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Historical Setting 

F.F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Eerdmans, 1977).     

An overview of the chronology places the ministry of Jesus from 28-30 during emperor Tiberius;   

Paul’s conversion at 35 and his first letter to Corinth in 55-56 under emperor Nero.  475   

C.K. Barrett’s commentary places 1 Corinthians “in the early months of 54, or possibly towards the end of 

53.”  Hans Conzelmann notes in his commentary “The reason for writing is a letter from Corinth (7:1).  Paul 

is in Ephesus (16:8) and writing in the spring (16:19), in 55.  4 

William Lane, The Gospel of Mark (Eerdmans, 1974). 

Lane’s volume in The New International Commentary on the New Testament series states:  “The Gospel of 

Mark is generally dated within the decade A.D. 60-70.” 17  

 Thus, 1 Corinthians precedes the writing of the Gospels.   

Commentaries & Scholars 

Hans Conzelmann, I Corinthians (Fortress Press, 1975). 

Chapter 15 is a self-contained treatise on the resurrection of the dead.  To be sure, it is only from vr 12 

onward that the topic becomes plan to the reader [“Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, 

how can some of you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?”].  Looking back, we can then see how vr 

12 ff were prepared by vrs 1-11: the foundation is the traditional confession of faith, recognized without 

question both by Paul and by the Corinthian community, which is quoted in vr 3-5.  [I would remind you, 

brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in which you stand, and by which you are 

being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you—unless you believed in vain].  249 

This method of argumentation Is not a matter of arbitrary choice.  It is in harmony with Paul’s 

understanding of theology: it is exposition of the faith as contained in propositions.  These propositions, in 

turn, are “open”: they are for their part propounded with a view to constant actualization, and require 

exposition.  It is only when they encounter man that they go into action, so to speak—and this, too, by their 

own very nature: they mediate the event of salvation.  Here the idea of tradition is fundamental.  Faith is 

dependent upon the transmitting of faith, and therewith upon the witnesses and preachers.  On the other 

hand it is true that a doctrinal proposition concerning Christ is understood only when its soteriological 

reference is understood.  Every statement concerning Christ contains a determination of the believer.  

Hearing the message of faith and understanding oneself on the basis of this message are not to be 

separated.  249 

Thus Paul’s method of proving the reality of the resurrection of the dead on the basis of the creed is vastly 

more than a formal proof.  Rather, it is grounded in the fact that the resurrection itself is posited “in Christ.”  

Christ is not merely the first to be raised, but is constitutive [making a thing what it is; having power to 

establish or enact] for our being raised: the dead will be made alive “in him.”  The result of this strictly 
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Christological starting point is that Paul considers only the destiny of those who have died “in Christ.”  For it 

is only this destiny that he can derive from Christ himself—or, to put in otherwise, it is only in this way that 

he does not go beyond the creed and find himself in the realm of free speculation…  Resurrection is for him 

not a question of the world picture, but of faith in Christ.  249 

Bruce, Paul, Apostle of the Heart Set Free 

Paul is our earliest literary authority for the historical Jesus.  He does not tell us much about him, in 

comparison with what can be learned from the Gospels, but he does tell us a little more than the bare facts 

that Jesus was born, lived and died.  Jesus, he says, was a descendant of Abraham (Gal 3:16) and David 

(Rom 1:3), who lived under the Jewish law (Gal 4:4); he was betrayed, and on the night of his betrayal 

instituted a memorial meal of bread and wine (1 Cor 11:23-25); he endured death by crucifixion (Gal 3:1, 

etc.) a Roman method of execution, although Jewish authorities shared some degree of responsibility for 

his death (1 Thess 2:15); he was buried, rose the third day, and was thereafter seen alive on several 

occasions by eyewitnesses varying in number (from one occasion to another) between one by himself and 

five hundred together, the majority of whom were alive to attest the fact twenty-five years later (I Cor 15:4-

8).  95-96 

That this preaching of Christ crucified and risen belonged to the tradition shared by Paul with the earlier 

apostles is evident, as has been said already, from his summary of resurrection appearances in 1 Cor 15:3-

11.  Apart from that, the empty tomb and the resurrection appearances mark the transition from the 

historical Jesus to the exalted Christ.  Paul’s gospel as tradition bridges whatever gulf may be felt to 

separate the one from the other, for it includes both within its scope, and affirms their continuity and 

identity.  101 

If, as has been said above, “the empty tomb and the resurrection appearances mark the transition from the 

historical Jesus to the exalted Christ”, it is implied that the exalted Christ is continuous and personally 

identical with the historical Jesus.  This continuity and personal identity were maintained by Paul.  While, 

however, the historical Jesus was known to him only by hearsay and tradition, he claimed a direct and 

profound personal acquaintance with the exalted Christ.  113 

N.T. Wright, Scripture and the Authority of God (Harper One 2005). 

Perhaps we might put it like this.  When we read Genesis 1-2, we read it as the first act in a play of 

which we live in the fifth.  When we read Genesis 3-11, we read it as the second act in a play of 

which we live in the fifth.  When we read the entire story of Israel from Abraham to the Messiah 

(as Paul sketches it in Galatians 3 or Romans 4), we read it as the third act.  When we read the 

story of Jesus, we are confronted with the decisive and climactic fourth act, which is not where we 

ourselves live—we are not following Jesus around Palestine, watching him heal, preach, and feast 

with the outcasts, and puzzling over his plans for a final trip to Jerusalem—but which, of course, 

remains the foundation upon which our present (fifth) act is based.  Indeed, telling the story of 

Jess as the climax of the story of Israel and the focal point of the story of the creator’s redemptive 
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drama with his world is itself a major task of the fifth act, which is why both the oral tradition of 

storytelling about Jesus and the eventual writing of the canonical gospels in precisely that 

narrative mode was, and remains, one of the great founding moments of this act.  125-126 

To live in the fifth act is thus to presuppose all of the above, and to be conscious of living as the 

people through whom the narrative in question is now moving toward its final destination.  When 

we arrive there, just as there will be no Temple, no sacraments, and even, dare we say, no prayer 

of the kind we know at present—because all will be swallowed up in the immediate presence and 

love of God—so there will be no need any more to read scripture, not because it is irrelevant but 

because it turns out to be the map to a destination we have now reached.  That is the point 

toward which I glance in the final paragraph of this book.  125 

This means—a point of enormous importance in many contemporary discussions—that our 

relationship to the New Testament is not the same as our relationship to the Old, and that we can 

say this with no diminution of our commitment to the Old Testament as a crucial and non-

negotiable part of “holy scripture.”  The New Testament is the foundation charter of the fifth act.  

No change of act in God’s drama with the world (despite manifold changes in human culture) has 

occurred between the time of the apostles and evangelists and our own; there is nothing that 

would correspond to the great double change of act (from Act 3 to Act 4, and from Act 4 to Act 5) 

which occurred between their time and that of Torah, Prophets, and Writings.  Even granted that 

the New Testament writers were not (despite frequent assertions) playing fast and loose in their 

treatment of the Old, we do not stand over against them in the way they did over against their 

canonical predecessors.  125-126 

We who call ourselves Christians must be totally committed to telling the story of Jesus both as 

the climax of Israel’s story and as the foundation of our own.  We recognize ourselves as the direct 

successors of the churches of Corinth, Ephesus, and the rest, and we need to pay attention to 

what was said to them as though it was said to us.  We cannot relativism the epistles by pointing 

out the length of time that has passed between them and us, or by suggesting any intervening 

seismic cultural shifts which would render them irrelevant or even misleading.  It is an essential 

part of authentic Christian discipleship both to see the New Testament as the foundation for the 

ongoing (and still open-ended) fifth act and to recognize that it cannot be supplanted or 

supplemented.  The fifth act goes on, but its first scene is non-negotiable, and remains the 

standard by which the various improvisations of subsequent scenes are to be judged.  That is what 

it means for the church to live under the authority of scripture—or rather, as I have stressed all 

along, under God’s authority mediated through scripture.  126 

The New Testament offers us glimpses of where the story is to end: not with us “going to heaven,” 

as in many hymns and prayers, but with new creation.  Our task is to discover, through the Spirit 
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and prayer, the appropriate ways of improvising the script between the foundation events and 

charter, on the one hand, and the complete coming of the Kingdom on the other.  Once we grasp 

this framework, other things begin to fall into place.  126-127 

The notion of “improvising’ is important, but sometimes misunderstood.  As all musicians know, 

improvisation does not at all mean a free-for-all where “anything goes,” but precisely a disciplined 

and careful listening to all the other voices around us, and a constant attention to the themes, 

rhythms, and harmonies of the complete performance so far, the performance which we are now 

called to continue.  At the same time, of course, it invites us, while being fully obedient to the 

music so far, and fully attentive to the voices around us, to explore fresh expressions, provided 

they will eventually lead to that ultimate resolution which appears in the New Testament as the 

goal, the full and complete new creation which was gloriously anticipated in Jesus’s resurrection.  

The music so far, the voices around us, and the ultimate muti-part harmony of God’s new world: 

these, taken together, form the parameters for appropriate improvisation in the reading of 

scripture and the announcement and living out of the gospel it contains.  All Christians, all 

churches, are free to improvise their own variations designed to take the music forward [this is 

God’s continued divine must in the world!].  No Christian, no church, is free to play out of tune.  To 

change the metaphor back to the theater: all the actors, and all the traveling companies of which 

they are part (i.e., different churches) are free to improvise their own fresh scenes.  No actor, no 

company, is free to improvise scenes from another play, or one with a different ending.  If only we 

could grasp that, we would be on the way to healthy and mutually respectful living under the 

authority of scripture.  127 

As of first importance…  (I Corinthians 15:3) 

First importance = protois  

Lexicon 

Protos = pertaining to prominence, first, foremost, most important, most prominent as an adjective of 

things…  “among the first = most important things, i.e. as of first importance” 1 Cor 15:3.   

NIDNTT, Vol. 1 

The word “first” denotes priority within an order.  This implies the consequent dependence or secondary 

status of other persons or things. The existence of such secondary persons or things is demanded by the 

distinction between protos (first) and heis (one) or monos (only), since these words exclude any 

comparable entity.  In the NT the term prototokos, firstborn, which is derived from protos, has been given 

particular importance by its use as a title of Christ.  664 

 


