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1 Corinthians 15:29-34 as a Non-Pauline Interpolation*
In a clear understatement, Raymond F. Collins observes that the interpretation of 1 Cor 15:29-34 is “difficult.”  More bluntly, Hans Conzelmann characterizes the verses as “one of the most hotly disputed passages in the epistle.”
  Particularly troublesome are the references to baptism on behalf of the dead (v. 29) and fighting with beasts in Ephesus (v. 32a), but there are other problems as well.

The purpose of this study is to argue that 1 Cor 15:29-34 is an interpolation, neither composed by Paul nor included by him in his Corinthian letter.  The argument is based upon considerations of (a) context, (b) vocabulary, and (c) content, with attention as well to (d) the self-contained unity of the verses when removed from their present context, (e) the essential irrelevance of the absence of text-critical evidence for interpolation, (f) the inevitably cumulative nature of any argument for interpolation, and (g) the possible origin of the interpolation.

1. Context

The topic of 1 Corinthians 15 as a whole is resurrection from the dead.  This is also the topic of vv. 29-32 and, albeit less directly, arguably that of vv. 33-34 as well.
  Thus, vv. 29-34 would appear to “fit” in chap. 15 insofar as subject matter is concerned.  An examination of the logic of the chapter, however, suggests that this may not be the case.

Verses 1-28 proclaim the fact of Christ’s resurrection “as the common ground of all Christian preaching and faith”
 (vv. 1-11), insist that a denial of resurrection negates Christ’s resurrection and thus invalidates Christian faith itself (vv. 12-19), and assert that Christ’s resurrection guarantees the future resurrection of believers and the final destruction of death (vv. 20-28).  Verses 35-58 address a possible objection regarding the nature of the resurrection body (vv. 35-53), concluding with a ringing affirmation of victory and an exhortation to faithful endurance (vv. 54-58).  The flow of the argument in vv. 1-28, 35-58 is logical, clear, and complete.  

This flow is abruptly interrupted, however, by vv. 29-34, which contain “very little in the way of theology,” are “pure[ly] ad hominem” and indeed “ad hoc” in nature,
 and, at best, represent “something of an interlude, a brief respite from dense and involved argumentation.”
  Paul Ellingworth and Howard Hatton suggest, therefore, that “Paul is digressing [in v. 29] from the main subject of the resurrection of Christ and of the believers,”
 and Conzelmann asserts that “the new argument [introduced at v. 29] has nothing to do with the one advanced so far.”  Even Gordon D. Fee, while maintaining that the “rhetoric” of vv. 29-34 “follows naturally . . . from the preceding argument,” acknowledges that it does “not necessarily [follow] logically.”
  The removal of vv. 29-34 would in no way alter or weaken the force of Paul’s overall argument in chap. 15; indeed, the logic of the argument would be considerably clearer without these verses.

If vv. 29-34 logically “belong” in chap. 15 at all, it would appear to be after v. 19, not after v. 28.  In vv. 12-19, Paul discusses certain theological and soteriological implications of denying the resurrection, and this might appropriately be followed by reference to some practical and ethical implications of such denial (vv. 29-34).  Indeed, the reference to “those who have died in Christ” (vv. 18-19) might lead logically to the question regarding “those who are baptized on behalf of the dead” (v. 29).  Verses 29-34 do not appear after v. 19, however.  They come after the “majestic contemplation of God’s ordered eschatological, sovereign purposes”
 in vv. 20-28, and the logical connection between this triumphant scenario and baptism on behalf of the dead is by no means clear.  Thus, in their present location, vv. 29-34 are, at best, a digression on the part of Paul. 

It is possible, of course, that such a digression would not pose a problem.  Collins suggests that “to a large extent [1 Corinthians] as a whole is constructed according to a pattern of chiastic parallelism” whereby “Paul offers some general considerations (A), then a digression that supports his argument (B), and finally a further reflection that specifies the general reflection and responds to the particular issue at hand (A1).”  Collins suggests, further, that “Paul’s use of digression [in 1 Corinthians] in support of his argument is consistent with the ancient rhetoricians’ understanding of digression.”
  As examples of such a chiastic pattern involving digression, however, Collins cites 1 Cor 1:10-3:23; 5-7; 8-10; and 12-14, but not 15:29-34.
  Furthermore, it is not at all clear that these verses, even as a digression, would logically support Paul’s argument in vv. 1-28.  Thus, I regard 1 Cor 15:29-34 not as a digression but rather as an interruption.

This does not prove, of course, that the verses are non-Pauline, but it surely raises the possibility.  The possibility is strengthened, moreover, by attention to the conjunctions at the beginning of vv. 29 (ἐπεί) and 34 (ἀλλά).

Elsewhere in Paul’s letters, ἐπεί (“because,” “since,” or “for”) appears nine times.
  In every case it serves as a direct causal link between the immediately preceding clause or sentence and what is to follow—sometimes, indeed, as an ellipsis, meaning “for if it were different” or “otherwise.”
  Only at 1 Cor 15:29 do the RSV and the NRSV place their translation of ἐπεί at the beginning of a new paragraph.  Elsewhere, it always appears either within a sentence
 or at the beginning of a sentence within a paragraph.
  In either case, the connection between that which precedes and that which follows is logical and clear.  In 1 Cor 15:29, however, the logical connection with what precedes is anything but clear.  Nothing has previously been said about baptism on behalf of the dead, and the last explicit reference to resurrection was six verses earlier, in v. 23.  If ἐπεί/ here does provide a link with what precedes, it would have to be with the entire line of argumentation in vv. 20-28 (or perhaps even vv. 1-28).  This, however, would be contrary to Paul’s consistent use of ἐπεί elsewhere in the letters, where, as noted, it serves as a direct causal link between the immediately preceding clause or sentence and what is to follow.  Thus, if Paul was the author of vv. 29-34, these verses most likely appeared originally either in some other letter or elsewhere in 1 Corinthians, where the immediately preceding material was more closely related to the question of baptism on behalf of the dead, or at least explicitly to that of baptism.
It is also significant that the verse immediately following 1 Cor 15:29-34 begins with the adversative conjunction ἀλλά (“but”), which normally indicates a strong contrast between that which precedes and that which follows.
  Such a contrast makes little sense following v. 34, however, which is simply an admonition to right thinking and sinless living, or even following vv. 29-34 as a unit.  Collins suggests that v. 35 “marks a new beginning in the development of Paul’s argument,”
 but this is true only when vv. 29-34 separate vv. 35-58 from vv. 1-28.  Without vv. 29-34, v. 35 marks not “a new beginning” but simply a logical continuation of the argument begun in vv. 1-28.  The proclamation of Christ’s resurrection (vv. 1-11), insistence that denying the resurrection negates Christ’s resurrection and thus Christian faith itself (vv. 12-19), and assertion that Christ’s resurrection guarantees the future resurrection of believers and the destruction of death (vv. 20-28) is now followed, “in loose diatribe style,”
 by consideration of the most likely objection that might be raised (vv. 35-53)—namely, an objection regarding the nature of the resurrection body.  Consideration of this objection would quite appropriately be introduced with the adversative conjunction ἀλλά; indeed, the objection itself would most likely have begun with ἀλλά.  The objection, however, would have been directed not against v. 34 or even vv. 29-34 as a whole but rather against Paul’s line of reasoning in vv. 1-28.  Thus, the ἀλλά of v. 35 would be understandable following v. 28, but not following v. 34.  This, again, suggests that vv. 29-34 represent an intrusion into the text of 1 Corinthians 15.    

Finally, the literary style of 1 Cor 15:29-34 is strikingly different from that of chap. 15 as a whole.  This difference was noted by Robert Martyr Hawkins more than six decades ago:  “Coming between two passages which move in stately periods [vv. 1-28 and 35-58], verses 29-34 immediately impress one with their difference in style.” 
  Similarly, N. T. Wright characterizes the style of vv. 29-34 as “something of an interlude, a brief respite from dense and involved argumentation”:

Jerky writing; short sentences; swift subject-changes; a quotation from pagan poetry.  The flavor is both ad hoc and ad hominem, a quick, improvised, scattergun approach . . .  Four different subjects in five verses . . .
  

This stands in sharp contrast to “the rhythmic sentences” and “stately language” of the “majestic anthem” that comprises chap. 15 as a whole.
  Such a contrast also suggests that vv. 29-34 were not originally a part of chap. 15.  

In short, it is my judgment that 1 Cor 15:29-34 did not originally appear at its present location, separating vv. 35-58 from vv. 1-28.  Indeed, one can only wonder how it got there!  Assuming that Paul himself put it there, Wright suggests, no doubt with tongue in cheek, that he did so “to make sure the listener [was] still awake.”
  I regard it as much more likely, however, that the verses were placed there by some later interpolator.  This does not necessarily mean, of course, that Paul was not the author of 1 Cor 15:29-34.  It is possible that some or all of the passage was composed by Paul as part of a different letter, now no longer extant, and later inserted into the Corinthian letter.  It is also possible that the verses were written by Paul but originally appeared elsewhere in 1 Corinthians—possibly even after 15:19.  Thus, any decision regarding actual authorship must depend upon considerations other than those of context.

II. Vocabulary
1 Cor 15:29-34 contains a total of eighty-one words.
  Eleven of these words, however, appear to be quotations from Isa 22:13b
 and the Greek playwright Menander,
  In addition, thirty-five are simply common pronouns,
 prepositions,
 conjunctions,
 interrogatives,
 articles,
 or negatives.
  Finally, four are the nouns Χριστός (“Christ”), Ἰησοῦς (“Jesus”), κύριος (“Lord”), and Θεός (“God”).  Thus, of the eighty-one words that comprise vv. 29-34, fifty would appear to shed little if any light on the question of authorship.
  The remaining thirty-one words actually represent only twenty-six different words, however, because βαπτίζεσθαι (“to be baptized”), ἐγείρεσθαι (“to be raised”), and ἀποθηῄσκειν (“to die”) appear twice and νεκροί (“dead ones”) three times.  Of these twenty-six different words, six (i.e., 23.08%) are hapax legomena in the Pauline corpus: κινδυνεύειν (“to be in danger”, v. 30),
 νή (“by,” v. 31),
 θηριομαχεῖν (“to fight with animals,” v. 32),
 ὄφελος (“benefit,” v. 32),
 ἐκνήφειν (“to come to one’s senses,” v. 34)
 and ἀγνωσία (“ignorance,” v. 34).
  In addition, δικαίως (“correctly” or “rightly” [v. 34]) appears only once elsewhere in the authentic Pauline letters,
 ἐντροπή (“shame,” v. 34) only once,
 ὅλως (“at all” [v. 29]) only twice,
 and πλανᾶν (“to mislead” or “deceive” [v. 33]) only twice.
  In short, ten of the twenty-six words (i.e., 38.46%) appear to be not typically Pauline.  This alone, in my judgment, is sufficient to raise serious questions regarding Pauline authorship of 1 Cor 15:29-34.    


In addition, however, five phrases or clauses in 1 Cor 15:29-34 are not otherwise Pauline:  (1) Πᾶσαν ὥραν (“every hour” [v. 30]) appears nowhere else in the entire New Testament.  (2) Καθ’ ἡμέραν (“daily” [v. 31]) appears nowhere else in the Pauline corpus.
  (3)  Μὴ ἁμαρτάνετε (“do not sin,” v. 34) appears elsewhere in the New Testament only in the pseudonymous Eph 4:26.  (4) It has already been noted that ὄφελος (v. 32) is a hapax legomenon in the Pauline corpus, but it is also significant that Paul elsewhere (Rom 3:1) poses a question similar to that in v. 32 using the word ὠφέλεια(“advantage”) rather than ὄφελος.
  This, together with the fact that Paul uses the verb ὠφελεῖν (“to be of benefit”) either three or four times
 but never uses the verb ὀφέλλειν (“to be of advantage”), suggests that the question in v. 32 is non-Pauline.  (5) Τὴν ὑμετέραν χαύχησιν (literally, “your boasting,” v. 31) presents a special problem.  The language of “boasting”—κακᾶσθαι, καύχημα, and καύχησις—is common in Paul’s letters
 and rare elsewhere in the New Testament,
 and this might suggest that the phrase is Pauline.  The peculiar construction, τὴν ὑμετέραν καύχησιν, however, is otherwise unattested.  Normally, the phrase would mean “your boasting,” but the words that immediately follow—ἣν ἔχω ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ τῷ κυρίῳ ἡμῶν (“which I have in Christ Jesus our Lord”)—appear to indicate that the reference is rather to “my boasting about you.” Elsewhere, however, when Paul speaks of his own boasting on behalf of other people, he uses the wording καύχησις ὑπὲρ ὑμὠν (“boasting on your behalf” [2 Cor 7:4; 8:24]) or τὸ καύχημα ἡμῶν τὸ ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν (“our boasting on your behalf” [2 Cor 9:3]).
  To be sure, Thucydides employs the phrase αἱ ὑμετέραι ἐλπίδες to mean “the hopes they have placed in you” (History 1.69.5), and this has been cited as a precedent for τὴν ὑμετέραν καύχησιν in 1 Cor 15:31.
  Moreover, Fee cites εἰς τὴν ἐμὴν ἀνάμνησιν (“in memory of me”) in 1 Cor 11:24, 25 as an analogous “objective use” of the possessive adjectival pronoun by Paul.
  The example from Thucydides, however, demonstrates that such a construction was possible but sheds no light on the question of whether Paul employed it.  Regarding the example from 1 Corinthians 11, it must be noted that Paul is here almost certainly quoting the tradition as he had received it (see 1 Cor 11:23).  Thus, the wording is presumably not his own but rather comes from the tradition, and therefore carries little if any weight so far as establishing Paul’s own vocabulary is concerned.  In short, τὴν ὑμετέραν καύχησιν appears to be non-Pauline.  Indeed, a few witnesses, apparently recognizing the problem, changed ὑμετέραν to ἡμετέραν (“our”), thus bringing the wording more closely into line with characteristic Pauline phraseology.
  To be sure, Dennis Ronald MacDonald has argued (a) that the words ἣν ἔχω ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ τῷ κυρίῳ ἡμῶν represent a later, non-Pauline, interpolation; (b) that τὴν ὑμετέραν καύχησιν does, in fact, mean “your boasting” or “your boast”; (c) that the content of the “boast” was Paul’s struggle with beasts in Ephesus; but (d) that it was the Corinthians, not Paul, who made this boast.
  If correct, MacDonald’s argument would support Pauline authorship of τὴν ὑμετέραν καύχησιν but not of ἣν ἔχω ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ τῷ κυρίῳ ἡμῶν.  The argument is attractive, but it becomes both unnecessary and improbable if, as I am persuaded, vv. 29-34 as a whole are an interpolation.

It is possible that the vocative ἀδελφοί (“brothers”) in v. 31b constitutes an additional argument against Pauline authorship of 1 Cor 15:29-34.  Ἀδελφοί appears in a number of important early witnesses, including Sinaiticus (4th century), A (5th century), and B (4th century), but it is missing in others, including P46 (c. 200 CE) and D (5th century).  Noting that its insertion “is so much easier to explain than its omission” and that it is omitted in both the earliest witness (P46 ) and the Western text (D), Anthony C. Thiselton concludes that ἀδελφοί is a later addition.
  It is included in brackets, however, in both the twenty-eighth edition of Nestle-Aland and the third edition of the United Bible Societies’ critical text
 and is accepted by both the RSV and the NRSV.  Thus, ἀδελφοί may well be original in 1 Cor 15:31.  According to Ellingworth and Hatton, however, “it is unusual for Paul to use the word . . . in the middle of a sentence” and “in other parts of 1 Corinthians the word has always introduced a new theme.”
  The appearance of ἀδελφοί in the middle of a sentence (v. 31) may, therefore, be an indication of non-Pauline authorship.  Indeed, it is possible that ἀδελφοί was deleted from the text by some scribes precisely because it violated their own observation of Paul’s customary use of the word.  

A possible argument supporting Pauline authorship of 1 Cor 15:29-34 might be the presence of the phrase κατὰ ἄνθρωπον (literally, “according to a human being,” v. 32).  This phrase appears five times elsewhere in the authentic Pauline letters (Rom 3:5; 1 Cor 3:3; 9:8; Gal 1:11; 3:15) and nowhere in the remainder of the New Testament.  In all of the other instances, however, the phrase is related, either directly or indirectly, to the act of speaking and appears to mean “speaking in a purely human manner” or “speaking with purely human authority.”
  In 1 Cor 15:32, however, the meaning of κατὰ ἄνθρωπον is far from clear.  Referring to “the much debated prepositional phrase,” Fee notes that suggested interpretations “are many and varied.”
  While it is possible that the phrase refers here, as elsewhere, to a merely “human” manner of speaking with the verb of speaking simply to be understood, there is no explicit reference to “speaking,” as in the other occurrences of the phrase, and the most natural reading of the text associates κατὰ ἄνθρωπον with the only verb that does occur, namely ἐθηριομάχησα (“I fought with beasts”).
  Such a usage of κατὰ ἄνθρωπον is, of course, significantly different from that found elsewhere in Paul’s letters, and this suggests that the phrase here is likely non-Pauline in origin.  The author would likely have been familiar with Paul’s own use of the phrase, however, and may have deliberately, albeit differently, imitated this usage.
  In short, it is my judgment that the presence of κατὰ ἄνθρωπον in v. 32 provides little if any support for Pauline authorship and probably constitutes evidence against such authorship. 

Another possible argument supporting Pauline authorship of 1 Cor 15:29-34 would be the presence of two clauses that occur elsewhere in the New Testament only in the authentic Pauline letters: μὴ πλανᾶσθε (“do not be misled”) in v. 33
 and πρὸς ἐντροπὴν ὑμῖν λαλῶ (“to your shame I speak”) in v. 34.
  It is important to note, however, that μὴ πλανᾶσθε appears only twice and πρὸς έντροπὴν ὑμῖν λαλῶ only once elsewhere in the Pauline letters.  Moreover, the two clauses are found in very close proximity earlier in 1 Corinthians—πρὸς ἐντροπὴν ὑμῖν λέγω in 6:5 and μὴ πλανᾶσθε in 6:9.  It is quite possible, therefore, that an interpolator, who obviously knew at least some parts of the Corinthian letter, introduced the admonitions of 15:33-34 with the Pauline wording of 6:9 and concluded them with that of 6:5.

In short, it is my judgment that the peculiarities of the vocabulary of 1 Cor 15:29-34 are such as to raise serious questions regarding Pauline authorship of the verses.  It may be the case, however, that the author of these verses deliberately imitated Paul’s phraseology with the μὴ πλανᾶσθε introduction to v. 33, the πρὸς ἐντροπὴν ὑμῖν λαλῶ  conclusion to v. 34, and perhaps with the κατὰ ἄνθρωπον of v. 31.
ΙΙΙ. Content
Two items in the content of 1 Cor 15:29-34 are both surprising and perplexing and appear to constitute strong arguments against Pauline authorship.  These are the references to baptism on behalf of the dead (v. 29) and to fighting with beasts in Ephesus (v. 32a).  In addition, it is my judgment that the quotations from Hebrew Scripture (v. 32b) and from pagan literature (v. 33) point to likely non-Pauline authorship.

Α. Baptism on Behalf of the Dead
1 Cor 15:29 refers to οἱ βαπτιζόμενοι ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν (“those being baptized on behalf of the dead”) and asks, εἰ ὅλως νεκροὶ οὐκ ἐγείρονται, τί καὶ βαπτίζονται ὑπὲρ αὐτῶν; (“If dead ones are not raised at all, why also are they being baptized on their behalf?”).
  As Fee notes, “The normal reading of [the verse] is that some Corinthians are being baptized, apparently vicariously, in behalf of some people who have already died.”  Indeed, “this reading is such a plain understanding of the Greek text that no one would ever have imagined the various alternatives were it not for the difficulties involved.”
  

According to Fee, the difficulties are twofold.  The first is that “[t]here is no historical or biblical precedent for such baptism.”
  It is mentioned nowhere else in the New Testament and elsewhere is reported to have been practiced only by later Marcionite and, apparently, Montanist and Cerinthian Christians.
  If the practice had already existed in Paul’s time, even among only a small number of Corinthian Christians, one would expect to find some reference to it elsewhere in early Christian literature.

The second difficulty, according to Fee, is that 1 Cor 15:29 appeals, “without apparent disapproval,” to a practice that contradicts Paul’s own understanding of “justification by grace through faith” and of “baptism as personal response to grace received.”
  In this regard, J. Paul Sampley expresses surprise “that Paul did not oppose the practice, which seems to suppose either that grace is transferable or that one can be a surrogate believer for another,” and MacDonald states quite bluntly: “Surely Paul himself did not approve of the practice.” 
  To be sure, one might argue that Paul did recognize a kind of “vicarious faith” on the part of one person that could serve as a basis for the baptism of others—in other words, that one could “be a surrogate believer for another.”
  Paul speaks, for example, of having baptized “the household of Stephanas” (τὸν Στεφανᾶ οἶκον), not Stephanas alone (1 Cor 1:16), and Acts reports the baptism of Lydia “and her household” (καὶ ὁ οἶκος αὐτῆς), presumably by Paul himself (Acts 16:15).  Such baptism of entire households might undercut the notion that, for Paul, baptism is necessarily and always a “personal response to grace received” and thereby open the way for possible recognition of vicarious baptism.  Three points are to be noted, however:  (1) It is not clear that “vicarious faith” was involved in the baptism of the household of Stephanas.  1 Cor 16:15 refers to “the household of Stephanas” (τὴν οἰκίαν Στεφανᾶ) as “ἀπαρχή of Achaia,” and ἀπαρχή, which literally means “first fruits,” is translated by both the RSV and the NRSV as “first converts.”  This suggests that the entire household, not just Stephanas, was “converted” prior to their baptism.  (2) Although the Acts narrative mentions the opening only of Lydia’s heart (Acts 16:14b), this should not be seen as ruling out the opening of other hearts in the household as well.  Moreover, Acts should be used only with great caution as a source for Paul’s own understanding of baptism or even of his own baptizing activity.  (3) Elsewhere in Acts where a group baptism is reported, the narrative explicitly states that, prior to their baptism, “the Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the word” (emphasis mine), not just upon Cornelius, the head of the household (Acts 10:44-48).  Thus, it is far from clear that Paul recognized any kind of “vicarious faith” that could serve as a basis for the baptism of others.  Even if he did recognize such “vicarious faith,” however, this by no means implies his approval of vicarious baptism.  The two are simply not the same!  In short, apart from 1 Cor 15:29, there is no evidence that Paul would have approved vicarious baptism of the living on behalf of the dead.  Certainly, apart from 1 Cor 15:29, the idea of such vicarious baptism could never be inferred from the references to baptism elsewhere in Paul’s letters (1 Cor 1:13-17; 12:13; Gal 3:27; Rom 6:3-4).

Because of these difficulties, numerous attempts have been made to interpret 1 Cor 15:29 as speaking of something other than baptism on behalf of the dead.
  Indeed, according to Conzelmann, “the ingenuity of the exegetes has run riot.”
  The apparent logic underlying these interpretations is the following: (a) the text appears to speak, without disapproval, of vicarious baptism on behalf of the dead; (b) it is highly unlikely, however, that Paul would have approved of such a practice.  Therefore, (c) the text must be speaking of something other than vicarious baptism on behalf of the dead.  Conzelmann insists, however, that “the wording [of 1 Cor 15:29] demands the interpretation in terms of vicarious baptism,”
 and C. F. G. Heinrici observed many years ago that other interpretations appear to be little more than “example[s] of exegetical distress and caprice.”  In my judgment, they are correct.  I propose, therefore, to base the understanding of 1 Cor 15:29 upon the following logic:  (1) The text speaks, without disapproval, of vicarious baptism on behalf of the dead.  (2) It is highly unlikely, however, that Paul would have approved of such a practice.  Therefore, (3) the text is most likely non-Pauline in origin.  In short, it is my judgment that the reference to baptism on behalf of the dead constitutes a very strong argument against Pauline authorship of 1 Cor 15:29-34.
B. Fighting with Beasts in Ephesus
The second problematic feature of 1 Cor 15:29-34, insofar as content is concerned, is the reference to fighting with beasts in Ephesus (v. 32a),
 which, as Abraham J. Malherbe notes, “has long been a notorious crux interpretum.”
  Scholars disagree on whether the reference to “beasts” is to be understood literally or figuratively
 and, if literally, whether the construction is a simple condition or a contrary-to-fact condition—that is, whether “I” is or is not said to have actually fought with beasts.
  It is clear, however, that “fighting with beasts” is related to “being in danger every hour” (κινδυνεύομεν πᾶσαν ὥραν in v. 30) and “dying daily” (καθ’ ἡμέραν ἄποθνῃσκω in v. 31)—that is, to life-threatening peril of some sort.  Moreover, as Malherbe notes, “if Paul is here referring [simply] to his struggle with opponents of his ministry, he is using a very unusual expression for what was to him a very usual experience.”  Indeed, “[d]espite the fact that the figurative use elsewhere is not unknown, such a use of the verb [θηριομαχεῖν] without any further qualification sounds unusual.”
  Finally, as MacDonald observes, “Surely the author of the list of sufferings in 2 Cor 11:23-33 could have selected a better example of mortal perils than his philosophical diatribes in Ephesus, no matter how vitriolic the debate or how obstreperous the opponents.”
  Thus, the reference must be to some sort of actual life-threatening physical danger, and, despite uncertainty regarding the phrase κατὰ ἄνθρωπον, I am inclined to interpret the verb literally.  The question at issue, however, is not how the reference is to be interpreted but rather whether it is to be attributed to Paul.  My own judgment is that it is not.    

To be sure, as Fee notes, there are “hints” in both 1 and 2 Corinthians “that [Paul’s] stay in Ephesus was anything but an Aegean holiday.”
  Paul indicates that there were “many adversaries” (ἀντικείμενοι πολλοί) in Ephesus (1 Cor 16:9); he speaks of what he clearly regarded as a life-threatening ordeal in Asia (2 Cor 1:8-10); he refers to being “afflicted,” “perplexed,” “persecuted,” “struck down,” and “given up to death” (2 Cor 4:8-12); and he provides a general catalogue of his sufferings and hardships (2 Cor 11:23-28).  In none of these passages, however, does Paul mention fighting with beasts.  Moreover, although his reference to “Asia” in 2 Cor 1:8-10 may have Ephesus in mind (it was the most important city in Asia, and 1 Cor 16:9 makes it clear that Paul faced opposition there), it makes no explicit mention of the city.  Finally, although Paul’s catalogue of sufferings and hardships in 2 Cor 11:23-28 “probably was written after 1 Cor 15:32 and to the same audience,” it makes no mention of fighting with beasts”
 and says nothing about Ephesus as the locale for any of the sufferings or hardships.         

It is true, of course, that Acts 19:23-41 reports an incident in Ephesus in which Paul faced possible bodily injury or even death in “the theater” (τὸ θέατρον).
  As MacDonald notes, however, the account “does not speak of wild beasts, and in fact, Paul does not even enter the arena”; moreover, at least in MacDonald’s view, “Paul wrote 1 Corinthians before this ordeal in Ephesus.”
  Thus, on the face of it, the reference in 1 Cor 15:32a to fighting with beasts in Ephesus would appear to have nothing to do with the narrative in Acts 19:23-41.  

Finally, the pseudo-Pauline 2 Tim 4:17b refers to Paul being “rescued from the lion’s mouth” (ἐρρύσθην ἐκ στσόματος λέοντος).  It is unclear whether the words are to be interpreted literally or figuratively, but it is important to note that the (fictive) setting is not in Ephesus but rather in Rome.

  In short:  1 Cor 16:9 speaks of “many adversaries” in Ephesus but provides no details; 2 Cor 1:8-10 refers to a life-threatening ordeal in Asia but provides little detail, does not mention beasts, and does not explicitly identify Ephesus as the locale for the ordeal; both 2 Cor 4:8-12 and 2 Cor 11:23-28—the former rather generally and the latter more specifically—mention various sufferings and hardships but say nothing about locale and do not mention beasts; Acts 19:23-41 speaks of a dangerous incident in Ephesus that could have proven fatal for Paul but does not mention beasts and explicitly notes that Paul did not enter the theater;
 and 2 Tim 4:17b speaks of Paul being “rescued from the lion’s mouth” but indirectly indicates that this did not occur in Ephesus.  

It is only in the second-century Acts of Paul that all of this comes together in a narrative about Paul being condemned to the arena in Ephesus and delivered from a lion and other beasts that were expected to kill and eat him.
  It is noteworthy, however, that 1 Cor 15:32a goes beyond even the narrative in the Acts of Paul, because it speaks of actually fighting with beasts in Ephesus, not simply “standing like a statue in prayer” in the presence of the beasts.

My own suggestion is that the author of 1 Cor 15:32a was familiar with some or all of the following: (1) Paul’s reference in 1 Cor 16:9 to “adversaries” in Ephesus, (2) his reference in 2 Cor 1:8-10 to a life-threatening ordeal in Asia, (3) his reference to sufferings and hardships in 2 Cor  4:8-12 and 2 Cor 11:23-28, (4) the report in Acts 19:23-41 of the mob scene in Ephesus, (5) the statement of Pseudo-Paul in 2 Tim 4:17 about being “rescued from the lion’s mouth,” and probably (6) some form of the story now preserved in the Acts of Paul about Paul in the arena in Ephesus with the beasts.  I strongly suspect that the notion of Paul fighting with beasts in Ephesus developed after the death of the Apostle
 and that the reference in 1 Cor 15:32a was intended to provide a dramatic illustration of the “danger” and “death” mentioned in vv. 30-31a.  If so, then Paul was clearly not the author of v. 32a.
C. Quotation  from Hebrew Scripture
The slogan in 1 Cor 15:32b, φάγωμεν καὶ πίωμεν, αὔριον γὰρ ἀποθνῄσκομεν  (“Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die”), appears to be a quotation from Isa 22:13b.
  Given Paul’s numerous quotations from the Hebrew Scriptures, such a quotation, in and of itself, would by no means be surprising.
  What is surprising, however, is the fact that although Paul elsewhere quotes the Scriptures only approvingly, to provide “proof texts” for his own argument,
 the words of Scripture are employed in 1 Cor 15:32b to epitomize a position that the author strongly opposes.  To be sure, the slogan φάγωμεν καὶ πίωμεν, αὔριον γὰρ ἀποθνῄσκομεν is also a quotation in Isa 22:13b, and the author of Isa 22:13b, like the author of 1 Cor 15:32b, rejects this slogan.  This becomes clear, however, only when one reads the entire pericope, Isa 22:12-14.  Thus, while it is true that the author of 1 Cor 15:32b is in agreement with the overall sentiment of Isa 22:12-14, it is also the case that this author strongly opposes the perspective expressed in the words that are actually quoted.  This is without parallel elsewhere in the Pauline letters, where Paul quotes only words with which he is quite unambiguously in agreement.    

Moreover, as Fee observes, the quotation from Isa 22:13b may “point simultaneously in two directions”—not only to the passage in Isaiah but also to the Epicurean philosophy.
  This suggestion is developed more fully by Malherbe, who notes that the Epicureans denied any afterlife and maintained that one’s “moral life should therefore be lived totally within the perspective of the present life.”  Moreover, “the libertinistic life popularly, if unjustly, associated with the philosophy of Epicurus is frequently summarized [in Hellenistic literature] as ἐσθίειν καὶ πίνειν.”  Thus, the quotation from Isa 22:13b “would be reminiscent of the slogan attributed to the Epicureans and reflects the contemporary anti-Epicurean bias.”  Supporting this interpretation, Malherbe notes that the admonition ἐκνήψατε δικαίως (“Come rightly to your senses”) in v. 34 contains Epicurean terminology and “may come from an ironic demand made of Epicureans that they sober up in a just manner.”
  If Malherbe is correct—and I am inclined to think that he is—then the scriptural words of Isa 22:13b are employed in 1 Cor 15:32b not only to epitomize a position that the author strongly opposes but also to summarize what was believed to be one of the tenets of a particular Hellenistic philosophy.  Such a use of the Hebrew Scriptures is quite without parallel elsewhere in the letters of Paul.     

In short, it is my judgment that the quotation from Isa 22:13b in 1 Cor 15:32b constitutes a rather strong argument against Pauline authorship of the passage.
D. Quotation from Pagan Literature
As already noted, the epigram, φθείρουσιν ἤθη χρηστὰ ὁμιλίαι κακαί (“Evil associations [or “conversations”] corrupt good customs” [v. 33]) is apparently a quotation from the Greek playwright Menander.
  This appears to be the only quotation from classical literature in any of the authentic Pauline letters.  Indeed, according to Edwin M. Yamauchi, it is one of only “three certain citations of classical literature in the [entire] NT.”
  Although the other two—Acts 17:28 and Titus 1:12
—are also attributed to Paul,  this suggests simply that later Paulinists thought it appropriate to attribute such classical quotations to their hero, not necessarily that Paul himself quoted from the classics.  In fact, with this one possible exception, Paul did not do so.  

Initially, it might appear that an additional argument could be mounted against Paul’s use of the epigram from Menander, because, at least explicitly, it has nothing to do with the question of resurrection, which is the topic of 1 Corinthians 15.  As Fee observes, it “comes into the argument as something of a jolt”:

. . . as countless generations in every culture and clime have experienced, this epigram is independently true . . .  Keeping company with evil companions can have a corrosive influence on one’s own attitudes and behavior.  But why that word here, in the middle of an argument against their denial of the resurrection of the dead?  (Emphasis added)
Fee goes on to suggest, however, that the admonition is probably related directly to the situation at hand in Corinth: namely, the presence and corrupting influence of those who deny the resurrection.
  As will be clarified below, my own judgment is that the epigram is indeed related to the question of resurrection, but in a somewhat different way.  In either case, its lack of explicit reference to resurrection should not necessarily be viewed as evidence against Pauline authorship.
Nevertheless, for the reasons already noted, I regard the quotation from pagan literature in 1 Cor 15:33 as an argument against Pauline authorship of 1 Cor 15:33 and perhaps of vv. 29-34 as a whole.
E. Conclusion
It is my judgment that the reference to baptism on behalf of the dead (v. 29),  the allusion to fighting with beasts in Ephesus (v. 32a), the use of the quotation from the Hebrew Scriptures (v. 32b), and the quotation from pagan literature (v. 33) argue against Pauline authorship of 1 Cor 15:29-34.  
IV. The Self-Contained Unity of Vv. 29-34
If 1 Cor 15:29-34 is removed from its present context, any unifying logic to the verses is not immediately apparent.  Vv. 29-32 suggest that baptism on behalf of the dead and facing danger for the sake of the gospel are pointless if there is no resurrection, culminating with the words, “If dead people are not raised, let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”  Verse 33, however, appears to be simply a rather general moral maxim, and v. 34 to be simply an admonition to right thinking and sinless conduct coupled with the observation that certain (unnamed) people “have an ignorance of God.”  Neither verse appears to address the question of resurrection.


I suggest, however, that vv. 29-34 do in fact constitute a logically coherent unit and that the key to interpreting vv. 33-34 is to be found in v. 32b:  “If dead people are not raised, let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die” (v. 32b).  As noted above, the last part of this sentence would almost inevitably have been viewed in antiquity as the slogan of the Epicureans.  Thus, the real thrust of v. 32b is, “If dead people are not raised, then the Epicureans are right, and we might as well join their ranks.”  The lifestyle of the Epicureans, however, was popularly assumed to be immoral and licentious.  Moreover, as the quotation from Menander (v. 33) makes clear, associating with such people will inevitably have a corrupting influence upon one’s own behavior.  Thus, in v. 34, the author appeals to the readers to “sober up rightly” (ἐκνήψατε δικαίως)—that is, to “get their heads together,” to think correctly about the implications of a denial of the resurrection—and thereby avoid the sinful life (μὴ ἁμαρτάνε) that will inevitably result if they join the ranks of the Epicureans, who “are ignorant about God” (ἀγνωσίαν γὰρ Θεοῦ τινες ἔχουσιν).
  Finally, v. 34c acknowledges that the author wishes to “shame” the readers (πρὸς ἐντροπὴν ὑμῖν λαλῶ) into maintaining their belief in the resurrection and thereby disassociating themselves from the Epicureans.  

In short, vv. 29-32a point out the futility of baptism on behalf of the dead and risking one’s life for the sake of the gospel if there is no resurrection, and v. 32b suggests that the readers might as well become Epicureans if there is no resurrection.  This latter, however, is unthinkable to the author, who, in vv. 33-34 points out the pitfalls of associating with the Epicureans.  Thus, the entire pericope, 1 Cor 15:29-34, constitutes a statement of certain practical and the ethical implications of denying the resurrection.  Such a statement could stand alone, quite independently of its present location in 1 Corinthians 15.  This, of course, does not prove that the passage is an interpolation, but it does provide additional evidence that it very well may be.

V. The Absence of Text-Critical Evidence for Interpolation
Some scholars have insisted that any interpolation hypothesis, to be credible, must be supported by direct text-critical evidence,
 and it is clear that no such evidence exists in the case of 1 Cor 15:29-34.  As Christopher Mount notes, however, “unqualified confidence in the manuscript tradition of Paul’s Corinthian correspondence is unwarranted”:

Virtually no trace is left in the manuscript tradition of the complex redaction of this correspondence to produce the archetype or archetypes that have come to be known as 1 Corinthians and 2 Corinthians in the NT collection of Pauline letters.  Despite a lack of evidence in the manuscript tradition, there is a measure of consensus about some of the redaction—for example, the letter fragment 2 Corinthians 10-13.  On the other hand, is 2 Cor 6:14-7:1 an anti-Pauline fragment?  Is 1 Cor 13:33b-36 non-Pauline?  In each case, appeals to the manuscript tradition are of little value for reconstructing the redaction of the Corinthian correspondence.

Three points are particularly relevant in this regard:  (1) The absence of direct text-critical evidence for interpolation is nothing more than “the absence of evidence, which, in the face of otherwise compelling evidence for interpolation, should not be allowed to decide the issue.”
  (2) Paul’s letters “would have been most susceptible to textual alteration, including interpolation, precisely during the period prior to the date of the oldest surviving manuscript.”
  (3) There are “plausible answers to the question of why no manuscripts not containing presumed interpolations have survived.”
  These include (a) the likelihood that the text of the letters was deliberately “standardized” by the emerging “orthodox” leadership of the churches and that “deviant” versions were deliberately destroyed
 and (b) the simple probability that copyists, “being unwilling to lose anything precious,” would almost inevitably follow longer rather than shorter texts and that shorter texts “would be regarded as incomplete or defective and therefore either destroyed or allowed to fall into disuse and thus disrepair and eventual disintegration.”


In short, the absence of direct text-critical evidence should not be regarded as in any way decisive in determining whether 1 Cor 15:29-34 is a later, non-Pauline interpolation.  The matter must be decided upon other grounds.
VI. The Cumulative Nature of the Argument for Interpolation
As noted by Winsome Munro, the determination that a particular passage is an interpolation “depends on no one infallible criterion“; rather, “it is a matter of taking into account the cumulative effect of converging lines of evidence.”
  1 Corinthians 15:29-34 appears to interrupt its context, both substantively and stylistically; certain features of the vocabulary of 1 Cor 15:29-34 appear to be distinctively different from those normally associated with Paul; some of the content of 1 Cor 15:29-34 appears to be un-Pauline; 1 Cor 15:29-34  makes use of a quotation from the Hebrew Scriptures in a way not found elsewhere in the Pauline letters; unlike other parts of the authentically Pauline corpus, 1 Cor 15:29-34  contains a quotation from a classical author; 1 Cor 15:29-34 appears to be a self-contained unit that could stand alone, apart from its present context; and the absence of text-critical evidence for interpolation in the case of 1 Cor 15:29-34 cannot be determinative in deciding the issue.  No one of these considerations, in and of itself, proves that 1 Cor 15:29-34 is an interpolation, nor, perhaps, does a combination of two or three.  Cumulatively, however, they constitute what I regard as a persuasive argument that 1 Cor 15:29-34 is a later, non-Pauline interpolation.
VII. Possible Origin of the Interpolation
If 1 Cor 15:29-34 is in fact a non-Pauline interpolation, as I have argued, questions immediately arise as to when the interpolation was made, by whom, why, and why at this particular place in the Pauline correspondence?  The short answer to each of these questions, of course, is that we simply do not know.  In my own judgment, however, a possible—and, I suggest, plausible—scenario can be sketched, focusing on the reference to baptism on behalf of the dead in v. 29.


According to Adolf von Harnack, 1 Cor 15:29-34 was included in Marcion’s version of 1 Corinthians.
  Moreover, according to Harnack, Marcion noted the silence of the gospel regarding baptism for the dead and maintained that “Paul’s acknowledgment of this custom proves his position as one who can lay down law for the church.”
  This suggests that vv. 29-34 were a part of 1 Corinthians 15 no later than the middle of the second century and that Marcion himself approved of baptism on behalf of the dead.  Further, as already noted, it appears that baptism on behalf of the dead was practiced by at least some Marcionite Christians.  Indeed, such baptism was consistent with their view that salvation became possible only after the advent of Christ.  This raises the possibility that the practice itself originated in Marcionite or proto-Marcionite circles, as a means of salvation for people who had died before the time of Christ.  If so, 1 Cor 15:29-34 may have been inserted into Paul’s Corinthian letter by a Marcionite or proto-Marcionite interpolator in order to provide apostolic warrant for the practice.  Moreover, vv. 30-34 also contain Marcionite themes: i.e., the exaltation of Paul (vv. 30-32a) and the emphasis upon moral purity (vv. 32b-34).  This suggests that the entire unit, vv. 29-34, may have originated in Marcionite or proto-Marcionite circles.


Why was the insertion made at this particular point in the Pauline letters?  1 Corinthians 15:29-34 deals with the resurrection (vv. 29-32 directly and vv. 33-34 less so), and 1 Corinthians 15 is the place where Paul most fully, in any of his letters, discusses the resurrection.  Thus, the most natural place for the interpolation is somewhere within this chapter.  Within the chap. 15, as already noted, the most logical place for the interpolation would appear to be after vv. 12-19, where Paul discusses theological and soteriological implications of denying the resurrection.  This might well have been followed by vv. 29-34, which suggest practical and ethical implications of such denial.  Further, the reference to “those who have died in Christ” (vv. 18-19) might lead logically to mention of baptism on behalf of the dead (v. 29).  Why, then, were vv. 29-34 inserted later, after vv. 20-28?  It may be that the interpolator was hesitant to break the obvious connection between the theological and soteriological features of vv. 12-19 and the soteriological and eschatological features of vv. 20-28.  If so, this would leave insertion of the interpolation after vv. 20-28 as the only other reasonable option.  In either case, however, vv. 29-34 would interrupt the underlying logic of Paul’s argument in chap. 15 as a whole.
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