Exegetical Analysis — 1 Corinthians 15:20-28

lan A. Hicks

| have been told many times in the past that 1 Corinthians 15:20-28 poses a threat to the validity
of Premillennialism. | will attempt to demonstrate the validity of Premillennialism as | do an
exegetical analysis of 1 Corinthians 15:20-28.

20-24 — But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are
asleep. [21] For since by a man came death, by a man also came the resurrection of the
dead. [22] For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive. [23] But each in
his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ's at His coming, [24]
then comes the end, when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father, when He has
abolished all rule and all authority and power. (20. Nuvi 6& Xpiotog £yfyeptat £k VEKp®dV
amopyn TOV Kekonuévav. 21. énedn yap o avOpodmov Bdvatog kol o’ avOpdmov dvacTactg
vekpdV. 22. domep yap &v @ AdOp TAvTES AmoBVNoKOLGY, 0VTMG Kol €V T XploTd ThVTEG
CwomombOncovtat. 23. “Exactog ¢ &v T@ 1dim tdypatt: dmapyn Xpiotog Enctta ol Tod Xpiotod
&v 1] mapovciq adtod, 24. gita 10 Téhog, dtav mopadidd v Paciieiov 16 0ed kai motpi, dtov
Katapynon mdoav apynyv kol wacav EEovcioy kai Svvauy)

Drawing from the previous passages (vs.12-19), Paul has been attempting to demonstrate
the validity of the resurrection of the dead. If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ
himself has not even been raised (vs.12-13). It necessarily follows that if Christ has not been
raised than our faith is futile, and we are to be pitied. In (vs.20) Paul reassures the church in
Corinth that it is a fact that we are not to be pitied because Christ has been raised from the dead.
Christ is the first fruits (dmapyn) of those who are asleep. This means that Christ was the “first
sheaf of the harvest offered to the Lord.”* The fact that Jesus was the first sheaf meant that there
was a certainty that the harvest was to come. As Jesus was in fact resurrected, so will the
resurrection of the dead be a reality.

“He proceeded his people in his bodily resurrection and he is also the guarantee of their
resurrection at his second coming.”?

In (vs.21-22) Paul engages in what is known as federal theology, or headship theology. The
contrast is between the one federal head representing humanity (Adam), and the other federal
head representing the elect (Jesus). All who are represented by Adam (died), and all that are “in
Christ” will be made (alive).

Paul then goes on to establish an order (taypatt) in (vs.23-24). This order is where the
contention is argued by the Postmillennialist. They advocate that it is impossible, within the
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order presented here by Paul, for there to be a Millennium, as Premillennialist’s advocate. Let’s
test this theory!

Sequence of events (vs.23-24):

1 | Christis resurrected as the first fruits vs.23a
2 | after that (éreira) vs.23a
3 | Christ's people are resurrected at His Second Coming vs.23b
4 | then (eita) vs.24a
5 | The End Comes vs.24a
6 | Christ hands over the kingdom to the God and Father vs.24b
7 | Christ has abolished all rule and all authority and power vs.24c

With an immediate glance at these events (resurrection of Christ, resurrection at his coming, the
end comes) it seems apparent that there is no indication of a millennial period. How do
Premillennialist’s rectify this? Quite simply actually. The Greek word (gita) allows for an
extended interval of time. Let’s look at what scholars say:

“. . .according to premillennialists, the adverb eito allows for a lengthy interval of time between
the Second Coming and the consumption, the thousand years of Revelation 20.”

“Then (eita) does not necessarily mean ‘immediately after’. It indicates that what follows takes
place at some unspecified time after the preceding.”

“Then (eita, see 15:5,7; 1Tm 2:13;) (v.24) also signals sequence after a lapse of time.”®

“Then, Greek eita, covers an interval, just as the closely related epeita, afterward, of the
preceding verse, covers a long interval, the interval of the kingdom of Christ on earth. Every
Pauline use of eita involves an interval. Note that the epeita of verse 23 has already covered an
interval of at least 1900 years!"®

“Then suggests an interval in the same way afterward (cf. vs. 23) suggests an interval of an
indeterminate length of time.”’

“Then permits an interval between Christ’s coming and the final consummation.””®
Allowing for a temporal gap is plausible in the structure of the passage. If (£xeita) can have an

indefinite period (2000 + years) than (gita) can account for an extended period as well. Not only
that, there are significant events that must occur before the “end” comes. More will be said about
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the “end” below.

Sequence of events revised (vs.23-24):

1 | Christ is resurrected as the first fruits vs.23a
2 | after that (émerta) ~ (Interval between Christ’s resurrection and the resurrection of the saints) vs.23a
3 | Christ's people are resurrected at His Second Coming vs.23b
4 | then (efra) ~ (Interval between Christ’s second coming and the end) vs.24a
5 | The End Comes vs.24a
6 | Christ hands over the kingdom to the God and Father vs.24b
7 | Christ has abolished all rule and all authority and power vs.24c

Now that (vs.23a-23b) have been unpacked, let’s look at “comes the end” (to téAoc) in (vs. 24a).
The end that comes must be understood as the consummation of all things (the end of the
resurrection, the end of the kingdom, and the end of all eschatological events).

““End” can refer not only to what is over, but to what is complete and fulfilled.”®

Now, the “end” described in (vs.24a) must be one of the last causal events here because Paul
continues to explain things that will happen before the end comes. Two other things are
mentioned before “the end comes” in (vs.24) - when He hands over the kingdom to the God and
Father and when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power. The handing over the
kingdom and the abolishing of all rule and all authority must be prior to the end and cannot be
simultaneous with the end. Some have tried to argue that the parousia (vs.23b) and the end are
simultaneous, but this simply isn’t the case.

“Therefore, since there is a sequence clearly marked, the telos cannot be simultaneous with the
Parousia. Because the telos is preceded by the destruction of enemies, and the destruction of
enemies cannot be put before the Parousia, the telos must stand beyond the Parousia and
judgment.”1°

The handing over of the kingdom has to do with the full reign of the Lord Jesus from David’s
throne here on earth, as is outlined repeatedly in the Old Testament and New. Jesus will begin
his reign from David’s throne when he comes back (vs.23b-24a). At the present time Jesus is
anticipating his kingly rule here on earth. The Lord Jesus at his ascension sat down at the right-
hand of the Father on his Father's throne (Rev 3:21) having taken on the mediatorial role given to
him (Heb 8:6). Jesus fulfills Psalm 110:1 by sitting at the Father's right hand, but now waits until
the appropriate time where the Father will "make" his enemies a footstool for his feet.

Psalm 110:1 NASB
The LORD says to my Lord: "Sit at My right hand Until I make Your enemies a footstool for
Your feet."

Acts 3:20-21 NASB
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and that He may send Jesus, the Christ appointed for you, [21] whom heaven must receive until
the period of restoration of all things about which God spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets
from ancient time.

Hebrews 10:13 NASB
waiting from that time onward until HIS ENEMIES BE MADE A FOOTSTOOL FOR HIS FEET.

Once the time has come Jesus will descend, seat himself on the earthly Davidic throne, (Matthew
25:31) and will begin his reign (Revelation 11:15-19). However, Jesus cannot hand over the
kingdom until he has abolished all rule and authority and all his enemies be made a footstool for
his feet (vs.24c). With that outline in mind we can begin to further piece together our sequence
of events.

Sequence of events revised (vs.23-24):

1 | Christ is resurrected as the first fruits vs.23a
2 | after that (zeiza) ~ (Interval between Christ’s resurrection and the resurrection of the saints) vs.23a
3 | Christ's people are resurrected at His Second Coming vs.23b
4 | then (efra) ~ (Interval between Christ’s second coming and the end) vs.24a
4a | Christ has abolished all rule and all authority and power vs.24c
4b | Christ hands over the kingdom to the God and Father vs.24b
5 | The End Comes vs.24a

25-28 — For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. [26] The last
enemy that will be abolished is death. [27] For He HAS PUT ALL THINGS IN
SUBJECTION UNDER HIS FEET. But when He says, ""All things are put in subjection,"
it is evident that He is excepted who put all things in subjection to Him. [28] When all
things are subjected to Him, then the Son Himself also will be subjected to the One who
subjected all things to Him, so that God may be all in all. (25. &1 yap avtov Pacidevew dypt
00 0f mavtog Tovg &xOpodg VIO Tovg mOSag avtod. 26. Ecyatog &xOpoc Katapyeitol O Odvatoc:
27. mavta yop vrETagey VO TOVG TOSC ATOD. Ty 8¢ €inn OTL TAVTA VTOTETAKTAL, ONAOV OTL
€KTOG 10D VoTa&avTog anT® T TAVTA. 28. dTav 8¢ Hmotayf) avT@® TO TavTa, ToTE [Kai] avToC O
vidg VIoTaYHoETON TG VTOTAEAVTL AT T& ThVTa, Tvo ) 6 O£0C ThvTo &V TAGLV)

Now that the sequence of events has been made clear in the above table, we can move
onto (vs.25-28). “For” (yap) connects us back with the point made in the previous passage
(vs.24) regarding the “abolishment of all rule” and the “handing over of the kingdom”. In (vs.25)
it is said that “He”, Jesus, must reign until He has put all his enemies under His feet.
Postmillennialist’s and Amillennialists have wrongly understood this text. They have asserted
that he is “presently” reigning and has “some” not “all” enemies under his feet. This simply isn’t
the case. Jesus is waiting until his enemies are put under his feet, not that they are presently
under his feet (Heb 10:11-13). When Jesus returns, his enemies will slowly be brought into
submission to him, this includes the kings of the earth, the Antichrist and the False Prophet (Rev.
19) as well as Satan once he has been defeated in his final revolt (Rev. 20). Jesus will reign, for
he must, until the Father has put all enemies under his feet. In (vs.26) we see that the “last
enemy” that is placed under his feet is death. We can now further our sequence of events.



Sequence of events revised (vs.23-26):

1 | Christ is resurrected as the first fruits vs.23a
2 | after that (zeiza) ~ (Interval between Christ’s resurrection and the resurrection of the saints) vs.23a
3 | Christ's people are resurrected at His Second Coming vs.23b
4 | then (efra) ~ (Interval between Christ’s second coming and the end) vs.24a
4a | Christ Reigns (1,000 years) vs.25

4b | Christ abolishes all rule and all authority and power vs.24c
4c | Death is Abolished (Last Enemy Defeated) vs.26

4d | Christ hands over the kingdom to God the Father vs.24b
5 | The End Comes vs.24a

In (vs.27) Paul says that “He”, meaning God the Father, has put all things in subjection under his
feet. What this means is that Christ has “all authority” (Matthew 28:18), but not that he is
presently reigning bringing all things under his feet. Jesus has all authority, but he has not
abolished all rule and all authority. Paul’s usage of Psalm 8 affirms that this is a future, not a
present reign.

“His use of Psalm 8 confirms Paul is thinking of a future earthly reign of Jesus. Psalm 8
explained and expands upon Genesis 1:26-28 and its truth that God created man to rule
successfully over the Earth. Since the last Adam, Jesus, must succeed from and over the realm
where the first Adam failed, Jesus must reign over the earth. The last Adam's destiny is not to
rule from heaven in a spiritual Kingdom. Instead, he has to rule from and over the Earth just like
the first Adam was supposed to do. But unlike Adam, Jesus will succeed.”!!

The reason this text is incredibly important is because Paul is saying that Jesus is the one who
has been given the responsibility to succeed where Adam failed. The first Adam failed to rule
over creation when he was given the dominion mandate. He failed in that he sinned and cast all
under his offspring into death. Jesus will be the one (with all authority) to rule over earth.

In (vs.28) the final completed statement is made in this section. When all things have been made
subjected to the Lord Jesus Christ and his reign has been complete, it is at that time that the Son
of man will hand over the Kingdom and will be subjected to the Father. It is at that time that the
Kingdom program merges with the Eternal State in a perfect unity between Father and Son.

“Elsewhere in biblical theology, this transition from a state of death to no death is identified with
the final judgment, and in this text it is also coordinated with a transition in the kingdom from
the coercive subjugating rule of Christ to a situation in which God will “be all in all” (v. 28).”*2

Let’s lay out the final structure of the passages we just exegeted:
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Sequence of events revised (vs.23-28):

1 | Christ is resurrected as the first fruits vs.23a

2 | after that (zeiza) ~ (Interval between Christ’s resurrection and the resurrection of the saints) vs.23a

3 | Christ's people are resurrected at His Second Coming vs.23b

4 | then (efra) ~ (Interval between Christ’s second coming and the end) vs.24a
4a | Christ’s reign (1,000 years) vs.25ab
4b | Christ abolishes all rule and all authority and power vs.24cC
4c | Death is Abolished (Last Enemy Defeated) vs.26

4d | Christ hands over the kingdom to the God and Father vs.24b

5 | The End Comes vs.24a

6 | The Fatheris all in all vs.27-28

As we have seen above, there is nothing conflicting with the Premillennial interpretation of this
section of scripture and what we expect is completely inline with the Premillennial expectation

of Christ’s earthly reign.




