baptized for the Dead: The Meaning of 1 Corinthians 15:29 in Its Context," Journal of Biblical Literature 116, no. 

3 (1997): 487-499. 
3 Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, trans. James W. Leitch (Philadelphia, PA: 

Fortress Press, 1975), 275. 
4 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 762–63. 
5 Martin R. Vincent, Vincent’s Word Studies (Franklin: e-sword.net, 1886), 1 Cor 15:29. 
6 Michael F. Hull, Baptism on Account of the Dead (1 Cor 15:29): An Act of Faith in the Resurrection (Atlanta: Society of Biblical 

Literature, 2005), 10–11. See also Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians. The Pillar New Testament 

Commentary. (ed. by D.A. Carson: Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 781. 
7 N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2003), 332. 
8 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1987), 765-768. 
9 John D. Zizioulas, "The Early Christian Community and its Interpreters," in The Cambridge History of Christianity: Origins to 

Constantine, vol. 1, eds. Margaret M. Mitchell and Frances M. Young (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 417-431. 
10 David L. Balch, "1 Corinthians," in The Oxford Bible Commentary, eds. John Barton and John Muddiman (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2001), 1145-1146. 
11 Grant Underwood, "Baptism for the Dead: Comparing Rlds and Lds Perspectives," Dialogue 23, no. 2 (1990): 99. 
12 Donald A. Carson, "Did Paul Baptize for the Dead," Christianity Today 42, no. 9 (1998): 63. 
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arguments in 1 Corinthians 15:29. The question that remains a theological conundrum or impasse is 

that, is the expression “baptism for the dead” a metaphorical construction, or is Paul elaborating on an 

esoteric practice of proxy or vicarious baptism within the Corinthian church?  

The absence of comparable customs in present-day Jewish and Greco-Roman religious ceremonies 

adds more complexity to comprehension.13 This study seeks to analyse the difficulties in understanding 

the text by examining its historical, cultural, and theological contexts. It will use various interpretive 

approaches to explore possible explanations for this enigmatic reference and to clarify the meaning 

and importance of “baptism for the dead” in Pauline theology.  

Additionally, it will explore how this concept relates to modern Christian doctrine and practice. 

Through an examination of the range of historical interpretations and an analysis of the passage from 

different exegetical and theological perspectives, this research aims to enhance comprehension of a 

particularly puzzling text in the NT. Additionally, it seeks to facilitate more knowledge and clarity 

within the realm of Christian scholarship and ecclesiology.  

Moreover, the theological import of 1 Corinthians 15:29 transcends mere scholarly inquiry. 

The interpretation of this verse by contemporary Christianity has significant ramifications for doctrinal 

views regarding the afterlife, baptismal theology, and ecclesiastical practice.14 The diverse views on 

baptism for the dead reflect broader denominational differences and raise questions about the nature 

of salvation, intercession, and community in Christian theology. 15  Considering its exegetical 

complexity and theological potency, an in-depth study of 1 Corinthians 15:29 not only contributes to 

the scholarly discourse but also aids the Christian church in understanding one of Paul's most 

perplexing statements. This research attempts to bridge historical scholarship and contemporary faith 

practice, offering clarity and insight into a passage that continues to intrigue and challenge the 

contemporary Christian community.16 

The paper is structured accordingly into six primary components. The text commences with an 

introductory section that establishes the context by examining the cryptic characteristics of 1 

Corinthians 15:29 in the context of Pauline theology and eschatological debates. The subsequent 

section centres on an examination of existing literature, specifically addressing the contextual 

underpinnings that have shaped the understanding of 1 Corinthians 15:29 within the historical milieu 

of Corinth.  

This analysis encompasses the perspectives of early church fathers as well as contemporary 

scholars, while also situating the passage within the theological framework established by Paul. The 

third section delves into the analysis of 1 Corinthians 15:29, focusing on its literary and rhetorical 

aspects. This analysis involves an examination of the literary context, and mapping of the text to its 

literary structure, and an evaluation of Paul's reasoning pertaining to the subject matter being 

examined.  

The fourth section provides an extensive understanding of 1 Corinthians 15:29, encompassing 

textual analysis, lexical and syntactical analysis, and the synthesis of interpretative approaches, 

particularly the historical-grammatical approach, to explore potential practices in reference 

to “baptism for the dead.” In the fifth section, an analysis is conducted of the theological implications 

and reflections. This area of the study delves into the modern significance of the subject matter, 

specifically examining its impact on resurrection theology, baptismal theology, and contemporary 

Christian beliefs and practices.  

The concluding segment provides a concise overview of significant findings, admits 

constraints, and proposes potential avenues for future research, offering a unified summary of the 

study’s contributions to the understanding of 1 Corinthians 15:29. The study will employ both primary 

                                                 
13 Edwin Hatch, The Influence of Greek Ideas on Christianity (New York: Harper & Row, 1957), 88-90. 
14 Richard Hays, First Corinthians, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville, KY: John Knox 

Press, 1997), 256. 
15 Carl Holladay, "Baptism in the New Testament: An Overview," Interpretation 41, no. 4 (1987): 354-367. 
16 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament 

Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 1223-1227. 
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and secondary sources, accompanied by selected relevant sources or bibliography pertaining to the 

paper.  

 

Contextual Foundations 

The interpretation of any text, biblical or otherwise, requires a thorough understanding of the historical 

context. 17  The current section, (contextual foundations) offers a study of the early Christian 

community in Corinth, with an emphasis on the historical background, practices, and theological 

implications of baptism as it was understood by Paul. Moreover, it illuminates the religious and cultural 

observances pertaining to mortality, thereby augmenting the reader’s understanding of the historical 

milieu that influenced Christian communities in Corinth.  

 

Historical and Scio-Cultural Context of Corinth  

As the seaport capital of Achaia, Corinth was a prosperous metropolis inhabited by Jews, Romans, and 

native Greeks, among others.18 It was renowned for its intellectually astute, materially affluent, and 

immoral climate.19 Strategically situated at the western terminus of a five-mile-wide isthmus and fifty 

miles west of Athens, with double ports on the Aegean Sea and Gulf of Corinth, Corinth was a centre 

of governance, commerce, culture, athletics, and religious hub.20 The setting in which the church in 

Corinth operated was profoundly ominous, mirroring the societal climate of the time. The ambiance 

was characterized by egregious and unabashed immorality, with the Acrocorinth, a precipitous 

structure towering 1,800 feet, serving as the most conspicuous location.21 Aphrodite, an Oriental deity, 

was venerated at the summit, and the city maintained a non-condemnatory stance towards immorality. 

Since the majority of church members were non-Jewish and unfamiliar with the strict morality that 

distinguished Jews, this viewpoint was frequently mirrored within the congregation (Acts 17:16).  

Paul, concentrating on his Second Missionary Journey as a strategic foothold for the Good 

News in the north-central Mediterranean, arrived in Corinth in 52 AD. The Greeks opposed his 

teachings regarding the resurrection due to their preconceived notion that matter was malevolent (evil) 

while the spirit was virtuous (good).22 This resulted in skepticism regarding the resurrection doctrines 

and the body's potential for goodness during this existence. Aquila and Priscilla, a Jewish couple who 

had recently been expelled from Rome, provided him with accommodation. They collaborated in the 

tent-making commerce and the Christian enterprise, using the synagogue to persuade Jews and Greeks. 

Paul, however, was compelled to approach the Gentiles due to opposition from the Jews and the 

Greeks. While the Gentiles were captivated by the Jews' pure monotheism and superior moral standing, 

they were unable to embrace narrow Jewish nationalism and ritual practices such as circumcision.23  

Paul received news from Corinth from the household of Chloe (1 Cor. 1:11), which had several 

factions menacing its life and ministry. Paul responded to the news with the letter which is known as 

First Corinthians. Following the completion of First Corinthians, the circumstances in Corinth further 

declined, compelling Paul to interrupt his ministry in Ephesus and undertake a brief yet agonizing 

sojourn in the city. 24As a result, Paul felt compelled to compose a stern letter of rebuke, as the second 

                                                 
17 G. Lacoste Munn,. "Historical Background of First Corinthians." South western Journal of Theology 3 (Fall 1960): accessed on 29th 

March 2024, https://preachingsource.com/journal/the-historical-background-of-first-corinthians/. 
18 Leon Morris, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, The Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1958), 17. 
19 Morris, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, 17.  
20 David W. J. Gill, “1 Corinthians,” Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 

101-107. 
21 Munn, G. Lacoste. "Historical Background of First Corinthians." South western Journal of Theology 3 (Fall 1960): accessed on 29th 

March 2024, https://preachingsource.com/journal/the-historical-background-of-first-corinthians/. 
22 Paulsen, David L. and Mason, Brock M. "Baptism for the Dead in Early Christianity," Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 19, no. 

no. 2 (2010), accessed on 29th March 2024.  https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/jbms/vol19/iss2/4. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Archibald Robertson and Alfred Plummer, First Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians (“The International Critical Commentary” 

Edingburgh: T. & T. Clarke, 1958), 26. 
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visit was fruitless, brief, and agonizing. Following his return to Ephesus, he composed the book of 

Romans while there. 

He planted a church with a minority of Jews and a majority of Gentiles from rabidly pagan 

backgrounds (Act 18:11-18). Paul embarked on his third missionary expedition accompanied by 1 

Corinthians, Timothy, and Erastus. This decision was met with disapproval and trepidation from the 

congregation. He precipitated a dire situation by conducting a hasty visit, which resulted in his being 

severely humiliated. The composition of First Corinthians was prompted by two circumstances: the 

Corinthians had written to Paul seeking his counsel on a range of issues, including the Christian 

perspective on matrimony, the consumption of meat offered to idols, appropriate attire for women 

during public worship, the proper observance of the Lord's Supper, the comparative worth of spiritual 

gifts, and the resurrection of the dead.25 The purpose of Paul's writing was congruent with the occasion, 

as he responded to the inquiries posed by the Corinthians and rectified the concerns relayed to him by 

the inhabitants of Chloe's household.  

Practical in nature, the epistle of First Corinthians provides clarifications and answers to 

inquiries regarding practices, endeavors to enhance the welfare of the church, and opposes external 

profane influences. Paul describes the resurrection, a concept that was completely foreign to Greek 

thought, in the fifteenth chapter of 1 Corinthians. Paul concludes his argument regarding the 

resurrection by cautioning against wavering (1 Cor 15:1, 58). Within the initial portion of chapter 15, 

he presents a historical and verifiable argument in favor of the bodily resurrection of Jesus, asserting 

that this event is fundamental to the Christian faith.  

Furthermore, he discusses the fate of those who are baptized for the departed and how the 

deceased will be resurrected upon their return. In each section of chapter fifteen, Paul addresses 

practical concerns in his distinctive rabbinic fashion, referring to the baptism for the dead.26 In verse 

29, He specifically shifts the argument to a rhetorical statement by employing the simple word ᾿Επεὶ’, 

which translates to ‘else’, “otherwise” or “other than”. He proceeds to pose a sequence of inquiries, 

one of which is the subject of the discussion: “What should those who are baptized for the dead do?” 

(“Why are they baptized for the dead?” (1 Cor 15:29a KJV).   

 

The Notion of Baptism for the Dead in Early Christianity  

In the book of Acts and the writings of the church fathers, baptism is consistently regarded as the 

obligatory ceremonial commencement for individuals who have converted to the Christian faith. Acts 

2:38; 8:12, 38; 9:18; 10:48; 16:14–15, 30–34; 18:8; and 22:16 collectively provide historical proof that 

baptism served as the rite of initiation into the Christian faith whenever a group of people was 

converted. In the Anchor Dictionary, Lars Hartman opines that “Baptism is regarded as the 

unequivocal initiation rite of the Church.” Baptism is described as an inevitable consequence of 

individuals accepting the message of Christ, which is to say, becoming believers; baptism was a 

practice from the early stages of the Christian church. 27In addition, it elaborates that “becoming a 

member of the Christian community through faith and baptism was a prerequisite to salvation” (Acts 

9:9). (2:40; 11:14; 16:30–31).28  

In early Christian history, the notion of baptism for the dead, a belief in which a living 

individual is baptized on behalf of a deceased person on the tomb of the martyrs, was a contentious 

and compelling subject. The Marcionites, an early Christian group, performed baptisms on behalf of 

the deceased individuals. The Marcionites adopted a literal interpretation of Paul's statement, “If the 

dead do not rise, what actions should those who are baptized for the dead undertake?” What is the 

purpose of baptizing them for the deceased? (1 Corinthians 15:29). The quest to explore the historicity 

                                                 
25 Paul W. Marsh, “1 Corinthians,” F. F. Bruce, gen. ed., International Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), 1347-

1349. 
26 Lawrence O. Richards, The Bible Reader’s Companion (Wheaton: Victor Books, 1991), 771. 
27 Lars Hartman, “Baptism”, in the Anchor Dictionary, ed. David Novel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1:590. 
28 Hartman, “Baptism”, in the Anchor Dictionary, 1:590. 
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of this notion lies in the references of the early Christian literature of Tertullian, Justin Martyr, 

Ambrose, Irenaeus, Marcion, Ambrosiaster, John Chrysostom, and Epiphanius of Salamis. 29  

Tertullian in the late second and early third centuries, On the Resurrection of the Flesh, initially 

asserts that “It is now indisputable that they (Corinth) embraced this practice with a certain degree of 

presumption, leading them to believe that the vicarious baptism under consideration would benefit the 

flesh of their dear ones who are dead in anticipation of the resurrection.”30 Tertullian at first glance of 

1 Cor. 15:29 openly acknowledges that the Corinthians participated in the practice to benefit their 

deceased members through the use of the expressions “vicarious baptism” or proxy baptism and “flesh 

of another.” Nevertheless, after a careful study of the text, he reinterprets the verse in a later work, 

Against Marcion, where he explains that “baptized for the dead” merely meant “baptized for the body, 

“since “the body is what dies.”  

In critiquing Marcion, he alludes to the “Februarian lustrations” and supplication for the 

deceased as a comparable practice. Despite being ambiguous, Tertullian seems to draw a connection 

between baptism (whether in the context of Marcion's baptism for the dead or the Corinthian tradition) 

and these Roman customs of surrogate sacrifices and intercessions for the departed.31 It must be noted 

that this baptismal rite was present during that period and was not merely a literal baptism for every 

Christian of that era. It appears that Tertullian did not endorse or validate the practice but only 

understood the concept metaphorically to be a legitimate faith in a bodily resurrection.32 He denies the 

existence of “vicarious baptism... for the flesh of another” and seems to revoke the prior statements 

regarding baptism for the dead in Corinth even though it was performed by some religious factions or 

sects in antiquity.33  

Epiphanius of Salamis (AD 315-403) in Panarion 1.28.6, witnessed the practice of baptism for 

the dead of Christians residing in Asia and Galatia, which are situated in present-day Turkey. These 

individuals adhered to the ancient tradition of performing baptism on behalf of deceased individuals 

who had not received it during their lives. According to Epiphanius, the practice in question was 

referenced by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:29. Nevertheless, Epiphanius expressed disapproval of this 

practice, deeming it to be doctrinally erroneous.34 

John Chrysostom and Didymus the Blind both noted that the Marcionite sect conducted a type 

of baptism where the living were baptized on behalf of the deceased. However, they have differing 

opinions on whether this baptism was performed for catechumens of the sect or non-believers. 

According to them the primary focus of the apostle's message was the expression of faith through 

baptism, which included the statement, “I have faith in the resurrection of the deceased” (Homily 40 

on 1 Corinthians 15). The recitation of these lines before baptism served as an indication to Chrysostom 

that baptism is conducted with the expectation of the resurrection.35  

Contrary, Ambrosiaster, a writer who emerged around the middle part of the fourth century, 

provides evidence to support Tertullian's first affirmation of Corthinian proxy baptisms. In his 

renowned commentary on the Epistles of Paul, the author observes that at the period of 1st Corinthians 

building, certain individuals were undergoing baptism for the deceased due to concerns that those who 

had not had baptism would either fail to resurrect or only resurrect to be condemned. 36  He 

unequivocally asserts that Paul alludes to such practice in his epistle.  

                                                 
29 David L. Paulsen and Brock M. Mason, Baptism for the Dead in Early Christianity, Journal of the Book of Mormon and Other 

Restoration Scripture 19/2 (2010): 22–49. 
30 Tertullian, On the Resurrection of the Flesh 48, in Ante Nicene Fathers, 3:581. 
31 The ‘Februarian lustrations’ were a Roman commemoration in which the deceased were offered and prayed for, with the intention of 

granting them benefits beyond their burial. 
32 David M. Calabro, Early Christian Temples and Baptism for the Dead: Defining Sacred Space in the Late Antique Near East, 

Interpreter: A journey of Latter –day Saint Faith and Scholarship 46 (2021): 77-100. 
33 Tertullian, Against Marcion 5.10, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, 3:449–50. 
34 Epiphanius, Panarion, 1.28.6; for an English translation of this passage, see Frank Williams, The Panarion of Epiphanius of 

Salamis, revised and expanded second edition (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 1:120–21. 
35 Cyrille Salib, trans., La liturgie des sacrements du bapteme et de la confirmation (Cairo: El Kateb El-Arabi, 1968), 88-90. 
36 Ambrosiaster, Commentary on Paul’s Epistles, Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum 81.175; see Gerald Bray, ed., 

Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999), 166. 
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Further evidence suggests that during the early years, certain Christians persisted in interpreting 

15:29 as a reference to vicarious ordinance work. The act of baptizing deceased individuals by live 

individuals in ancient Greece served as a testament to their belief in the potential for the culpable to 

disassociate themselves from the guilt of their transgressions through the process of purification. Thus, 

in the Greco-Roman perspective, the newly dead individual would be asked about their eligibility for 

baptism. If they did not respond, another person would respond on their behalf, and thus the living 

were baptized on behalf of the deceased.37  

It appears that the historical evidence suggests that baptism for the dead was practiced by some early 

Christians, particularly in the first century. Despite the numerous attempts by some Early Church 

Fathers to establish a literal meaning to the phrase ‘baptism for the dead’ (1 Cor. 15:29) and proxy 

baptism, a keen perusal of their arguments reveals that such a claim lacks biblical support.  

 

LITERARY ANALYSIS OF 1 CORINTHIANS 15 

This segment of the paper undertakes an analysis of the compositional framework and literary elements 

of 1 Cor. 15. Before examining verse 29 in detail, the paper establishes an understanding of the 

chapter's organization, rhetorical devices, and thematic development. This foundational work allows 

for a thorough examination of the chosen verse in the context of the entire text.  

 

The Structure of 1 Corinthians 15 

The textual structure of 1 Corinthians 15 is essential to comprehending the chapter's profundity and 

significance. Paul's tendency for symmetrical and parallel structure is widely acknowledged. This 

chapter can be delineated into discrete segments that each make a unique contribution to the 

overarching theological conversation and message concerning the resurrection of Jesus Christ. There 

are at least four distinct sections in 1 Corinthians 15, each with its own objective and focus. 

Commencing the chapter, the gospel message is reiterated, with an emphasis on the crucifixion, 

resurrection, and death of Jesus Christ (1 Cor.15:1-11).38 In this particular segment, Paul lays the 

groundwork for the subsequent chapter by affirming the historical veracity of the resurrection. Paul 

discusses the consequences of rejecting the resurrection in verses 12–19, contending that such a stance 

would compromise the fundamental tenets of the Christian faith. Following that, he proceeds to 

elucidate the characteristics of the resurrection body by means of a natural world analogy (1 Cor. 

15:20-28). 39  

Then, in 1 Cor. 15:20–28, Paul clarifies the chronology of the resurrection, placing particular 

emphasis on the fact that Christ is the first fruit and that his members will be resurrected at his return. 

This segment underscores the eschatological import of the resurrection, as it signifies the final triumph 

over mortality and the formation of the kingdom of God. In v. 29, Paul raises the question of those 

who are baptized for the dead. This verse has been the subject of much debate and interpretation, with 

some suggesting that it refers to a practice of baptism on behalf of the dead in the early church. In his 

concluding remarks of the chapter, Paul examines the spiritual character of the resurrection body, 

drawing a contrast between it and the earthly body (1 Cor. 15:35–58).40 In this concluding segment, 

Paul reassures the Corinthians of the resurrection's significance and actuality, placing particular 

emphasis on its capacity for transformation.  

 

Literary Analysis  

The literary context, a crucial component of the text, holds significant importance in interpretation as 

it provides guidance. Like other literary aspects, the context of the text conveys the actual content and 

meaning of the text. A critical reading of the passage indicates that 15:29 cannot be interpreted as a 

                                                 
37 Joseph S. Exell, Biblical Illustrator, Volume 5 (Colorado: Delmarva Publications, Inc., 2015) 
38 “1 Corinthians 15,” accessed on 29th March 2024, https://www.tarsus.ie/resources/Current/1Cor-15-Essay.pdf 
39 Precept Austin, “1 Corinthians 15 Commentary,” accessed on 29th March 2024, https://www.preceptaustin.org/1-corinthians-15-

commentary 
40 Austin, “1 Corinthians 15 Commentary,” March 2024.  
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separate entity; it cannot be fully understood on its own. To determine the literary context of 15:29, 

this section examines the literary genre, and syntax of the words in 15:29. As part of an epistle, 1 Cor. 

15:29 is situated within the genre of ancient Greco-Roman letter writing. However, its theological 

content and rhetorical strategies distinguish it as a piece of early Christian literature. 1 Corinthians 

demonstrates the tripartite structure of the Hellenistic letter, consisting of introductory formulae, body, 

and ending formulae. Paul strategically utilizes the adaptable nature of epistolary convention in 1 

Corinthians, skilfully structuring his message in a manner that closely aligns with the prevailing style 

of Hellenistic letters.  

 

EXEGETICAL STUDY OF 1 CORINTHIANS 15:29 

Textual Analysis  

This verse 1 Cor15:29, part of Paul's discussion on the resurrection, presents an exegetical or 

theological quandary which necessitates a thorough investigation of its textual composition and any 

variations that may exist. The core of textual analysis involves studying the numerous versions of the 

original NT Greek contained in various manuscripts, focusing on the differences in their readings. An 

examination of diverse Greek manuscripts reveals significant textual variations. The Codex Sinaiticus 

 and Codex Vaticanus (B), both dating from the 4th century, as well as Codex Alexandrinus (A) (א)

from the 5th century, are notable for preserving the phrase “baptizōntai huper tōn nekrōn” (baptized 

for the dead).41 Furthermore, the ancient manuscript Papyrus 46 (P46), which may be traced back to 

the 2nd century, provides further evidence supporting this interpretation.42 

Nevertheless, the academic examination also focuses on manuscripts that deviate from this 

interpretation. The Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus (C) from the 5th century, Codex Bezae (D) from the 

5th century, and Codex Claromontanus (D2) from the 6th century have the variant “baptizesthai huper 

tōn nekrōn” (to be baptized on behalf of the dead),43 which introduces a trifling change. In addition, 

the Byzantine text tradition, as exemplified by the Majority Text and Textus Receptus, corresponds to 

the orthodox reading.44 The Byzantine version of the text provides a clear illustration of a potential 

scenario that could lead to a scribal error. 1 Cor. 15:29 contains two sets of sentences, βαπτιζόμενοι 

ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν and βαπτίζονται ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν have a striking resemblance to each other.  This 

similarity in the Byzantine text could be Dittography and Homoeoteleuton.45 Dittography is the act of 

unintentionally writing a word or phrase twice when it should have only been written once. It is 

improbable that Paul is utilizing a Semitic parallel hyperbole to underline his point, as this can only 

occur once. Homoeoteleuton is the act of omitting a passage due to the copyist's eye skipping from one 

beginning to a second comparable one.46  

The latter is more feasible due to the resemblance between the participle and the verb. Again, 

Homoeoteleuton refers to the exclusion of a section of text because the scribe’s gaze inadvertently 

moved from one end to another that was identical. 47  In the original manuscript, the final three words 

are identical, while the concluding three letters of the initial word are similar. The critical apparatus in 

Nestle's 20th edition Greek NT suggests placement of question marks after βαπτιζόμεvοι, νεκρῶν, 

βαπτίζονται, and νεκρῶν (Byzantine)/αὐτῶν (Alexandrian) at the bottom of the page.48  

Furthermore, it is important to analyze the version of "Huper" versus "Hoi" as the preposition 

that comes before "the dead". The selection of a preposition has a substantial impact on the paths of 

interpretation. The term "huper" in this context emphasizes the intended recipient or beneficiary of 

                                                 
41 B. M. Metzger, and  B. D. Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration  (Oxford 

University Press, 2005), 77. 
42 Metzger, and Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 77. 
43  Metzger, and Ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 78. 
44 Robinson, M., Pierpont, W. G., & Robinson, M. A. (2005). The New Testament in the Original Greek: Byzantine Textform 2005. 

Chilton Book Publishing, 
45 Gleason Archer, Jr., A Survey of Old Testament Introduction (Chicago: Moody Press, 1994), 61, 62 
46 Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, 61-62. 
47 Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, 61-62. 
48 D. Eberhard Nestle, Novum Testamentum Graece, 20th ed. (New York: American Bible Society, 1950), 453. 
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baptism, indicating a purposeful act carried out on behalf of the departed. On the other hand, the word 

"hoi" (the) adds a subtle dimension to the meaning, possibly referring to a particular group of deceased 

individuals.49  

To fully comprehend 1 Cor. 15:29, it is important to consider the broader theological discussion 

on the resurrection that Paul presents. The previous passages highlight the importance of resurrection 

in the Christian faith, emphasizing that believing without the certainty of life after death is pointless.50 

In this context, in 1 Cor. 15:29 Paul used a rhetorical device called hypophora51 to stimulate deep 

thought and introspection of his audience. This rhetorical strategy helps Paul emphasize the logical 

inconsistency of practicing baptism for the dead if there is no resurrection.52 

 

Lexical and Syntactical Study of 1 Corinthians 15:29 

The United Bible Society 4th version (UBS4) constructs or places the paragraph of the verse between 

15:28 and 29. 1 Cor 15:29 is a minuscule portion of Paul's comprehensive argument in support of the 

bodily eschatological resurrection of believers (1 Cor 15). Some scholars suggest that verse 29 may 

demonstrate the inconsistency of a certain religious practice that claims resurrection while 

simultaneously denying its reality.53 It is important to highlight the three keywords, βαπτίζω (baptizō 

/ baptized),54 ὑπὲρ (hyper / for),55 and νεκρῶν (nekrōn / dead56 in their syntactical construction to 

ascertain the interplay between words that guides its meaning.57 Given that 15:29 consists of two 

distinct yet interrelated interrogative statements, it is most appropriate to analyse each one separately.  

1 Cor 15:29 “Επεὶ τί ποιήσουσιν οἱ βαπτιζόμενοι ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν, εἰ ὅλως νεκροὶ οὐκ ἐγείρονται; τί 

καὶ βαπτίζονται ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν”58 

 

“Otherwise, what will those do who are being baptized on behalf of the dead if actually dead ones are 

not being raised? Why then are they being baptized on behalf of the dead?” 

 

The phrase "᾿Επεὶ τί ποιήσουσιv οἱ βαπτιζόμενοι ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν (15:29a)" is a 

straightforward interrogative sentence. The translation of "baptizomenoi" (present, passive or middle, 

participle, nominative, masculine, plural) and "baptizontai" (3rd person, plural, present, passive or 

middle, indicative) is very crucial. βαπτιζόμενοι is a present participle from the lexical form βαπτιζ́ω. 

There are two main suggestions for the meaning of βαπτιζ́ω: metaphorical to describe martyrdom or 

Paul’s personal sufferings for the gospel and literal Christian baptism.59 The author’s intention was not 

a literal baptism for the dead person but figuratively confronting the extreme danger or death, as in 

Matt. 20:22; Luke 12:50.  

Thus, “baptizomenoi is a simple participle that is paired with an article. The participle is a type 

of verbal adjective, often used substantively with the article, and the use of the article therewith 

identifies a class or group. This means oi baptizomenoi may be translated as those (the ones) who are 

baptized. It is in 15:29a that oi baptizomenoi qualify the subject of ποιήσουσιν (3rd p., pl., fut., active, 

                                                 
49 Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthian, 811. 
50 1 Corinthians 15:12-19. 
51 Hypophora is a rhetorical device that involves posing a question and promptly answering it. Paul used this rhetorical approach to 

actively involve the reader or listener, provoke contemplation, and strengthen his argument concerning the resurrection of the 

deceased. By asking, "What will those who are baptized for the dead do otherwise?" Paul urges his audience to contemplate the 

ramifications of the ritual of baptizing the deceased. 
52 J. A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians (Yale University Press, 2008), 770. 
53 John D. Reaume, “Another Look at 1 Corinthians 15:29, ‘Baptized for the Dead,’” Bibliotheca Sacra 152.608 (October-December 

1995), 467. 
54 Albrecht Oepke, “βαπτίζω,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 1:530 
55 Harald Riesenfeld, “ὑπὲρ,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 8:507–14, last quotation on 512–13. 
56 Rudolf Bultmann, “νεκρός,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 4:893. Both νεκρῶν and νεκροί appear in 15:29. 

νεκρῶν is used in a genitive sense while νεκροί “are often the dead in the underworld of whom Christ is the πρωτότοκος” (4:893). 
57  Bultmann, “νεκρός,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 4:893 
58 τῶν νεκρῶν: Stephens 1550 Textus Receptus, Scrivener 1894 Textus Receptus, Byzantine Majority, Peshito rev. by Bishop Rabbula 

of Edessa (411-435). αὐτῶν: UBS4, Westcott-Hort, Alexandrian texts. 
59 Thiselton, Corinthians, 1242 cites Wolff, Der erste Brief, 392, sect. 1 c. 
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ind.). ποιέω (Poieo) is a frequently used verb in Greek meaning "to do" or "to make.” With the 

exception of 15:29, it is used more than 560 times throughout the NT and more than 50 times in Paul's 

letters, with twelve of those occurrences found in 1 Corinthians (6:15, 18; 7:36, 37, 38 [2x]; 9:23; 

10:13, 31 [2x]; 11:24, 25). They will do a simple way to translate ποιήσουσιν. After the conjunction 

Επεὶ and the interrogative pronoun, τί which is translated as what (nom., sing., neut.), ποιήσουσιν οἱ 

βαπτιζόμενοι is located within 15:29a.   

It must be noted that Επεὶ meaning "because, since, for, or otherwise, or else" are examples of 

the causative sense of the verb which is employed here in 15:29a. Therefore, when we combine all the 

information in a general manner, one of the translations could be: "Otherwise, what actions will be 

taken by those individuals who have undergone the process of baptism?" In other words, a translation 

into English takes into account the tenses, voices, and moods, and reads: "What then shall they do who 

are baptized? [Are they baptized for the dead]?” If the dead do not rise again at all, why are they even 

baptized?60 This hypothetical question brings us to the prepositional phrase ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν. The 

UBS4 dictionary provides the following interpretations for ὑπὲρ when used with the genitive case: "in 

support of," "on behalf of," "for the purpose of," "pertaining to," "regarding."61 The term ὑπὲρ is 

employed in the NT as a preposition in the accusative case, and in one exceptional case as an adverb 

(2 Cor 11:23).62 

The first use of the term νεκρῶν, is a specific term for the dead persons (ones) and the second 

use anarthrous is to denote a generic (Rom 1:4; 4:24; 6:4, 9, 11, 13; 7:4, 8:10, 11 [2x]; 10:7, 9; 11:15; 

14:9; Gal 1:1; Eph 1:20; 2:1, 5; Phil 3:11; Col 2:12, 13; 2 Tim 2:8; 4:1), group of people. In the Pauline 

literature, Paul had these two groups in mind when discussing νεκρῶν in 1 Corinthians 15. So, in 

15:29a, the word "nekron" is used in the article to refer to a specific group. In 15:29b, "nekron" is used 

without the article to indicate a generic reference.63 In the phrase "τῶν νεκρῶν," appears that Paul 

employs an articular construction to differentiate a group of individuals, specifically deceased 

believers. 

Meanwhile, he uses the anarthrous form "νεκρoὶ" to refer to all physically deceased individuals 

without any specific differentiation. 64  Considering the continuous variation between deceased 

believers and the deceased in general, it is likely that the preposition ὑπὲρ used in both genitive and 

accusative65  sense in the New Testament and Pauline corpus, in particular, refers specifically to 

deceased believers in Christ. If such were the case, why would individuals participate in a proxy 

baptism? The final segment of the reading, εἰ ὅλως νεκροὶ οὐκ ἐγείρονται; τί καὶ βαπτίζονται ὑπὲρ τῶν 

νεκρῶν (1 Cor 15:29b) is of particular importance.  

This sentence seems an interrogative sentence, but it is also a first-class conditional sentence 

with protasis and apodosis.66 The simple condition is a frequently used manner of language in the 

New Testament, appearing over three hundred times. This is particularly true for Paul in 1 Corinthians 

15, where it is used many times in verses 12, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, 32 (twice), and 44.67 The basic 

condition is syntactically straightforward: εἰ with indicative protasis, and indicative apodosis.68  

                                                 
60 1 Corinthians 15:29, Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, vol. 6, 807 (Washington, DC: Review and Herald Publishing 

Association). 
61  1 Corinthians 15:29, Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, 807. 
62 Barclay M. Newman, Jr., A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New Testament (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft/ German 

Bible Society, 1993), 187, located in Aland, UBS4, 2004. 
63 Richard A Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and Exegetical Approach (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 

1994), 56. 
64 Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and Exegetical Approach, 68. 
65 Barclay M. Newman, Jr., A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New Testament (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft/ German 

Bible Society, 1993), 187, located in Aland, UBS4, 2004. 
66 Boyer, First Class Conditions, 82. The protasis is the subordinate clause in a conditional sentence that expresses the condition or the 

hypothetical situation. It typically starts with the word "if" or another conjunction expressing conditionality. The apodosis is the main 

clause in a conditional sentence that expresses the result or consequence of the condition stated in the protasis. It typically follows the 

protasis and indicates what will happen if the condition is fulfilled. 
67 Boyer, First Class Conditions, 82. 
68 Boyer, First Class Conditions, 82. 
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In verse 15:29b, it discovers an accurate occurrence. The protasis is introduced by the 

conditional particle "εἰ ", which can be translated as "if", followed by an indicative verb. Then, the 

apodosis follows, also using the indicative verb, ἐγείρονται (3rd person, plural, present, passive or 

middle, and βαπτίζονται "baptizontai" (3rd person, plural, present, passive or middle). The statement 

"If the dead are not really raised" challenges the beliefs or perception of the Corinthians regarding the 

concept of death and resurrection. It goes against what Paul has taught them and is now discussed in 

chapter 15.  

Undoubtedly, Paul anticipates that his readers will perceive the contrasting nature of this 

statement, particularly if they have been closely following his argument since the beginning of the 

chapter. This will serve as a powerful affirmation of the resurrection of the dead. The apodosis τί καὶ 

βαπτίζονται serves the purpose of complementing the protasis by connecting 15:29b to 15:29a. When 

examining the composition of 15:29, one can observe that the phrase "ποιήσουσιν οἱ βαπτιζόμενοι " 

in 15:29a is similar to the conclusion " τί καὶ βαπτίζονται " in 15:29b. In the first situation, "τί" works 

only as an interrogative pronoun, specifically meaning "what". In the second case, "τί " (in the 

accusative case, singular, neuter) functions adverbially, as it often does, to indicate "why".69 Here, it 

is combined with the conjunction kai.  

The utilization of "kai," which coordinates two ideas with one being reliant on the other, 

imparts an additional level of specificity to the significance, particularly given that "kai" is also 

employed in this context to introduce an inquiry.70 This arrangement implies a possible translation of 

"why at all" or "why still". 71The reason why they are baptized (βαπτίζονται 3rd person, plural, present, 

passive or middle, indicative of baptizo) can only be traced back to the individuals who are being 

baptized (οἱ βαπτιζόμενοι) mentioned in 15:29a. 

In essence, Paul here maintains his main line of reasoning concerning the eschatological 

resurrection of the dead in Christ (1 Cor 15). Since has been addressing the believers who have died 

and the concept of resurrection, a possible rendition of the passage could be ‘Otherwise what will those 

do who are being baptized to join the believing dead in resurrection? If actually dead persons are not 

raised, why then are they being baptized in order to be raised with the dead?’ Or “but if there is no 

resurrection, what shall the messengers of the gospel do, if they continually brave death on behalf of 

the men who are destined to perish at death anyway? It would be folly for them to face death to save 

others, ‘if the dead rise not” (vs. 16, 32).72 This explanation is devoid of esoteric vicarious baptism for 

the dead and considers the practice heretical. 

 

Synthesis of Analysis  

1 Corinthians 15:29 poses a significant challenge for interpretation with its mention of "baptized for 

the dead," leading to a wide range of scholarly interpretations based on literary, syntactical, lexical, 

historical, and textual analysis. In the literary framework of 1 Corinthians 15, Paul discusses the 

resurrection and highlights its importance in the Christian faith. The incorporation of the concept of 

"baptism for the dead" into debates of resurrection prompts a more profound investigation into its 

thematic importance within Paul's argumentation structure. The grammatical function and intended 

meaning of the phrase "baptized for the dead" are brought into question by its syntactical composition. 

The lexical aspect of the choice of words, specifically the preposition "for" (ὑπὲρ), appears as the crux 

interpretum that permits various interpretations, making it challenging to determine Paul's exact 

intention. 

Traditionally, exegetes analyse the cultural and religious environment of ancient Corinth in 

order to comprehend potential impacts on the activities and beliefs of the Corinthian church. The 

presence of different readings and manuscript traditions in 1 Corinthians 15:29 adds to the intricacy of 

interpretation. Thus, textual analysis is essential for evaluating the trustworthiness of the existing 

                                                 
69 BAGD, 819. 
70 BAGD, 819 
71 BDF ß442 (14); and GGNT, 529. 
72 Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, vol 6, 807. 
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manuscripts and identifying the most likely interpretation of the passage. 1 Corinthians 15:29 is a 

central focus for exegetical investigation, utilizing literary, syntactical, lexical, historical, and textual 

approaches. Although the precise meaning of the line is difficult to determine, scholars diligently 

attempt to analyse it to reveal its theological significance in relation to Paul's overall argument on the 

resurrection.  

 

Theological Reflections 

This section analyses the theological insights derived from the exegesis of 1 Corinthians 15:29 and its 

application in contemporary theological discourse. This verse, nestled within a chapter that 

emphatically asserts the centrality of Christ's resurrection to the Christian faith, is significant, as it 

touches upon the doctrine of salvation, the role of baptism, and the concept of death and resurrection.73 

From antiquity, this verse has remained one of the enigmatic passages in Paul’s writings, for which no 

entirely satisfactory explanation has yet been found.74   

There are two significant points that should be underscored. Initially, it appears that Paul is 

discussing the eschatological bodily resurrection, and any proposed resolution should be directly 

connected to the central issue of chapter 15.75 Furthermore, Paul's reference to the practice does not 

support or suggest vicarious or proxy baptism, as commonly recognized by certain modern scholars. 

Instead, according to Lowerence O.  Richards, Paul emphasizes the Corinthians' inconsistency in the 

belief in death and resurrection in a rhetorical fashion.76 

Although the verse presents a perplexing situation in scholarship, it does not offer doctrinal 

justification for the practice of vicarious baptism for the deceased. It is important to mention that the 

term 'baptized' is employed metaphorically to describe facing grave peril or death (Matthew 20:22; 

Luke 12:50). The phrase "They ... which are baptized" pertains to the apostles who, in their constant 

proclamation of the hope of the resurrection, faced death as a recurring challenge (1 Cor. 4:9-13; cf. 

Rom. 8:36; 2 Cor. 4:8-12).77  

Regarding his personal encounters in Ephesus, where Paul authored this letter, he proclaimed 

that he faced constant danger every hour (1 Cor. 15:30), had a strong desire for life even in the face of 

extreme hardship (2 Cor. 1:8-10), and metaphorically experienced a form of death on a daily basis (1 

Cor. 15:31). The individuals referred to as the "dead" in verse 29 are the deceased Christians mentioned 

in verses 12-18. Additionally, this term may also include all living Christians who, as some individuals 

in Corinth believed, had no hope beyond death (as stated in verses 12 and 19). According to this 

interpretation, verse 29 can be paraphrased as follows: 'However, if there is no resurrection, what 

purpose would the messengers of the gospel have in risking their lives for people who are ultimately 

destined to die anyway?' It may be considered foolishness (v. 17) for them to risk their lives to save 

others, “if there is no resurrection of the dead” (vs. 16, 32). 78 

The unwavering bravery displayed by the apostles in the face of death serves as compelling 

proof of their unwavering belief in the resurrection. It is evident from various scriptures, such as Acts 

2:38, 8:36-37, Ezekiel 18:20-24, John 3:16, and 1 John 1:9, that Christians cannot be baptized on 

behalf of deceased relatives and friends. These scriptures emphasize the importance of personal belief 

in Christ and the confession of sins for baptism to be beneficial and lead to salvation. Thus, there are 

conditions for baptism: repentance (Acts 2:38), believing in the Lord (Acts 8:36-37), being born again 

(John 33:5), dying to the old sinful ways and living a new life (Rom. 6:2-6), and finally, he must be 

taught (Matt. 28:19-20). It must be noted that dead people cannot make choices or believe. Even 

morally upright individuals cannot work for their own salvation and for others as well (Ezekiel 4:14, 

16, 20; compare with Psalm 49:7-9). Thus, “soul that sins shall die”. “The son shall not bear the iniquity 

                                                 
73 R. E. O. White, “Baptism for the Dead,” Baker Theological Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 49. 
74 Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary vol 6, 807. 
75 Lawrence O. Richards, The Victor Bible Background Commentary (Wheaton: Victor Books, 1994), 403. 
76 Richards, The Victor Bible Background Commentary, 404. 
77 Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary Vol 6, 307. 
78  Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary Vol 6, 307. 
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of the father, neither shall the father bear the iniquity of the son” (Ezek. 18:20).  It is clear that death 

signifies the end of the opportunity for humans to make choices and decisions (Psalm 49:7-9; 

Ecclesiastes 9:5, 6, 10; Isaiah 38:18, 19; Luke 16:26 Hebrews; 9:27, 28) and it will be theologically 

inconsistent to be baptized on behalf of the dead.79  

 

Implications of the Study 

The examination of 1 Corinthians 15:29 and its cryptic mention of "baptism for the dead" has important 

consequences for present-day Christians. Although there is ongoing controversy about the exact 

interpretation of this passage, various theological and practical insights can be derived from this 

examination. 

  First, the passage resonates the concept eschatological hope. Essentially, 1 Corinthians 15:29 

emphasizes the Christian belief in the revival of deceased individuals. Irrespective of the particular 

understanding of "baptism for the dead," this scripture serves as a reminder to believers of Christ's 

ultimate triumph over death. This theological truth offers comfort and confidence when confronted 

with death, establishing our belief in the guarantee of a new existence in Christ after death.  

Second, it possesses Ecclesiological challenges: certain Christian groups, namely those within 

the Latter-day Saint and Roman Catholic church traditions, have understood 1 Corinthians 15:29 as a 

requirement for proxy baptism. This practice involves living individuals being baptized on behalf of 

deceased individuals. According to Catholic doctrine, purgatory is a state where souls undergo 

purification before being able to enter God's presence in heaven. These traditions encourage syncretism 

and a belief in the possibility of salvation beyond death, as well as the connectivity of human souls 

throughout history and space. Nevertheless, this interpretation is not in accordance with biblical 

teachings and deviates from the precise intended message of the passage. It also gives rise to 

theological inquiries and contradictions regarding the concept of salvation and the significance of 

baptism. 

Third, the passage has ethical considerations: The theological concepts presented in 1 

Corinthians 15:29 go beyond concerns of doctrine and encompass ethical contemplation and practical 

application. Believers are motivated to live in accordance with their eschatological convictions due to 

the expectation of resurrection and the connectivity among them. This entails incorporating the 

principles of affection, fairness, and harmony in our dealings with people and testifying to the profound 

impact of Christ's triumph over mortality in our everyday existence.  

Finally, proxy Baptism questions the notion of salvation, which is achieved through an 

individual's direct connection with Jesus Christ, marked by faith, repentance, and acknowledgment of 

Christ as the ultimate authority and savior. Proxy baptism questions the concept that an individual's 

personal views or decisions throughout their lifetime are relevant to their salvation. It proposes that 

salvation can be achieved through a ceremony done on their behalf. Proxy baptism for the deceased is 

rooted in the notion that deceased individuals can receive the benefits of baptism when it is conducted 

on their behalf by the living. This allows them to accept the gospel and achieve salvation after death. 

The paper considers this idea to be heretical and a danger to the principles of Christian religion.  
 

Summary of Findings 

This study has embarked on ‘Baptism for the Dead: An Exegetical Investigation of 1cor 15:29 and its 

Theological Significance for Contemporary Christians.’ Various positions ranging from literal to 

metaphorical, vicarious or proxy understandings, and Christian praxis among scholars to defend or 

explain the exegetical complexity and theological potency of 1 Corinthians 15:29, the crux interpretum 

has been scrutinized. This section concludes the findings.  

Paul’s whole argument in chapter 15 is the assurance of the Resurrection after the death of a 

Christian believer. Without Christ being raised, there is no hope. He then raises the question about 

those asleep, and dead (vs. 17, 18). Later on in the chapter, he raises the issue of baptism. What about 
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those who were baptized? In other words, the reason for baptism is to commemorate the death, burial, 

and resurrection of Christ (Rom. 6:2-8), and that those who believe and are ‘baptized shall be saved’ 

(Mk. 16:16). Paul well understood the prominent role of that baptism had in man’s salvation. 

Therefore, he argues, what about those who were baptized? Did they baptize for naught?  

A careful examination indicates that the issue with 1 Corinthians 15:29 is most likely caused 

by the word 'for'. In Greek, the term can also denote ‘in consideration of, in view of, or concerning.’ 80 

With this understanding of the issue at hand, the study endeavours to provide a plausible and more 

lucid reading of this cryptic excerpt. ‘Else, what they do which are baptized for [that is, those that are] 

the dead, if the dead rise not at all? Why are they then baptized for [that is, those that are] the dead?’ 

In today’s language, it would be said this way: ‘What about those who were baptized and died? If there 

is no resurrection then why were they baptized?’ Further, irrespective of the particular interpretation 

given to the act of baptizing on behalf of the deceased by scholars, the verse in its periscope emphasizes 

the importance of resurrection in the Christian belief system. This serves as a powerful reminder of the 

hope that is achieved by Christ's triumph over death, encouraging believers to acknowledge the truth 

of the resurrection and its profound impact on their lives.  

 

CONCLUSION 

An examination of the exegetical implications of 1 Corinthians 15:29 concerning baptism for the 

deceased has unveiled a complex dialogue situated within the broader framework of Paul's theological 

contention concerning the notion of resurrection. Despite the fact that the verse poses a difficult 

conundrum and a phantasm of interpretation for scholars and exegetes, a thorough examination 

revealed a number of significant insights. First, it is apparent that Paul's principal objective in this 

chapter is to affirm the veracity of Christ's resurrection and the crucial significance it holds for the 

Christian faith and salvation. 

The rhetorical device employed in this passage emphasizes the irrationality of rejecting the 

resurrection. Therefore, Paul strategically utilized this rhetorical device within his argumentative 

framework to emphasize the critical significance of the resurrection (belief in the resurrection is 

fundamental to the Christian faith) and to draw attention to the contradiction of baptizing the dead in 

the absence of resurrection hope. Furthermore, an array of interpretations have been put forth 

concerning baptism for the deceased, encompassing literal, metaphorical, vicarious, and proxy 

conceptions. Although the exact significance of baptism for the deceased is still enigmatic, its 

theological message or significance remains unchanging: it firmly establishes the resurrection as the 

fundamental tenet of Christianity. By symbolizing the believer's fundamental identification with the 

crucifixion, resurrection, and death of Christ, baptism underscores the hope and assurance that are 

intrinsic to Christ's victorious triumph over death. Nevertheless, notwithstanding the particular 

interpretation, the fundamental focus continues to be on the assurance of the resurrection and its 

profound ramifications for the Christian faith. Regardless of how the act of baptism for the departed is 

interpreted—whether it be as a symbolic gesture of solidarity with deceased believers or a 

metaphorical representation of facing death—the paper emphasizes the overarching message that 

Christ's victory over death provides hope and assurance.  

Moreover, it is imperative to acknowledge that the notion of baptism carries substantial 

theological significance in the writings of Paul and across the entirety of the New Testament. In 

addition to representing the believer's participation in the new life offered through Christ, baptism 

represents their identification with Christ's crucifixion, resurrection, and death. Hence, Paul's inquiry 

regarding the function of baptism for the deceased emphasizes the inseparable nature of baptism and 

the expectation of a resurrection. Consequently, the allusion made by Paul to the custom of baptism 

for the deceased does not endorse or imply a vicarious or proxy baptism, a notion that certain 

contemporary scholars generally acknowledge.  
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