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The Letter to the Ephesians, Lesson #14
The Fullness of Christ
Ephesians 1:21-23 
Friends – Our third annual Class Dinner will be Thursday, May 19, 2010, at 6:30 p.m. in the Hall at East 91st Street Christian Church.  This is a side-dish/salad/dessert carry-in dinner with KFC chicken as the main course.  We’ll have a basket on the table for donations to help pay for chicken and drinks.  Class will meet as usual May 5 & 12.
Pam will have a carry-in sign-up sheet in class starting May 5.
Ephesians 1:21-23  

22 and he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head (gave him as head) over all things for the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.
Notes on the Text

Verse 22a: And he put (or placed) all things under his feet.
This corresponds to the version of 1 Corinthians 15:27 where Psalm 8:6 is its origin. Psalm 8 is a hymn that itself recalls Genesis 1:26-28.  These words of both Genesis 1 and Psalm 8 were used and even written at a time when humans worshiped other creatures. God honors humanity by creating humanity in “God’s image” to exercise dominion over the rest of the created order.  Paul has applied these words to Christ as the last Adam who because of his resurrection, had restored dominion over the cosmos (cf. also Phil 3:21). We have to notice this word “all,” which in the original words of Psalm 8 referred  creation below humanity but now “all” has the same scope as in Ephesians 1:10, 23 so that “all” is the whole universe.  Heaven and earth, cosmic powers and human beings are now subordinated to the exalted Christ.
Christ’s resurrection and exaltation is stated in many places in the NT (cf. Heb 1:3, 13; 2:58; 1 Pet 3:22).  The appeal to the OT is worthy of consideration.  Here we have to notice that Ephesians 1:22-23 does not deal with the Exalted Christ as separate from the Church.  The added word “fullness” is dealing with the Head of the church.  But before that we need to pause and ask: How did Christ become the Last Adam?
1. He did not subjugate creation by force but by redeeming it,
2. He became the Eternal Head by his resurrection.

Verse 22b: … and gave him as head over all things to the Church.
The second part has been translated in the English NT as “put,” but the Greek word edwken can mean also “gave” if we trace this Greek word back to the Hebrew word 
nãtan, which can have the sense of “to appoint.”  This is supported by some NT scholars. And this is how we can read this meaning of the same word in Ephesians in vv. 1:17; 3:2, 7,8,16; 4:7,8,11,27,29; 6:19.  The Church is the object of this “appointment.”  This is the “will” of God the Father and it is his expression of concern if not of love towards the Church.  This is also part of the “plan” and the “mystery” that was planned before the ages.
The Church, though new in history compared with Israel, has here in the first chapter an exalted status, for Christ as cosmic Lord has been given to the Church as its Head. The Church is for the whole world because the supremacy of the Father planned to give to Christ: leadership in relation to the cosmos in (vv 20-22).  So these statements about the Lordship over the cosmos are subordinated to a statement about God’s purpose for Christ in regard to the Church.  Syntactically, the weight of this clause falls on the Church at the end.  The Church is not an abstract body but is “His Body,” the Body of the Lord of the Cosmos.  This means the “believers” for Christ’s exaltation is “toward us who believe.” This includes us in that “mystery” where the Head over His Body has this power that is not exercised only in the Church but is exercised over the whole creation.  Here we can recapitulate from the ministry of Jesus the whole picture of the One who can walk on the water, multiply the bread, heal the sick and raise up the dead.  He is the Lord of creation even before he assumes his place as the Head of the Church.  In fact Jesus can’t become the Head of the Church if he is not the Lord of creation because Jesus will bring the human history to a close by his manifestation on the Day of Judgement.

Note on the Greek Word for ‘Church’ 
ekklesia in the Greek means “assembly” or “gathering” and in the LXX it was the predominant term for translating qahal, the covenant assembly of Israel with Yahweh.  In the NT and in Paul it is used for the gathering of local Christians even for a local group. But sometimes Paul seems to have a view of an entity that  is broader than the merely local congregation (cf. Gal 1:13; 1 Cor 10:32; 12:28; 15:9; Phil 3:6).  In Colossians certainly, Paul refers to a Church that consists of all believers (1:18, 24), as well as containing references to local gatherings (4:15, 16).  Here in Ephesians 1:22, following Colossians 1:18, 24, we have the new fact of this new Assembly with God; it is the Body of the Son of God.  The Incarnation has changed the meaning of the Greek from just “assembly” to the “Body of Christ”.
Letter from Philemon
On the Church as the Body of Christ
Brother George, 
I have received your letter with joy and more joy that the cold winter has passed and left you in good health.  How do I understand the words of the holy Paul [regarding] the Church, the Body of Christ?  I went straight to the teacher and put my mind under his authority.  In my solitude, I can see four things more clearly than ever. The Lord Jesus gave me extra knowledge. 

First: We love our bodies too much [and] to think that this body is the property of our Beloved Jesus demands from me to live a different life.  When the holy Paul says that we have been “purchased” by his blood, I have to learn that to believe in Jesus as Lord and Savior means I don’t have a life that is mine but my life is shared with his because Jesus came to share his life with me.  If I apply this to the church, this means that all the members of the Body of Jesus have the same life relationship.  I have to treat each one as I treat the Lord himself otherwise I have to confess that I am a hypocrite and a blind sinner.
Second:  Our death has introduced to our life a breakdown of our being.  Death divided us into body and soul.  We lost that unity that was in Adam before the fall.  So that we can live a life disconnected; our minds are somewhere while our bodies are here in the place where we live but our thoughts are far away.  Our Lords came to heal this division by the model of his life and teaching.  We disconnect our being when we talk to others whom we don’t love.  We live in our bodies but our minds live far away most of the time. Thus the Church is an idea in our heads.  This comes from our dualism and from mortality itself that forced us to lead a dualistic life to escape from our limitation and the boundaries that mortality imposed on us such as loving more what we can see and touch because it is more certain than the invisible.  To love the Church, we have to love the Lord Increate who is not living as the Head without his Body the Church.  Here our love for those who disagree with us or even hate us is the only test that we truly love our Lord who has given his life to sinners.
Third: If we love our body even as just the property of our Beloved Jesus, we have to accept the Bodily Life of His Body the Church and not to slip into mental mediation leaving the hard reality of those who are present in our life whom we change into numbers and give them other names for ”fun” or for love but to demean them or to speak of their bodily infirmity with disgust.  In this way we despise the Crucified Lord who took His Bodily wounds with him his Throne and is sitting wounded being the Head of our broken humanity.
Lastly my beloved brother I have to say to you that our slavery to any lust changes our body from being our life in the world to a “tool” and a “means.”  So love becomes like food, a means for self-gratification.  The apostle of Christ knew that and told us that the “love of God is shed like shedding of his blood into our hearts by the Holy Spirit” (Rom 5:5).  I am more than grateful for your note on the word “shed” in this verse.  God sacrifices his holiness to love us.  But when we consider the fact that our bodies are united to the very body of Christ to the extent that each member becomes the member of the Body of Christ, the holy Paul says: “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ?  Shall I therefore take the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute? Never!” (1 Cor 6:15).  Two things bring this change: first our union with Christ and second our love.  The first has the power of the Redeemer, the second has the power of devoting ourselves to what we love that even our bodies are no longer ours.
When I receive the Lord in the Mystical Supper, my hand becomes his hand because it is devoted in love to his service.  And his hand becomes my hand because he sacrificed himself and passed through the doors of death and the grave to come to me to live my life, and to own my life, so that I own his life.  This is how I understand eternal life.
May the joy and the peace of Christ dwell in your heart so that his heart is your heart and your heart is his.

Philemon

23 August 1968  
The Fullness: What Does it Mean?
Verse 1:23b: His body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.
Who is the fullness: Christ, or the Church?  To answer this unnecessary question we need to look at the use of the same divine movement rather the grammar alone.  Paul used the same word “fullness” in 1 Corinthians 10:26, saying the earth and its “fullness” belong to the Lord (note the mistranslation in English apart from KJV).  Here it means the whole creature.  In Romans it also means … 
1. Romans 11:12: fullness is the coming of the whole Israel to Christ. And in Romans 11:25, the “fullness of the nations” is again the whole human race.
2. In Romans 13:10 while the English translation says that the two great commandments are the “fulfillment of the Law,” the Greek says the “fullness” of the Law meaning the whole Law.

3. When Paul says in Romans 15:29, “when I come to you I shall come in the fullness of the blessing of the Gospel Christ,” he says “the whole preaching of the good news.”  

4. In Ephesians 3:17-19 we are told: “that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have power to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”  So also in Colossians 1:17-19 where it refers to Christ and the Church, “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.  He is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the first-born from the dead, that in everything he might be pre-eminent.  For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.”  So it does not make sense to think that the Church has any kind of “fullness” without Christ.
5. In the LXX (Isa 6:3, Jer 23:23, 24; Ps 72:19) the verb “fulfill” is used for God who fills heaven and earth with his glory; and in LXX Wisdom 1:7, the Spirit of the Lord, who holds all things together, is also said to fill the world.  The LXX  does not have the noun “fullness.”  Being faithful to the Hebrew it provided us with the verb for what is among the characteristic ways of Semitic vision of a relationship where the verb is more important than the noun and the adjective.  
6. That God permeates and fills the universe with his power was a common idea in the ancient world.  It was known to Philo (The Life of Moses 2.238) 
Paul: Praying to be Filled with the Fullness of God
Ephesians 3:17-19: “… that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love,  may have power to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth,  and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”
How do the oldest commentaries explain these very complex words?

Origen of Alexandria:

“Christ dwells in ‘those rooted and founded in love’ for God, meaning, of course, love ‘from whole soul and the whole heart and the whole strength and the whole mind’, and love ‘for one’s neighbor’ (Mark12:30-31).  Those rooted in love are rooted like plants and are founded in love like a building.  Paul himself said, ‘You are God’s field, God’s building’ (1 Cor 3:9).  It is difficult to see to what ‘breadth,’ ‘length,’ ‘depth.’ and the other dimensions (Phil 3:13) to those things which follow so that, keen in soul, ‘we may comprehend what is the breadth and length and depth and height.’  And this is not all, but we also desire ‘to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge so that after all these things are filled out in us in their order and plan, then ‘we may be filled with all the fullness of God.’

First we must learn the meaning of breadth, length, depth, and height concerning physical things so that we may be able to pass over to spiritual things by means of them.  For example, let the ‘breadth’ of this heaven and earth, that is, of the whole world, be from the east to the west; the ‘length’ from the south to the north, the ‘depth’ in the abyss and the infernal, and the height be that which is elevated beyond the celestial regions. Because many, however, assert on the basis of Ecclesiastes that the heaven is round and is rolled like a ball (Eccles 1:5), and no round shape has breadth, length, height, and depth but is equal from all its parts, necessity compels us to understand ‘height’ as the angels and powers above, and ‘depth’ as the inhabitants of the infernal regions and what are below them.  ‘Length’ and ‘breadth,’ on the other hand, must be understood as those middle beings which exist between those who are above and those who are below.  And because it follows that one is in the vicinity ‘height’ now apply.  The cross of Christ, however, contains them all.  Through it he ‘ascended into the height and led captivity captive’ and ‘he descended into the lower parts of the earth’ (Eph. 4: 8-9), for the cross contained both height and depth.  The cross has also spread ‘into all the earth’ (Ps 18: 4), having reached its ‘breadth’ and ‘length.’  And one who has been ‘crucified with Christ’ (Gal 2:19) and ‘stretches forth’ with him (cf. Phil 3:13) grasps the ‘breadth and length and depth and height.’  And it is also the proper work of the saint to ‘know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge.’  No one who possesses the ‘love which surpasses knowledge’ can love anything which diverts and distracts from the apprehension of the knowledge which is loved exceedingly.  ‘Breadth’ as he begins from the lower things and becomes acquainted with lesser things; then ‘length,’ referring to those who are based on the earth and hasten to things which are exalted and high; then ‘depth,’ meaning the hostile and contrary powers which wage war against us in this world; and finally ‘height,’ because after we have knowledge of these powers and place them under our feet we will then be worthy to ascend to the high and lofty places.” (Translated by R E Heine, 2002, pp161-162)
Athanasius of Alexandria

Revelation through the human body is a cure to the decay of the human reason.
“1. For since men’s reason had descended to sensible things, the Word submitted to being revealed through a body, in order that he might bring men to himself as a man and turn their senses to himself and that thenceforth, although they saw him as a man, he might persuade them through the works he did that he was not merely a man but God, and the Word and Wisdom of the true God. 

The Infinite Dimensions of Divine Love

1. This Paul wished to indicate when he said: “Be firm and grounded in love, that you may be able to understand with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and that you may know the love of Christ which transcends knowledge, in order that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”(Eph 3:17-19)

2.  For the Word spread himself everywhere above and below and in the depth and in the breadth: 


a.
above, in creation,

b. 
below, in the incarnation,

c. 
in the depth, in hell,

d. 
in breadth, in the world …



… everything is filled with the knowledge of God. (Isa 11:9)

3.  For this reason, not as soon as he came did he complete the sacrifice for all and deliver his body to death, and resurrecting it make himself thereby invisible.  But by means of it [his body] he rendered himself visible, remaining in it and completing such works and giving signs as made him known to be no longer a man but God the Word. 

Two different achievements of the Word

4. For in two ways is our Savior’s love for humanity manifested through the incarnation:

a) he both rid us of death and  renewed us;

b) and also, although he is invisible and indiscernible, yet by his works he revealed and made himself known to be the Son of God and the Word of the Father, leader and king of the universe.”(On the Incarnation Chapter 16, edited by GHB)
Theodoret of Cyrus

 “That he may grant you according to the riches of his glory to be strengthened in power through his Spirit in your inner selves (Eph 3:16-17): he has unutterable wealth and immeasurable power.  I therefore beg that it be granted you that through the grace of the Spirit your souls become a dwelling place of Christ, who saves you.  Then he brings out what they must contribute to the construction of this temple: through faith in your hearts, being rooted and founded in love: there is need of faith and love, so that you may yield a crop of them, having as it were a solid foundation and root.  In order that you may have the ability to comprehend with all the saints what is the length and breadth, depth and height, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so as to be filled with all the fullness of God (Eph 3:18-19): it is possible for us to enjoy through faith and love the spiritual grace, and through it learn the dispensation that has been implemented.  You see, through the phrase length and breadth, depth and height he conveyed the magnitude, these things indicating magnitude.  The phrase ‘so as to be filled with all the fullness of God’ means, to welcome him as indweller in the perfect manner.” (Translated by R C Hill, volume 2, 2001, p 44)
Note on ‘Fullness of Time’ in Galatians 4:4

In the light of what was said above, the word, “fullness” means: whole, all, everything. When Paul says: “In the fullness of time God sent forth His Son” (Gal 4:4), it means when time completed its course that is the time when the Law and the Prophets have done their witness. 

The Fullness of God in Christ 

1. This is the fullness of love that manifested divine love by becoming what God is not: a human.

2. The fullness of the Godhead for God can’t be divided into parts.  The whole of the Godhead (Col 1:19) put on our humanity to put us on the throne of God as we all shall be at the right-hand of God.

3. If you read the list of gifts of the Holy Spirit given to the Church, one can see from Romans 12:4-21 and 1 Corinthians chapters 12-14, that these gifts cover everything in the life of the Church from teaching to the gifts that opens for the Church the vision of the Heavenly life itself.
A letter from Philemon

My beloved brother, joy in our Beloved Jesus.
Christ with all his fullness came to save us by participating in our life so that we may participate in his life.  He took the form of the slave (Phil 2:6) and did that “fully” [and] whole-heartedly because of his great love for us.  He gave us our share in his adoption and in his glory that same share that he gave to his humanity when he united himself to our humanity and took it to heaven.  His love is full, his joy is full, [and] his peace is full because his life is not divided between his humanity and his divinity.  This is my simple way of learning the meaning of the words of St. Paul, “to be filled with all the fullness of God,” for the Godhead has given not only love but also the divine mark of this love and that is eternity.”
Philemon a sinner

23 July 1967
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