The Nature of Jesus
and the Believer’s Resurrection Body
The certainty of the apostles was founded on their experience in the
factual realm. To them Jesus showed Himself alive ‘by many infallible proofs’
(Acts 1:3). The term Luke uses is “tekmerion,” which indicates a demonstrable
proof. The disciples came to their Easter faith through inescapable empirical
evidence available to them, and available to us through their written testimony. It
is important for us, in an age that calls for evidence to sustain the Christian
claim, to answer the call with appropriate historical considerations.1
As I teach in three different institutions, pastor, and publically speak around
the country and abroad, I constantly get asked what kind of resurrected bodies will
believers possess. Will it be an incorporeal or corporeal body? If some understand the
body made of flesh to be weak or evil, then circumventing this form of existence will not
only be desirable but necessary to exist in God’s holy presence. Such inquiries have led
some to conclude that believers will somehow have a bodiless existence.2
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When the Jesus Family Tomb and the Lost Tomb of Jesus documentary film
aired worldwide (involving James Cameron, Simcha Jacobovici, Charles Pellegrino, and
James Tabor) advocates claimed that Jesus rose spiritually.3 They said Christians should
venerate the Jesus ossuary found in Talpiot, Jerusalem belonging to His family tomb
discovered in 1980, since this did not pose a problem to the Christian faith that is founded
on Jesus’ resurrection.4 However, does a spiritual resurrection present a problem to the
Christian faith, or does the validity and eternal salvation for Christians hinge on the
physical Resurrection of Jesus and believers? Furthermore, since it is well documented
that first-century Judaism believed in a bodily resurrection,5 would Jesus’ resurrection
and that of believers be an exception to the rule? In sum, what is the nature of Jesus and
the believer’s resurrection body?
Physical Resurrection
The Solution: 1 Corinthians 15:44
Regarding the resurrection bodies of believers Paul wrote, “It is sown a
natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual
body” (1 Cor. 15:44).6 Interestingly this passage actually says the opposite of what most
people claim. Many wrongly interpret the words “spiritual body” to mean an
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“immaterial” body (i.e., composed of “spirit”) or a body composed of a semi-spiritual
“light substance.”7
The Gospel accounts of Jesus’ resurrection show that He possesses a body
with continuity and discontinuity of His former state.8 Now Paul made the same point in
1 Corinthians 15:1–50. “Jesus’ own appearances, in which he eats and is seen and
touched by others, reveal the first-century Christians who held to Christianity held to a
resurrection hope. The model was Jesus, the firstborn from the dead (Col. 1:15–20). In
fact, this clear teaching of the Gospels necessitates a physical resurrection.”9
Paul argued contextually from what people witnessed in the Gospels about
Jesus’ bodily resurrection. They were now witnesses taking the stand to bolster Paul’s
argument from 15:1–8. Paul obviously witnessed the resurrected Jesus on the road to
Damascus (Acts 9:1–9). Whether he had other encounters with Jesus cannot be known for
sure (e.g., 2 Cor. 12:2). Furthermore Paul contrasted how resurrection overcomes death,
which can only mean in Judaism physical resurrection, or else Adam’s curse on the
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whole creation that brought physical death to mankind has really not been overturned (1
Cor. 15:12–23; Gen. 3:1–22).10
What Paul seems to clarify to the Corinthian church refers to correcting the
influence Platonic thought and culture had on their theology. Platonic thought believed
that the flesh was evil and the spirit was good. Hence, they believed God would dispel the
evil influence of the body composed of matter and leave all humans as bodiless spirits.
Jason Dulle describes accurately the thought Paul attempts to correct in 1 Cor 15:
A true incarnation of God demands that He retain His human existence
for all eternity. The same applies to human beings. Part of being human is having
a human body. To claim that when we are in the eternal state we will discard this
aspect of our humanity is to deny the very essence of what it means to be a human.
Our flesh is not some evil substance that we are trying to get rid of. This idea is
rooted in Platonic dualism which sees the physical realm as inferior to the
spiritual, incorporeal realm. Those who follow Plato’s line of thought believe that
the ultimate goal of Christianity is to rid ourselves of our flesh. Many people
believe that Paul teaches this because of his many negative comments against the
“flesh.” They misunderstand Paul’s references to flesh to refer to the human body,
but Paul’s meaning of flesh must be concluded from context. In most contexts
Paul uses flesh to indicate the fallen carnal nature of man, not the human body.11
Murray J. Harris has also explained the core thought that Paul encounters at Corinth and
what kind of the bodily resurrection Christ and the believers will have.
Embodied. In Orphic and Gnostic thought the summum bonum consisted of
emancipation from the defilement caused by embodiment. Sôma sêma, ‘the body is a
tomb’. It is, of course, incontestable that incorporeal conscious existence is possible (God
exists as pure spirit), but in Pauline as in Jewish thought true existence for human beings
or a full life either on earth or beyond the grave was inconceivable apart from
embodiment. Somatic resurrection was the prerequisite for the resumption of true life
after the intervention of death. Paul makes it clear that the object of the Christian’s desire
is ‘the redemption of the body’ from its bondage to decay and sin, through its
transformation (Rom. 8:23, where tou sômamatos is an objective genitive, not a genitive
of separation). When he spoke of the ‘spiritual body’ (1 Cor. 15:44), a body animated and
10
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guided by the redeemed human spirit and revitalized by the divine Spirit, he was
implicitly rejecting not merely a materialistic view of resurrection (it was a spiritual
body) but also a spiritualistic view of immortality (it was a spiritual body).12
Hence, in 1 Corinthian 15, Paul corrects any Hellenistic overtones that seek to
interpret Christ’s and the believer’s resurrection as spiritual rather than physical, because
such a view does not overturn the curse from the fall, neither does it empower Christians
to live holily now and stop sinning (1 Cor 15:34)—a real problem plaguing this church.13
Apparent or Actual
Physical Resurrection:
1 Corinthians 15:44
In 1 Corinthians 15:35, Paul rhetorically asked, “How are the dead raised up?
And with what body do they come?” He explains it by a metaphor through the seed
sprouting (vv. 36–38) and by numerous contrasting analogies that the resurrection body
contains continuity but discontinuity from one’s former earthly existence. He says,
All flesh is not the same flesh, but there is one kind of flesh of men,
another flesh of animals, another of fish, and another of birds. There are also
celestial bodies and terrestrial bodies; but the glory of the celestial is one, and the
glory of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, another glory of
the moon, and another glory of the stars; for one star differs from another star in
glory (vv. 39–41)
Paul could not mean the resurrection body is “immaterial,” because that would
argue against the point he made that all matter is not of the same “kind” of substance. The
contrasts in the analogies are not denoting two different substances of human existence
(“immaterial-spirit” vs. “material-flesh”) but two different kinds of material substance
(“material-spirit-controlled” vs. “material-fleshly-controlled”). 14 All these analogous
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comparisons have different “kinds” of matter; hence the same is true of the resurrection
body. It will not be of the same kind of material substance that we now possess but will
nevertheless be of some bodily material substance.
Three parallel negative terms also indicate modes of existence, not substance:
“corruption” (decay), “dishonor” (disgrace), and “weakness” (vv. 42–43).15 Hence Wright
observes that “Paul will stress the distinction between a body which is corruptible, i.e.,
which can and will decay, die and ultimately disintegrate altogether, and a body of which
none of this is true (verses 50b, 52b, 53, 54).” Wright is correct in suggesting, “This
contrast of corruption/incorruption, it seems, is not just one in a list of differences
between the present body and the future one, but remains implicit underneath the rest of
the argument, not least between the present humanity in its choikos (‘earthly’) state,
ready to return to dust, and the new type of humanity which will be provided in the new
creation.” Hence, “The fundamental leap of imagination that Paul is asking the puzzled
Corinthians to make is to a body which cannot and will not decay or die: something
permanent, established, not transient or temporary.”16
In fact Paul’s use of the adjectives “natural” (yuxiko&j) and “spiritual”
(pneumatiko&j) in the Corinthian letter do not refer to objects or persons composed of
immaterial or material substance.17 Instead he employed the terms to emphasize what
kinds of powers are controlling a person.18 Either a person is controlled by a fleshly,
carnally, or humanly force, or he is controlled by the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:13, 15; 3:1;
15
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14:37).19 Believers in Corinth were failing to live according to the Spirit.20 And so in 1
Corinthians 15:44 Paul epitomized the ultimate victory over the fleshly (yuxiko&j) nature
that controls unbelievers (2:14) but that can also drive believers to act in similar ways
(3:1). 21 Hence in 1 Corinthians 15:44 Paul seemed to follow his early use of
pneumatiko&j.22 In addition, it seems that if Paul wanted to indicate that the resurrection
body was an “immaterial-spiritual” entity, he would have used the adjective
pneumatino&j, whose ending “noj” emphasizes the body’s spiritual nature.23
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All “exegetical, theological, and lexicographical evidence” goes against
saying the words “spiritual body” refers to an “immaterial body.”24 Instead, as seen by the
overwhelming majority of commentators, “Paul is speaking in v. 44 of a mode and
pattern of intersubjective life directed by the Holy Spirit.”25 F. F. Bruce points to the fact
that verse 45 refers to the life-giving Spirit.26 C. K. Barrett says the “spiritual body” is
“the new body animated by the Spirit of God.”27 Two points of contrasts, belonging to
two different realms, controlled by two different drives are what Paul conveyed in v 44.28
Harris also concludes,
Details of the anatomy and physiology of the spiritual body were of no more
consequence to New Testament writers than was celestial topography. But its
basic properties in addition to ‘spirituality’ are clear. It is of divine origin (1 Cor.
15:38), with God as its architect and builder (2 Cor. 5:1-2). It is imperishable, free
from any form of decay; glorious, of radiant and unsurpassed beauty; powerful,
with limitless energy and perfect health (1 Cor. 15:42-43, 50, 52- 54). It is angellike, not because it is sexless (sexual identity, an essential element in personality,
is retained in the resurrection) but because it is deathless (Lk. 20:36) and without
sexual passions or procreative powers (Mt. 22:30; Mk. 12:25; cf. 1 Cor. 6:1314).29 It is heavenly, perfectly adapted to its natural habitat, heaven (2 Cor. 5:1-2).
According to Paul, these were also characteristics of the resurrected body of Jesus,
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so that Christ now is what redeemed believers will be; the risen Christ is the
firstfruits of perfected humanity.30
The “natural body” refers to the complete person composed of matter and
spirit that belongs to this fallen Adamic realm where two controlling powers (the “flesh”
and the “Spirit” in Gal. 5–6) are fighting to gain control of a believer. Conversely, the
“spiritual body” refers to the complete person composed of a uniquely powerful materialsinless body and a renewed spirit (cf. Rom. 6:6)31 that is Christlike and belongs to His
redeemed realm.32 Thus the resurrection body will be perfectly suited to obey God in
everything through a body controlled by the Spirit.33 That is the goal of the “spiritual
body.”
One must note, however, that Paul does not answer here the transition state of
the believer upon death (2 Cor. 5:1-9).34 Rather, he emphasizes only the pre-Parousia
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state now in the corrupt body and the need for all to be transformed. How that occurs will
not be the same for all. “For some believers the transition to spiritual corporeality will be
by way of death and resurrection, but for others by means of a resurrection-type
transformation. The distinction is between those who die before the Parousia of Christ
and those who are alive at the Parousia.”35 In fact, here is an astonishing thought.
Although 1 Cor 15:51-54 only treats those who remain alive at the Parousia, due to “the
population explosion of the twentieth century and the expansion of Christianity,” those
who will not experience physical death will “in fact outnumber the sum total of believers
under the old and the new covenant who experience death!).” 36 However huge this
exception may be, this was not the rule, as Harris notes, “Paul recognizes in the case of
Christians who live to witness the Parousia an exception to his rule that death is a
prerequisite for resurrection (1 Cor. 15:36). By special revelation (l Cor. 15:51a) he knew
that those who did not, by a pre-Parousia death, qualify for the transformation that was
necessary for the inheritance of the kingdom (1 Cor. 15:50) would nevertheless all
undergo the required transformation at the Parousia (1 Cor. 15:51-52).” What will be the
rule for all is that “both the dead and the living will be transformed, but only the dead are
also raised. And for both groups the outcome of the transformation is identical:
possession of a spiritual body comparable to Christ’s ‘glorious body’ (Phil. 3:21).”37
A link then exists between Jesus’ resurrected body and the kind of body that
believers will possess. That is, “This provides a constructive connection between the
salvific and ethical character of the body directed by the Holy Spirit and character of
Christ’s own raised body in later traditions of the canonical Gospels as ‘more’ but not
‘less’ than an earthly physical body. In these resurrection traditions Jesus Christ was not
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always immediately ‘recognized (John 20:14, 15; 21:12; Luke 24:13–20) but his personal
identity was recognized in terms of sociophysical gestures and characteristics (Luke
24:31; John 20:16, 20, 27–28; action, voice, hands, side).”38 Similar to Christ, believers
will have a body unique that will function marvelously under the new realm but will also
be able to be recognized as the person he or she was before.39
Conclusion
All the witnesses in the NT clearly believed and give evidence that they saw
Jesus. Also they touched, ate, and conversed with Him after He rose bodily from the
dead. Believers were able to examine Jesus with their five senses. Hence, no doubt
should remain in concluding that Jesus possessed a physical body. His resurrected body
was similar in some sense to the one in which He was buried, but also it was uniquely
different since now time and spatial barriers do not limit it. Similarly Paul argued in 1
Corinthian 15:1–58 that believers will possess a uniquely physical body called a
“spiritual body,” because it will be perfectly suited to obey God through the power of the
Spirit, not that this body is incorporeal. After one examines the evidence of the Gospel
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Hence Bock concludes, “In experiential form, this is what Paul discusses conceptually in 1
Cor. 15:35–49, especially 15:41–44…. Paul’s point is that another force is the key to the resurrection
body; it is a ‘spiritual’ body as opposed to a ‘soulish’ body. This is why it is more than flesh and bone and
can be immortal.” Then he points out that the resurrection bodies of believers will be similar in that of
Jesus’ body. “The resurrection body is flesh and bone transformed into a form that is able to move through
material matter…. There is no way to distinguish the person of Jesus from the risen Christ except that his
existence now takes place at an additional dimension of reality. They are basically one and the same. A
spirit has not taken his place, nor is he just a spirit. The person buried in the tomb is raised and
transformed, but Jesus is sufficiently distinct in appearance that he is not always immediately
recognizable. In his resurrected state, he clearly is transformed, though in a way that still leaves traces of
his former existence (e.g., the nail prints in his hands and feet)” (Darrell L. Bock, Luke 9:51—24:53,
Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament [Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996], 1933–34).
Paul Lampe also said, “For him, the term ‘spiritual’ emphasizes that God’s Spirit is the only force that
creates the new body. The creation of this new body is totally beyond all the possibilities of the present
nature and creation. That is all that Paul wants to convey with this term. Therefore I do not see how the
natural sciences could help us to understand the totally different ‘nature’ of this future body—unless
natural science were able to transcend the nature of this universe. Paul asserts that our spiritual body will
be very similar, even ‘conformed’ (symmorphon), to that of the resurrected Christ (Phil. 3:21). But he
refrains from giving further details, which later evangelicals pretend to ‘know’ by describing the
resurrected Christ. The apostle only affirms that our spiritual body ‘in heaven’ will be a ‘body of glory’ as
opposed to the ‘body of lowliness’ in which we now live (Phil. 3:20–21)” (“Paul's Concept of a Spiritual
Body,” in Resurrection: Theological and Scientific Assessments:, ed. Ted Peters, Robert John Russel, and
Michael Welker [Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2002], 109 [italics his]).
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accounts of Jesus’ resurrection and Paul’s explanation of the resurrection in 1 Corinthians
15, the NT clearly validates that Jesus rose physically in a glorified body and so shall all
those who simply placed their faith alone in Him. For to understand the Resurrection in
any other way than a physically glorified-bodily resurrection will misunderstand and
confuse how Jesus can guarantee one’s eternal salvation, since without Jesus possessing
such a body the foundation remains unmade and purchase and victory over sins remains
unpaid (1 Cor 15:17-20; cf. Rom 6:4-5). Thus, the nature of Jesus and the believer’s
resurrection body is composed of a glorified body not controlled by what characterizes
this fallen world.

