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The Letter to the Ephesians, Lesson #11
Christ and the Church His Body in Ephesians

Ephesians 1:22-23 - Part two

Ephesians 2:22 and he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.

What was overlooked by Dunn and others?

1. The Incarnation is a new divine event that was not in need of a cultural background to explain the implication and the changes the Incarnation promoted in our life.

2. The Body of Christ is a historical fact and remains eternal reality.  This Body has changed not only our relationship with God but also our relationship with each other. These changes are:

a.
Our identity
b.
The Body became food for eternal life
c.
The Body is the throne of divine love that penetrates our being.

 
Jesus is one among us as man who came to make us one with his Father by the Holy Spirit.  His Body, or rather, His Humanity, is like ours but not completely, because His Body is the Body of God Incarnate.
What are the Basic Problems in NT Studies?
First let’s look at the loose terms that were used in the last 50 years such as “metaphor” and “image.”  Thus writes U. Schnelle, who is one among others in one of the great NT studies of the theology of the Apostle Paul (Baker Academic, 2003, pp 562 ff) under the subtitle “Foundational Metaphors.”  This subtitle is devoted to the church the body of Christ.
U. Schnelle starts with the primary ecclesiological vocabulary.  Paul’s statements about the church are characterized by three foundational metaphors: “in Christ,” “body of Christ” and “people of God.”  Their space and time aspects provide a comprehensive portrayal of the location and nature of Christian existence in the community of believers.

1. 
As a special description of Christian existence, in Christ designates the close and salvific fellowship of every individual Christian and of the church as a whole with Jesus Christ.  By baptism believers are incorporated into the sphere of the spiritual Christ and are in Christ a new creation (2 Cor 5:17).  This incorporation into the sphere of Christ’s lordship works itself out both in the life of the individual believer and in shaping the life of the community of faith as a whole, and it does this in a way that is realistic and not merely theoretical.  Being included in the sphere of Christ not only means communion with Christ but also makes possible a new fellowship of believers with each other (cf. Gal 3:26-28).  The baptized have “in Christ” a participation in the fellowship / communion of the one Spirit (2 Cor 13:13; Phil 2:1), which determines their life in the church.  This life is stamped by the liberating power of the Spirit, which grasps individuals in the particularity of their bodily existence and characterizes the life of the church as a whole.  Ecclesial existence “in Christ” is a life derived from baptism, a life that knows itself to be obligated and enabled to do God’s will in the church and in the world.
Note: Christology is the study of Christ; ecclesiology is the study of the Church.
2. 
The Christological foundation of Paul’s ecclesiology is also seen in the body of Christ (Greek: soma) imagery; for the idea of incorporation into the body of Christ emphasizes the priority of Christology to ecclesiology.  The point of departure for the ecclesiological use of body in Paul is the way the body of Christ is spoken of in Romans 7:4 and in the Eucharistic tradition (1 Cor 10:16; 11:27).  This is where one should look for the origin of the term “body of Christ” and where the transition to its use as an ecclesiological designation may be noted: whereas the body of Christ in 1 Corinthians 10:16 and 11:27, and Romans 7:4 means the body of Christ given on the cross for the church.  In 1 Corinthians 10:17, the ecclesiological inference is drawn from the words of Paul, “we who are many are one body.”  The fundamental identification of the church with the body of Christ is explicitly found only in 1 Corinthians l2:27, “Now you are the body of Christ.”  Paul also makes use of this image in 1 Corinthians 1:13, 6:15-16, 10:17; Romans 12:5; and 1 Corinthians 12:12 -27.  In 1 Corinthians 12:13, “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body,” Paul develops the idea of the body of Christ in a characteristic manner: 
a.
In regard to its members, the body of Christ is pre-existent.  It does not come into being by human decisions and mergers but is a pre-given reality that first makes these possible. 
b.
By baptism the individual Christian is integrated into the body of Christ that already existed.  Baptism does not constitute the body of Christ but is the historical location of reception into this body and the concrete expression of the unity of the church grounded in Christ.  The one who is baptized is placed within the body of Christ, whose reality and unity is established by Christ and testified to by the one baptized.  The exalted Christ does not exist without his body, the church.  So also, participation in the body of Christ manifests itself precisely in the corporeality of the believer: “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ?” (1 Cor 6:15).  Because believers, including their bodies, belong totally to their Lord, they are at the same time members of the body of Christ.  Just as  Paul says there is neither a bodiless crucified one (Rom 7:4) nor a bodiless risen one (Phil 3:21).  So also participation in the body of Christ is for him inconceivable apart from the glorification of God in the body (soma) of the believer.

c.
Paul applies the universal concept of the body of Christ to the individual congregation in order to help clarify the challenging problem of the church, which is united by having received a common baptism but also has received a variety of spiritual gifts: just as the body is one even though it has many members, so in the church there are many callings and gifts but only one church (1 Cor 1:10-17; 12:l2ff.; Rom 12:5).  Likewise the relation of individual members to each other may illustrate the concept of the body: they are not all the same, but all are interconnected and need each other, and thus they are all of equal value. The presupposition for this paraenetic (means “using a parable as a way of discoursing”) function of the body imagery is the indicative identification of the one body with Christ himself. The church does not form the body by its own actions, but its actions are to correspond to this body in which all are members.
3.
The programmatic proclamation of the gospel to Gentiles without the requirement of circumcision set Paul before the problem of how to understand the continuity and discontinuity of the church with Israel. In this context, the linguistic usage of the apostle is notable, for Paul refers to the “people of God” only in five citations from the Old Testament, and it is not accidental that four of these are found in his letter to the Romans:


a.
Rom 9:25-26 = Hosea 2:25

b.
Rom 10:2 1 = Isaiah 65:2

c. 
Rom11:1-2 = Psalm 93:14 LXX [94:14]

d.
Rom 15:10 = Deut 32:43

e.
1 Cor 10:7 = Exod 32:6

Moreover, the apostle explicitly avoids speaking of one people of God composed of Jews and Gentiles, or of the “old” and “new” people of God.  Nonetheless, showing the unity of God’s acts in history and the continuity of the people of God in salvation history is a central theme of Pauline ecclesiology.  The apostle wrestled with this theme his whole life, as shown by the different positions he assumes in his letters and by his organizing the collection for the Jerusalem church.
4. 
In 1 Thessalonians 2:16, Paul makes a definitive judgment: the wrath of God has already fallen on the Jews because they hinder the preaching of the message of salvation to the Gentiles.  The idea of discontinuity prevails; Paul speaks of the election of the Thessalonians (cf. I Thess 1:4; 2:12; 4:7; 5:24) but says nothing about Israel and does not cite the Old Testament.  In 1 Corinthians 10:1-13, on the one hand, the rootedness of the church in Israel is expressed (1 Cor 10:1), “our ancestors;” (1 Cor 5:7) “our paschal lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed;” and (1 Cor 10:18) “Consider the people of Israel according to the flesh” [empirical Israel).  On the other hand, Paul transcends this image and leaves it behind, for the events of the exodus can only now be rightly understood – they were written down as warnings for the Church.  Now the end of the ages has come (1 Cor 10:11 c), and it becomes obvious that the goal of God’s action in history has been the Church all along.  The statement in 1 Corinthians 10:4 presupposes:
a. 
The preexistence of Christ who is in existence before the church.
b.
Again Paul combines continuity and discontinuity: the ancestors of the wilderness generation are at the same time the ancestors of the Christians, but God was not pleased with them.  Paul’s understanding of Scripture consistently applies God’s dealing with Israel to the current situation of the church because he proceeds on the assumption that these prior acts for Israel were always done with the future church in view and that they are now fulfilled in the life of the church. 
c.
In 2 Corinthians 3:1-18, Paul sets forth these ideas explicitly: the covenant promises are disclosed only by a Christological rereading because until the present day a barrier to understanding lies over the Scripture (2 Cor 3:16-18). Moses is the representative of a glory that has faded away whereas Christ represents the liberating new covenant in the power of the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor 3:6; 1 Cor 11:25).

d. 
The idea of the superiority of the new covenant is also dominant in the Letter to the Galatians, for although Paul does emphasize the continuing validity of God’s covenant with Abraham (cf. Gal 3:15-18), he regards it as only truly fulfilled in Christ.  Therefore only those who believe the Christian message are the legitimate descendants of Abraham and heirs of God’s promises (Gal 3:7, 29).  In contrast, Jews oriented to the law/Torah are illegitimate children of Abraham, descendants of Ishmael, who was rejected by God, and their status is that of slaves (cf. Gal 4:21-31).  Here Paul advocates a consistent theory of disinheritance; the true Israel, the “Israel of God” (Gal 6:16; cf. 4:26; Phil 3:3), are those who believe, for only they have the legitimate status of descendants of Abraham.

e. 
In the Letter to the Romans, Paul abandons this rigorous standpoint and, by means of a complex argument, attains a new vision. Christ was born of the seed of David according to the flesh (Rom 1:3), so that God’s saving act for believers is accomplished through Israel.  The gospel is for the Jews first, then for the Gentiles (Rom 1:16; 2:9-10; 3:9, 29; 9:24); the covenant with Abraham retains its validity (Rom. 4); and the law/Torah is “holy and just and good” (Rom 7:12).  But Jews can no longer appeal to the privileges of circumcision and the law/Torah (Rom 2:l7ff.), for according to the will of God it is only one’s stance toward the gospel that decides who belongs to the true Israel.  Neither Jews nor Gentiles have an advantage, for both are equally under the power of sin (cf. 3:9, 20).  With the intentional use of Old Testament and Jewish traditions (Romans chapters 9-11), Israel is no longer confined to the empirical national group (cf. Rom  9:6ff.), and the reception of the Gentiles appears as the natural consequence of God’s will after the Jews rejected the gospel (Rom 2:l7ff.; 11:25, 3 1- 32).  Paul has hope for his people, however, that at the end of time they will still be converted to Christ. At the parousia (Greek word used for the appearance of Christ on the Day of Judgment, and this is better than speaking of his “second coming” because Jesus is here but on the Last Day Jesus will not come but will manifest Himself), God himself will unveil the mystery of the anointed one; then the time of Israel’s hardening will come to an end, and all Israel will be saved (Rom 11:25-36).  Paul sketches a plausible vision: only God himself can reveal to his chosen people who this Jesus Christ truly is.
f. 
These three foundational metaphors, like the primary vocabulary, express the basic approach of Paul’s ecclesiology: participation in the Christ event takes shape in the life of the church.  Christology and ecclesiology do not merely coincide or collapse into each other, but Christology determines ecclesiology because “no one can lay any foundation other than the one that has been laid; that foundation “is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 3:1 1).
The Core of the Problems in NT Studies

1. Our scholars are mere humans like us who advanced in their studies but very often their terms such as “metaphor” and “image” need some scrutiny.  If we look at the history of these two words in the long analysis of Schnelle (which is among the best of NT studies) we can see immediately where precision is lacking:
a) In its history of the word “metaphor,” The Oxford Dictionary of Word History, (2002, page 325) says that this word was used only in English in the 15th century. “Metaphor” is from French metaphore, via Latin from Greek metaphora, from metapherein, “to transfer.”  In a metaphor, a word or phrase is transferred from one context to another creating a vivid association, e.g. “he fell through a trapdoor of depression.”

b) If we look up at the history of the word “image” in the same Dictionary says (page 262), this word image is from Old French, from Latin imago, meaning imitation, likeness, idea.  Imagery is also Middle English when it referred to “statuary, carved images collectively”: this is from Old French imagerie, from imager, “make an image”
2. There is no doubt that we can use the human body as a “metaphor” to “transform” to our discourses important meanings and above all vital “relationships” that are too hard to describe in ordinary words such as:


“Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth, 


For your love is better than wine; 


your anointing oils are fragrant;


your name is oil poured out.”
Or 


“I compare you, my love, 


to a mare among Pharaoh’s chariots.”
Or

“Behold, you are beautiful, my love; 


behold, you are beautiful;


your eyes are doves.”
Or


“I am a rose of Sharon,


 a lily of the valleys.”


(Song of Solomon 1:2, 9; 2:1)

I assume that not one American woman would like to be called “a mare among Pharaoh’s chariots.” In fact today in Modern Arabic that is more close to Hebrew and is part of Semitic Culture, the word “mare” is used as an insult for a certain type of a woman.  We can spot immediately that although “metaphors” are good and very useful, there are three basic weaknesses in using them:
First: They depend on the common understanding of those who use them, write them, and speak them.  If disagreements take place, “metaphors” serve us no longer.  If we think that comparing a beloved to wine may encourage drinking alcohol, we may take red roses as a better metaphor.

Second: Metaphors are the by-product of every particular culture and even environment such as “January-February Blue” common in England and is still used for a season of depression.  This is very hard to translate into Arabic.
Third: Metaphors are our attempt to transcend our limited vision of life and even relationships in order to enter into a higher one that is perceived “mentally” either by our common understanding or by individual attempts to move beyond the physical.     
However, metaphors are basically mental tools for a mental vision of the mind.

The Greatness of the Incarnation 
The Incarnation is an eternal union of God the son with our humanity that he took from Mary.  This is a reality and a new dimension of the new covenant that has no shadows but is the coming of the Light Himself according to the first chapter of the Gospel of John. What has changed in the divine-human relationship?

1. This new relationship is a communion that is established by God and by his unfailing love.  This communion was not founded on ideas but on the Person of the son of God Jesus Christ who can’t be reduced to Ideas that need metaphors.  Here the basic differences between Ideas and Person has to become obvious:
a) Ideas are created by the mind and may be or may be not existing in the mind alone as we used to call former British Prime Minster Margaret Thatcher, the “Iron Lady.”  She was not made of Iron but had a strong will that can be so when she was in the Office of the Prime Minster but not so when she is at home.

b) Thus Ideas don’t have the permanence of the Person. 

c) Ideas can change much faster than Persons
2. The Incarnation is beyond change and above alterations.  Jesus was and is forever. Thus it is the human person even in our mortal life that gives the metaphors their meanings. 
3. Our ideas and our words did not create the Incarnation. The Incarnation gave us “the word of life.”  Thus we have a reality that is above our earthly words and no metaphor(s) can describe the greatness of the divine love for humanity.  This love may be expressed in metaphors but none of them can explore the depth of the divine love because of the weakness of our mental “tools.”  We were given the dwelling of the Holy Spirit who alone can reveal to us the Person of Jesus. 
A Letter from Philemon

Beloved brother in the Lord Jesus, I thank God for the news of your progress.  Now, you know that Jesus our Savior is not in any book.  He came to our human life not by a book but by the Holy Spirit.  Jesus was born from the Holy Virgin in this way to tell us that even his human life from the beginning was given to him and to us by the Holy Spirit, so that we may learn that we have to come to Jesus by the Holy Spirit.  Pray to the Holy Spirit who alone can reveal the Lord Jesus to you.”
Pray for me,
Philemon a sinner

2 Jan 1966
The Incarnation and the Journey of the Body of Jesus

1. The weakness of the presentation of Schnelle and others is that they used both words, “metaphor” and “image” in a nonqualified way.  Jesus is not a “verbal” message from the Father but is the Incarnation of the divine life.  Thus words must be adjusted to this reality and not the other way round (reality to his words).
2. The Body of Jesus is not just his human life.  This is where all the old heresies would like to lead us.  He was born, baptized, tempted, taught, crucified, buried and was raised on the third day.  All our Creeds have stipulated these facts.  Each of these great events established something new for us.
3. His birth removed …


a.
our origin from Adam,

b.
death,

c.
and the biological cycle to a new beginning that has its roots in the Last Adam.
4. His baptism recurred for us the anointing of the Holy Spirit.
5. His temptations set for us the way we should fight and the defeat of the devil after the 40 days fasting proved by casting out demons.
6. He gave this body in the upper room before his death.
7. Jesus died on the cross.  Jesus took our death in his humanity, and by this death he destroyed death, condemnation and liberated us from both.
8. The resurrection made his humanity above corruption and death.
What is the plan behind all these events?

Why is the body of Jesus central in all these events, that none of these great events were done without the body? 

1. The simple answer is that we are of a “compound” nature, soul animates the body. There is no human life that is just mental or just physical.  Even to say human life is both implies “dualism” that is foreign to the Bible.

2. Moreover we have forgotten under the impact of secular education that we were all in Adam, but Jesus Christ came to make us all in him.  This solidarity must be examined in Biblical terms.  The most important term is “mystery.”  The NT did not use “metaphor” or “image” at all for the Incarnation.  We need to look at the NT itself.
The Use of the Term ‘Mystery’ in the NT

The Greek word “mysterion” appears 27 times in the NT: 

Matthew 13:11;
Mark 4:11;
Luke 8:10;
Romans 11:25;16:25;
1 Corinthians 2:7; 4:1; 13:2; 14:2; 15:51; 
Ephesians 1:9; 3:3, 4, 9; 5:32; 6:19; 

Colossians 1:26, 27; 2:2; 4:3;
2 Thessalonians 2:7;
1 Timothy 3:9, 16;

Revelation 1:20;10:7;17:5,7)
1. 
In the LXX the word “mystery” was used in the book of Daniel, translating the Aramaic räz (a secret), and in the OT Wisdom literature where wickedness is said to blind one to the “mysteries of God,” and where the mysteries concern divine Wisdom (Wis 2:22; 
6:22). Like Wisdom, mystery is a special bequest to those who fear the Lord.  As it says in Psalms 25:14:
Blest are the pure in heart

For they shall see our God;

The secret of the Lord is theirs.

The “revealing” of heavenly Wisdom is the revelation of the secrets of the Lord.  These are those of the Kingdom which are perceived only by Christ’s disciples (Matt 13:11; Mark 4:11; Luke 8:10). 
2. 
There is the “mystery” of Israel’s blindness for a time until salvation comes to all nations (Rom 11:25), an exposure of the fact that Gentiles are to be fellow-heirs with Jews in the Gospel’s blessings (Rom 16:25).  That is the mystery touching the rich glory to come (literally: “of glorious richness” - Col 1:27).

3. Paul has been acquainted with the “mystery” of Christ about the Gentiles and what they are to inherit (Eph 3:3 Col 2:2).  Indeed, the Gospel absorbs much of what the mystery is about.  The mystery is a secret of the Lord, but it is a secret about the Lord, too.  In the epistle to the Colossians the mystery is no less than Christ Himself, the Word of God.  In each of the three passages where mystery appears it is expressly so equated and in two of them it is further identified with the Word of God.  The preaching of the Word, the proclamation of the glorious Gospel, is the koinönia (communion) of the mystery that had been kept secret since the world began (Eph 3:9; Rom 16:25).  The “mystery” is the preaching and its content.  Inaccessible to man’s cleverness, the secret of the Lord is the divine Wisdom which is now revealed in Christ and by the Spirit.  With Paul’s powerful charismatic eloquence (1 Col 2:7) the Lord must boldly make known the mystery of the Gospel (Eph 6:19).
4. To speak with tongues is to reveal “mysteries” in the Spirit (1 Cor 14:2); yet if we know all “mysteries” and still exercise no Christian love we are nothing (1 Cor 13:2). As a minister of the Church (Col 1:26), Paul must fulfill the Word of God which is the mystery stifled from the beginning and now revealed.  He prays for an opportunity to speak the mystery of Christ which has placed him in bonds (Col 4:3).   Christian ministers are all stewards of the “mysteries” (1 Cor 4:1).
5. Again  Paul reveals a secret of the Lord when he discloses that the Trumpet at the End of Times, shall sound before the resurrection (1 Cor 15:51), and a still further mystery concerns the End when in God’s good time all heavenly and earthly things are blended in Christ (Eph 1:9).  During these days a mystery of “lawlessness” is already at work, still concealed, however, because the Restrainer is not yet removed (2 Thess 2:7)
6. The Christian meaning of the word, for it may signify a “type” or “figure” of Antichrist.  As we shall see, the word did become “figure” and “symbol” in Christian Greek.
7. Mystery embraces the Christian faith and all the details of it.  Deacons must hold the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience (1 Tim 3:9), probably “the secret counsel of God which is expressed in the Christian creed.”  The “godly mystery” concerns incarnation, resurrection, ascension, Gospel preaching and the Kingdom of God (1 Tim 3:16), very like the rudiments of a creed (but not extending to details).
8. Marriage in itself is a great “mystery,” for it is a mystery of Christ’s marriage to the Church (Eph 5:32). 
Letter from Philemon

Brother George, peace and joy in Christ.
You asked me to write what I have learned from the Lord about his mystery.  Jesus is the mystery that is so because all our reasons that we can list are totally inadequate.  No one can explain to us why God loves us in spite of our failure.  No reason for the Incarnation of the Son was given in the NT other than love.  But divine Love is above all reasons.  This is why I am asking you to worship in silence and to stop speculating. 
Whenever you have a question about the mystery of our Lord, ask yourself: 

1. Is it a question coming from your curiosity? If it is, shun it.

2. Is it the desire to learn in order to boast? This is the road of the devil.  Don’t take it.

3. Is your question due to ignorance?  Then it is time to pray for the light of knowledge that is given by the Spirit of Jesus.
4. If your question comes from doubt, keep it as a question for investigation because some of our doubts are signs of ignorance.  But if you make your doubt truth, you have fallen in the pit of autonomy where you become to yourself the law of truth and good and evil.
May the Lord illumine your heart by his divine light to taste the mystery of his love.

Pray for me

Philemon

20 Jan 1966

What is the Mystery of Christ and the Church?

To be followed up …
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