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Preface





In the year 1946 the first volume of my Dogmatics appeared under the title of Die christliche Lehre von Gott.1 Its intention was to sum up in three or four parts my work in the field of Biblical Theology. In 1950 followed the second volume, Die christliche Lehre von Schöpfung und Erlösung.2 Since then no less than ten years have passed. I therefore owe my readers an explanation of the reasons for the delay in the appearance of this present and final volume, Die christliche Lehre von der Kirche, vom Glauben, und von der Vollendung (The Christian Doctrine of the Church, Faith, and the Consummation). As these reasons are partly of a practical and partly of a personal nature, it will be understood if I indulge in a rather longer introduction than usual.


The Protestant theology of the last decades received its decisive stimulus from the rediscovery of the message of the Reformers, which was in turn due in no small measure to the rediscovery of the great Danish writer Sören Kierkegaard. Whereas the preceding epoch had been dominated by the questions of the philosophy and history of religion, this change restored to its central position the question of the nature of faith.


The quest of the Biblical doctrine of faith was pursued, in fact, in two clearly distinct camps, which yet remained in constant communication with each other. In the one camp the problem of faith was taken up in close dependence on the traditional church creeds. Here above all others it was Karl Barth who, by having recourse to the exegesis and dogmatics of the classical Fathers of theology, undertook to restore the “true doctrine” to the Church in new formulations. In the other camp, of which Rudolf Bultmann must be called the guiding spirit, attention was directed, not to the “object of faith”, to doctrine, but to the act of faith itself. In this group, faith’s understanding of its own nature, and in consequence the fundamental questions of interpretation, have become the cardinal problem.


If I am to indicate my own standpoint between these two theological camps, then I must say that it is represented by what I described as early as 1937 in my discussion with objectivism and subjectivism in my book. Wahrheit als Begegnung3 as the guiding norm of all theological doctrine. It was natural and necessary that this teaching should be developed principally in this concluding volume of my Dogmatics. It gave me quite a new insight into the unique character of the fundamental phenomenon of the Biblical message, the unity of truth and fellowship.


As a preliminary study for the first part of this volume on the Church there appeared in 1951 my Das Missverständnis der Kirche.4 The reception of this book showed how hard it is to make a critical examination of the customary conception of the Church. In this preliminary work it became clear to me how the situation of the Church as time goes on makes such an examination a more and more urgent necessity.


There was a second point where it seemed to me that the theme of this volume required additional preparatory work. The World Conference of Evanston 1954 had the Christian Hope as its theme. As a participant in the preparatory theological studies, I became aware that the problems of eschatology required a clarification which would free them from traditional ideas and place them in direct relation to the centre of the Biblical faith. My book Das Ewige als Zukunft und Gegenwart (1953)5 originated from my efforts to fulfil this task.


Both books have been assimilated into the present volume in an abbreviated form., their material having been reconsidered and reshaped. Since both for the problem of the Church and for that of the Christian Hope the understanding of faith is fundamental, it is comprehensible why the question of faith became the central theme of this work. The nature of faith is not to be understood by starting from the creed of the Church, but by starting with the Biblical witness. The chief concern of this concluding volume is to vindicate the Biblical concept of faith in contrast to that supplied by the tradition of the creed. From this beginning there followed quite of itself the new understanding of the Ekklesia as fundamentally different from everything covered by the concept “Church”, and of the Christian Hope as fundamentally superior to all mythological and apocalyptic ideas; a superiority which results from this Hope’s sole dependence on Jesus Christ as this is expressed, for example, in the Pauline witness in Romans 8: 38–39, which consequently became the guiding motif of this section.


The fulfilment of my promise to complete the last volume of my Dogmatics had to be postponed as a result of an invitation which came to me in 1953 to collaborate in the setting up of the International Christian University in Tokyo, and there, as tutor in “Problems of Christianity”, to undertake a missionary activity in academic and intellectual circles. I felt a deep personal compulsion to obey this call, since a first visit to Japan in the year 1949 had shown me what great historical significance a Christian Japan would have for the world of today. For this reason it was a fascinating task to help in the schooling of a new generation of academically trained Christian laymen.


It was not till after my return home in the year 1955 that I was able to resume work on my Dogmatics. The years had not indeed passed for me without leaving any trace. A medical veto on the continuance of work at my accustomed tempo, and my own self-imposed obligation to fulfil at last my promise to my readers, brought me into a difficult situation. How much more difficult my work was made by a slight stroke which prevented the use of my right hand, can be easily gathered. This impediment was made the more troublesome by the fact that hitherto I had been accustomed to develop my thoughts in writing. To use the help of dictation in creative work was at first a very strange experience for me. I have so much the greater cause for gratitude that in Frau Dr. iur. H. Guanella-Zietzschmann, a faithful hearer of most of my lectures and sermons, and a friend of our household of many years’ standing, I found a fellow-worker whose admirable gifts of intuitive understanding and unprecedented appetite for work made possible the writing of the manuscript. I should like also at this point to thank very heartily my dear former scholar, Fräulein Pfr. G. Epprecht, who at great expense of time together with Frau Dr. Guanella prepared the manuscript for the printer and corrected the proofs. What in these last years and indeed in the whole time of my theological work the quiet support and company of my dear wife has meant, I should mention merely for the benefit of those readers who do not know us personally.


This book is dedicated to Christoph Blumhardt. It was he, the prophetic witness to Jesus, who in the days of my youth by direct personal contact and, later, through men like Kutter and Ragaz, rooted me deep in the life-giving power of the Holy Spirit. I have always loved and honoured him as one of those in whom the divine light shone forth, and in gratitude I regard my theological work as the harvest of his sowing.


Finally I should like to thank the English translators and to express my appreciation of their superb work, which so completely belies the Italian saying: “Any translation is a falsification”.


Emil Brunner
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Part 3

God’s Self-Communication as His Self-Representation Through the Holy Spirit














Section I


Ekklesia and Church




Introduction





The revelation of God in the Bible is a history. In the Old Testament God manifests Himself to His people through acts, and at the same time as He thus manifests Himself He creates His people for Himself. God communicates Himself to His people in the double sense that He manifests to them the mystery of His nature, and that He causes His people to share in His life. “I will be your God, and ye shall be my people.” The message of the Prophets culminates in the promise of a new, final self-communication of God, a Messianic age, a Messianic reign, when God’s being will be a perfect “God with us”. Yet at the same time there appears another, enigmatic figure of the Last Times, the “Servant of God”1 who takes upon himself the sin and guilt of his people and lets himself be broken by it. But that the Messiah might be identical with the Suffering Servant of God—this insight was not achieved by the Old Testament.


The New Testament is the glad tidings that this Messiah has appeared, that with Him the Messianic Age has drawn near, and that He as the Crucified is at the same time the Servant of God. Further, it is the witness to an act of God in history and to a new life which it initiates. This act of God which the New Testament proclaims is the coming of Jesus, the Christ, His reconciling Passion on the Cross and His Resurrection. Thus the witness of the New Testament is at the same time a witness to Jesus the Christ and to the new life of the people of God, the Ekklesia, the Messianic life in fellowship with God through the Holy Spirit.


This Christ was the theme of the second volume of our work. This last volume deals with His people and the new life, life in fellowship with God in the Holy Spirit and its consummation. How God chooses and creates a people for Himself, and is present in His people; this is its first theme, the doctrine of the Ekklesia.




	  1.  The form of the Ebed Yahweh in the 53rd Chapter of Isaiah has indeed been interpreted in many ways. But unless we keep Jesus Christ in view, none is really satisfactory. Here the “Christological interpretation of the Old Testament” becomes a hermeneutic necessity.



















Chapter 1

Church and Holy Spirit










(1) The Historical Representation2 of the Past Self-Communication of God, The Church



We have just described the revelation of God in Jesus Christ as a historical event, as something which happened, at that time and at that place, for all men. Faith is first and foremost a relationship to this factum perfectum, to God’s saving act in the past. “The Word became flesh”, “God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son”, “When the fullness of the time was come, God sent forth His Son.”


But how is it possible to know about this event which happened nineteen hundred years ago? How is it possible to participate in it? Past events come to us through historical transmission, by paradosis or traditio. But where we are dealing with the event which is God’s self-communication, it cannot be a question of historical tradition in the generally acknowledged sense as historical information or tradition. The saving event cannot be historically transmitted in the same manner as common world events. The special manner in which the present is bound together with the past saving event, the bridge that spans the temporal abyss of nineteen hundred years, is the proclamation of the Church or the proclaiming Church. This is the character of transmission which is peculiar to this “fact”.


The Church is in the first place merely the instrument, the bearer, of the proclamation. Everything that serves this proclamation is Church, and it is this function and nothing else which makes the Church the Church: a “proclaiming existence” as the historical continuum of the revelation. We must indeed bear in mind that this proclamation cannot be confined to words. This was why we said “proclaiming existence”. It is not a mere matter of uttering words, but of passing on the life in which God has communicated Himself. Thus, before we define the concept of the Church more exactly, we must regard as Church every form of historical life which has its origin in Jesus Christ and in which God’s self-communication is continuously active. Not only as the bearer of the Word of Christ is the Church the “bridge”, the continuum we spoke of, but also as the bearer of His Spirit and life, as He communicated Himself to His earliest Ekklesia. It is thus not only the instrument, the bearer of the Word of Christ, but at the same time the place of His self-representation and the instrument whereby this self-representation is transmitted.


This Church has indeed from its very beginning laid down a norm for this proclamation and this process of self-perpetuation, by setting up the Biblical “canon” as a criterion for proclamation and norm for all tradition. By so doing it has held fast to the unique event as such. The proclamation of the Apostles as a compact unity in contrast to all later proclamation, the spirit and life of the Ekklesia of primitive times in contrast to all later Church life, is meant to be the criterion according to which all future proclamation is to be shaped, and according to which all the future life of the Church is to be regulated. One can indeed say that even the canon, the Bible, is a form of Church tradition, since it was the Church that created it and set it up as a norm, so that the “scripture principle” would be included in the principle of tradition and founded on it. But it is just as correct to say that the Word of Christ and the Apostles created the Church and its tradition, and that only that tradition and proclamation, only that preaching existence of the Church which corresponds to this Word, is genuine Church tradition and genuine Church existence.


We have not yet come to the place for dealing with this question in the thorough manner that is requisite.2 But the thought of this contrast of tradition and scripture which, without lessening the fundamental significance of tradition, was there from the very beginning and whose basis is the uniqueness of the event of revelation, should remind us at the very beginning of our doctrine of the Church that we have to do with a critical concept of tradition. On the other hand, the question of differentiating between what belongs to the Church in a narrower and direct sense and a wider and more indirect sense need not concern us further at this early stage. The Roman soldiers who carried their faith in Christ into the northern and eastern lands of Europe and there diffused it, in part without any “Church” support, rather in the manner of a contagion than in that of explicit mission, may yet be considered as instruments of the Church and bearers of its mission. In this sense the Church is everywhere present where men are apprehended and moved by Christ and infect others with this enthusiasm. In a later connection we shall have to deal expressly with this non-churchly form of the Church. We repeat: the Church is every form of historical life which has its origin in Jesus Christ and acknowledges in Him its foundation and supreme norm.


This reference to the tradition of the Church as the continuum which binds the unique historic event to the present at any particular time is, however, not the only thing that is necessary in order to answer the question, “How can the revelation of that time become revelation for us men of today?” The tradition of the Church is the historical mediation. But there must also be mediation of another, namely intra-personal, character in order to make the revelation of that time revelation for us today. “We must now see”, begins the third book of Calvin’s Institutes,




in what way we become possessed of the blessings which God has bestowed on his only-begotten Son…. And the first thing to be attended to is that, so long as we are without Christ and separated from him, nothing which he suffered and did for the salvation of the human race is of the least benefit to us. To communicate to us the blessings, which he received from the Father, he must become ours and dwell in us. Accordingly, he is called our Head, and the first-born among many brethren, while, on the other hand, we are said to be ingrafted into him, and clothed with him, all which he possesses being, as I have said, nothing to us until we become one with him [in unum coalescimus]. And although it is true that we obtain this by faith, yet since we see that all do not indiscriminately embrace the offer of Christ which is made by the gospel, the very nature of the case teaches us to ascend higher, and inquire into the secret efficacy of the Spirit, to which it is owing that we enjoy Christ and all his blessings.3





A merely historical Christ and a merely historical knowledge of Him would be in fact a pitiful affair. Faith is a personal and immediate relationship to God. We must therefore ask: How is it possible that what then happened in Jesus Christ becomes present to us? How can we “become contemporaries with Christ” (Kierkegaard)? The answer to this question is the theme of the next section.










(2) God’s Self-representation in us Through the Holy Spirit4



(a) The revelation of God in Jesus Christ is a historical event, and faith is therefore in the first place a relationship to this event which happened at that place and time. It is dependent on this perfect tense, the reconciliation of the world in the Cross of Jesus Christ is the content of faith in Christ.


This historical element in the Christian faith is the stumbling-block both for the rationalistic and for the mystical man. These seek for the timeless eternal, the nunc aeternum; they wish for immediacy in their relation to God, an immediacy not dependent on anything historical. They regard the attachment of Christian faith to a past event as an imperfection, as a primitive mythological embarrassment which ought to be transcended, the confusion of the historical occasion (Jesus) with the eternal ground (the Christ principle), and over and above this a source of the uncertainty which infects everything historical. But the fact that they find this an offence is the sign that decisive issues are at stake. It is, in fact, no accident that man on his part seeks a relationship to God which shall be pure immediacy, and wishes to free himself from dependence on the historical. The historical element in faith points to the sore spot in human existence, to the gap which separates it from immediacy. The man who evades the historical Mediator does this because he neither will nor can see the brokenness of his own existence. The counterpart of unhistorical religion, religion without a Mediator, is the failure to recognize the radical character of the guilt of sin. It is an attempt to create a relationship with God which takes no account of the fact of guilt. “Philosophical faith” (Jaspers) and the mysticism of all nations and all ages speak also of redemption or reconciliation. But this redemption and reconciliation are not the removal of the guilt of sin, not the restoration of a broken fellowship, but the knowledge or experience of timeless unity, of an immediacy of relationship with God, which ignores what separates man from God.


The perfect tense of the saving fact of Christ corresponds exactly to the perfect tense of the damning fact: the Fall, the breach of the original fellowship with God. Were there no Fall, there would be no need of a historical revelation. In an unbroken order of Creation man would be permitted and able to have immediate intercourse with God, without the historical Mediator of reconciliation. The perfect tense of saving history is a cancellation of the breach, of the brokenness of fellowship with God. The saving event in Jesus Christ has the character of a recapitulatio; it is an event that reverses, that restores, that creates anew. The re-establishment of fellowship with God through the historical Mediator is at the same time the acknowledgment that previously fellowship with God was broken and destroyed. As the liquid in two communicating pipes always stands at an equal height, so the witness to the historical Mediator corresponds to the acknowledgment of the guilt of sin, and conversely, the evasion of the historical fact implies always the evasion of the guilt of sin. This twofold perfect tense is therefore the fundamental structure of the Christian faith.


(b) But this perfect tense does not cover everything that needs to be said. The belief that true religion, true fellowship with God, must be something contemporary, is certainly not wrong but on the contrary wholly true. Without prejudice to the relationship of faith to the past, it is always at the same time presence: it belongs to the present and is direct, immediate relationship to God. This also is a part of the central witness of the New Testament. The series of utterances referring to the accomplished act of reconciliation is paralleled by another series, expressing pure contemporaneity. “Nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me” (Gal. 2: 20). “Abide in me, and I in you” (John 15: 4). “Know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus Christ is in you?” (2 Cor. 13: 5). “That Christ may dwell in your hearts by faith” (Eph. 3: 17). “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1: 27). “God is love; and he that dwelleth in love dwelleth in God, and God in him” (1 John 4: 16). Life in fellowship with God is presence. Faith is no mere memory of a past event, but life and activity in the presence of Him who creates anew and is Himself present in His gifts. To the question: “How can the perfect tense of saving history become the present experience of salvation and fellowship with God?” the scripture, and with it the Church, answers by referring to the Holy Spirit and His work in the hearts of the faithful and in the Christian community.


Have we therefore now the task of teaching about the Holy Spirit just because scripture does so? Such a biblicist procedure does not conform to the rule which we found as a criterion for our theological work and have followed hitherto. Further, a mere reproduction of Biblical statements about the Holy Spirit and His work is not possible, if only for the reason that these are not so unanimous and clear as they would have to be to serve such a purpose. In so doing we would have almost entirely to exclude the Old Testament at the outset, for while it speaks much of the Holy Spirit, it only seldom and indistinctly does so in connection with the theme of the representation of the historical revelation. In it the Spirit of God is principally characterized as the creative power of God, as the breath of life in the creature, or again as what causes special, exceptional phenomena and astonishing demonstrations of power, and is immanent in them. Finally the Spirit inspires the revelatory language of the Prophets, but it is not His work to make men’s hearts accessible to the prophetic Word. The word from St. John’s Gospel is specially true of the Old Testament: “For the Holy Ghost was not yet given” (John 7: 39).


But even the utterances of the New Testament about the Holy Spirit are not of such a kind that we could summarize them in a “Doctrine of the Holy Spirit”. A glance at the Concordance shows us that this most central concept does not occur at all in the sense indicated by us in many of the New Testament writings—as for example, in Matthew and Mark, in the Epistle to the Hebrews and the Epistle of James and the Pastoral Epistles. A more exact comparison of the statements indicates that very diverse views of the nature and working of the Holy Spirit are to be found, which could only with violence be brought to one common denominator. A doctrine of the Holy Spirit built up on biblicist principles always rests therefore on a more or less unconscious self-deception, namely that one should attempt subsequently to support an already determined doctrine by Bible passages chosen more or less at random. An unprejudiced investigation of the New Testament shows that there is no one “Biblical doctrine of the Holy Spirit”. Quite apart from our objection to it in principle, the biblicist method turns out to be impossible.


On the other hand there is in certain quarters (Bultmann) a tendency to conceive of the concept “Holy Spirit” as one of the “mythical” elements in the New Testament, and therefore to exclude it as a concept unintelligible, and not only superfluous but also useless, for our theological thinking. We cannot evade this objection by simply appealing to the theology of the Reformers or the Confessions of Faith. Our task is rather to show why and how far, when we talk of the new life based on faith, we must speak of the Holy Spirit.


(c) Let us start from the objectively given fact of the revelation of God in Jesus Christ, from the historic perfect tense and the witness borne to it by the apostolic Word: “The Word became flesh”; “Jesus Christ crucified for us and risen”. We assert as a fact of experience that this witness of scripture is believed by some, but not by others. This strange fact reminds us that it is anything but a matter of course that the Word of Christ should find credence. When we remember what we have learnt the nature of the natural man, the sinner, to be,5 the question is inevitable: How can he, the sinful man, come to believe the Word of Jesus Christ? How can he who is entangled in his egocentricity and pride of intellect—and that means his sinfulness—allow this Word to be said to him as the Word of truth, as the Word of God? Can he then do anything but react to it by rejecting this gospel as “foolishness and a stumbling-block”? (1 Cor. 1: 23.) Can then sinful, autonomous man do anything, in face of this assault upon his autonomy, but resist it and assert his autonomy by making the counter-attack: “This message is senseless, contrary to all reason, and the judgment on me implied in it is unjust, an affront, which for the sake of my human dignity I cannot tolerate”? How can we expect that proud man should renounce this self-defence, when precisely self-defence and self-assertion are the sign of his condition as sinful man?


There are here only two possibilities: Either we believe that sinful man can himself achieve the penitence necessary for faith, this conversion and self-surrender. If so, then his sin cannot be so bad as we have hitherto claimed. Or else something from outside of him must penetrate within him to transform his unreadiness into readiness, his self-assertion and resistance into self-surrender and acceptance. In the first case, theological thought is involved in a self-contradiction. We believe man capable of acknowledging himself as a sinner, and at the same time we believe him able to achieve this knowledge himself, by which he would prove that he is not so bad a sinner after all.


The objection could be made: “This is a quibble, for it is precisely the operation of the Word which brings about this conversion in man.” We do not need the intervention of yet a third power. The Word itself is powerful enough to bring a man from impenitence to penitence, to change his self-assertion and resistance to self-surrender and acceptance. It is not I that open my heart to the Word, it is the Word itself that opens my heart for itself. But now we see that the Word by no means does this in every case. Some continue to resist; they do not believe. Others give up their resistance; they accept the Word. Whence this difference? Are there then two kinds of men, some who are open for the Word, and others from whom it rebounds; one kind accordingly, who are repentant and obedient to the Word, the other kind unrepentant and closed to the Word? The decisive act, the change from sinful imperviousness to believing openness, would thus have its origin in man himself.


But it is precisely this which both the witness of the scripture and the experience of faith denies. At this decisive point faith makes the confession sola gratia—”by grace alone”—acknowledging itself to be the pure gift of God. Yet once more an act of God is put in the place of unaided human activity, and this act of God is called the work of the Holy Spirit. God, in so far as He intervenes in the heart of man, in so far as He bears effectual witness to Himself in the spirit of man, is the Holy Spirit, and that which then takes place within the human heart is the working of the Holy Spirit. Talk of the Holy Spirit is thus not a residuum of ancient mythical conceptions of an animistic or dynamistic kind, but an expression of the experience of faith itself, and the necessary consequence in theological reflection of the knowledge of sin and the bestowal of grace.


(d) We can and must clarify the same point from another side. Revelation and faith—this is our principal article of belief which determines all else—are personal encounter. The step forward from the Old Testament to the New consists in this, that the Word of God is no longer “mere word”, but a Person, the Word of God incarnate in Jesus. It was He, Jesus Himself, in whom the first disciples recognized God present in speech and action (Matt. 16: 16). Their witness was to this personal presence of God, this Immanu-el (God with us); this was their message. But we later believers would be dependent again upon a mere word about Him, our faith would not really be encounter, if we were merely confronted with the word, the witness about Him. Indeed, this would really have happened to the Apostles themselves after the death of Christ. Earlier “while He still lived” they had God’s Word as Person, but now, since His death, they would have had it only as a memory of Him, their faith would no longer be encounter, no longer real fellowship with Him. But the witness of the Apostles is not to this effect. Even after His death, nay, now all the more, they stand in personal fellowship with Him and their prayer and their faith has altogether the character of personal encounter. He is “in their midst” as the Risen One, who bears witness to Himself in them through His Spirit.


It is especially the Gospel of John which emphasizes this unity of the Person of Jesus with the experience of the Holy Spirit. The representative of Jesus, in whom the presence of Jesus is continued, is the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit. Nowhere is the personal character of the Holy Spirit and, at the same time, His oneness with the Christ of history so clearly attested as in John. We understand how in an early stage of reflection the statement could be made: “The Lord is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3: 17). The experience of the living presence of God and of His power was identical with the presence of the Risen One. It was, however, wholly based upon the saving act of Jesus Christ, in the gift which had been bestowed upon the disciples in His Person. Everything that was implicit in this new presence of God, and everything which took shape therefrom, they called the operation of the Holy Spirit.


When we say “Holy Spirit” we mean that mode of God’s being by which He is present within us, and operates in our spirit and heart. His first and decisive activity is this, that He makes Christ present to us, who stands over against us as a fact of the past in the Word, in the witness to Jesus as the Christ (John 14-16). Only when we do not merely confront the Word of the past, but this Word as a Word present, and operative in us today, is it true that faith is personal encounter. Thus we understand also why it was only in the New Testament, and not in the Old, that the Holy Spirit could be spoken of in this pregnant sense. The Holy Spirit in the New Testament sense is the presence of God which bears witness to, and makes effectual, the historical Christ as a living personal presence. The operation of the Holy Spirit is necessary for the Word about Christ to become the Word of Christ for us, and for the Word of Christ to become the Word of God.


(e) But now there arises from the opposite side the question whether in this manner the human subject is not short-circuited, and man does not become the mere stage on which the divine action is set. This objection must not be lightly thrust on one side. Faith is indeed a bestowal of God, but it is certainly not an act of God in the sense that it is God who believes within us. To say this would be to contradict both the witness of the Apostles and that of the experience of faith. Faith is without question an act of man, just as surely as it is on the other hand a bestowal of God, a work of the Holy Spirit.


We face here a mysterious paradoxical fact, which can never be altogether and wholly elucidated, which Calvin describes as the secret operation of the Holy Spirit (arcana operatio spiritus sancti). All attempts to estimate the respective shares of the divine subject and the human in faith and in the new life of the Christian are idle and instead of serving to clarify have done injustice now to this side and now to the other. But one thing at least we can do to illuminate the issue: we can recall what we saw earlier6 about the nature of human personality and realize from this that the mystery of the unity of divine grace and human freedom lies at the very heart of human nature.


In contrast with all other beings known to us, man has his being in the Word of God as a responsible agent. He is the one called by God. Man’s being is always being in decision. He is always answering God’s call, even when he denies God. There is only one thing he cannot do: not answer. He can indeed—and this is the “impossible possibility” (Karl Barth)—answer in the contrary sense to that to which he is called. That he does this, makes him a sinner, and with this perverted use of freedom the deepest contradiction invades his nature, through which he does not indeed lose but perverts the humanity of his being. But the Word of revelation calls him back to his origin, back to his true being, and thus to true freedom. To be moved by God is his true life. Deo servire libertas (Augustine). As the man set free from sin by the Son he is “free indeed” (John 8: 36). His independence is not a freedom alongside of or over against God, but in God; it is the freedom to recognize himself as one created by God in love and to treat himself as one moved by God’s will. His freedom is not independence, but dependence upon God.


Thus when through the operation of the Holy Spirit man’s heart is opened for the Word of God, what happens is not something that short-circuits man as a free subject, that estranges him from himself, but something on the contrary that alone makes him really free and truly active. The reason for this is that it frees him from a life in contradiction to a life in the truth, and heals and integrates his will and makes it genuinely his own, a will which when sinful was never truly his will, but lay under the domination of an alien power. To be led by the Spirit of God is not to be possessed. On the contrary, it is to be liberated from possession, from the alien domination of evil. Man only becomes himself through the operation of the Holy Spirit.


Our natural thought does not understand this, for we think in terms of the isolated “independent” self, and therefore conceive of being “in God” or “through God” as an encroachment upon our freedom. Here is the deepest reason for our rejection of the message sola gratia. We start from the apparently obvious presupposition that a self is something existing in isolation, and that dependence upon God is equivalent to a diminution of our freedom. But this conception of the self turns out to be destructive of the self; for the absolute, unlimited freedom leads in the last resort to the denial of God and of responsibility, and thus also to denial of all meaning to existence, to pure nihilism.1 Freedom in God is true freedom, because, being founded in the self-bestowing love of God, it understands this same self-bestowing love as the source and meaning of existence. It is only through being loved that we become capable of loving, and only in loving is there true freedom. To be apprehended by the love of God and to be truly free are one and the same thing. To let oneself be apprehended by the self-bestowing love of God in Christ is the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. “Because the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts” (Rom. 5: 5). To be made open to receive this love is the event of man’s liberation from the strain and the feebleness of the self turned in upon itself, the release of the heart turned in upon itself (cor incurvatum in se)—and therefore the liberation to true selfhood. To be led or apprehended by the Holy Spirit does in fact mean the annihilation of one freedom, namely the false, imagined freedom of the independent self. Therefore from the standpoint of the independent self this must appear as the completest bondage, as the crippling of its independent activity, until this standpoint is surrendered in the event of belief, which is a gift of God and an act of the man who accepts it.


(f) Now we have gained access to the New Testament witness on the operation of the Holy Spirit, and have found at the same time a critical standard by which to distinguish essentials from non-essentials in the variety of the witnesses. We made it our point of departure that the truth in Christ, which as an objective-historical fact outside us stands over against us, lays hold on us inwardly and so breaks the resistance in us. This is not done by the written or heard Word alone, for this too is something external, that stands over against us. Something must be added to the “Word”, or rather in the Word of Christ He Himself must speak to us. What the old writers called the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit (testimonium spiritus sancti internum) is just this; that Christ bears witness to Himself in us through His Word. According to the Gospel of John the first and most important task of the Paraclete, who is to represent Jesus in the world after His death, is to bear witness to Him, the crucified and risen, the historical Jesus, as the Christ. Only now does the perfect become a present, and not a present something, but the present Lord, who speaks to me as His own (Gal. 4: 6; Rom. 8: 16).


(g) But the operation of the Holy Spirit is not confined to bearing witness to us of Christ. Rather is He borne witness to by the Apostles as creative power, that produces new life, new will, new feelings, new spiritual, psychological, and even physical powers. For this reason the operation of the Holy Spirit cannot in the last resort be conceptually grasped. It transcends all that can be said, it is in its depth and fullness something “that cannot be uttered” (Rom. 8: 26). Just as natural life escapes all definition, so much more does life “in the Spirit”. The concept which in the apostolic witness most frequently refers to this paralogical side of His operation is that of dynamis. Paul does not appear with “persuasive words of wisdom” but “in demonstration of the Spirit and power”. Thus also the new, wonderful, and to us, indeed, in some ways strange “powers” which are astir in the community, are referred to His operation (1 Cor. 12: 6). The power of the Spirit who is given to the community with the Word of Christ reaches deep into the unconscious, even into the organic and physical realm, and we should beware of the attempt to judge the miracles of the Holy Spirit with the yard-stick of our “enlightened” rationalism. But there is one thing to which the scriptural evidence itself gives us the right, namely to say that the decisive expression of this new life in the spirit is agape—self-bestowing love.


It is indeed understandable, though not therefore warrantable, that in theological reflection, in the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, the relationship of Spirit and knowledge, of Spirit and doctrine should have always stood in the foreground; so much so, that that “paralogical”, no longer conceptually formulable, purely dynamic element in the operation of the Holy Spirit has for the most part had less than justice done to it, and held a much less important place than in the New Testament witness to the Holy Spirit (pneuma hagion). This is indeed one of the principal roots of the theological intellectualism from which most of the Churches—at least the Churches of the West—suffer. Theological teaching itself cannot do very much to remedy this defect; for the correct doctrine, that the operation of the Holy Spirit is not exhausted by (correct) doctrine, is of little help in gaining the fullness of the gifts of the Spirit. But it can at least remove hindrances which have been placed in the way of the operation of the Spirit by a false theologism. It is an important and liberating insight that new knowledge is not the only fruit of the Spirit, and ways are thereby opened for Church practice which have often been barred by a too narrow doctrine. Knowledge of Christ is the first, decisive fruit of the Spirit. “No man can say that Jesus is Lord, but by the Holy Ghost” (1 Cor. 12: 3). With this sentence Paul laid the foundation of the correct theology of the Holy Spirit. But this word must be understood in its general context, in which the theme is the manifold gifts of the Spirit (1 Cor. 12-14). The miracle of Pentecost, and all that is included under the concept of the charismata—the gifts of the Spirit—must not be soft-pedalled from motives of theological Puritanism.


Or was perhaps this paralogical-dynamic element only a phenomenon accompanying the first outpouring of the Holy Spirit? An objection to such a theological restriction of the understanding of the Spirit in post-Reformation theology was justifiably made by Johann Christoph Blumhardt on the grounds of his own tremendous experience of the power of the Holy Spirit, but, in his modest way, less in the form of a protest than in that of a tireless intercession for a new outpouring of the Holy Spirit so much lacking in the Church. And we, who today must see with distress that a revival of doctrine has not as yet brought with it the bestowal of the powers and gifts of the Spirit which we find recorded as a reality in the primitive Christian community, shall we not have every reason to associate ourselves with Blumhardt in this prayer?


(h) As we can see after this systematic discussion about the relation of historical revelation and Holy Spirit, the Church can deviate from the right path in two directions—by one-sided emphasis on mediacy or immediacy. The Holy Spirit is immediacy, pure presence, pure personal fellowship, but He is immediacy on the basis of the revelation in the historical Mediator—and thus on the basis of mediacy. It is precisely this unity of the present and the historical which is the distinctive mark of faith in Christ in contrast to all mysticism and “philosophical faith”. Where only one of the two is emphasized, the nature of faith is altered, and it degenerates either into mysticism without a Mediator or into mere orthodoxy and correct churchmanship. When people speak of Christian mysticism,8 such a thing may be found in Paul. But precisely in Paul it is clear that we have not to do with an immediacy without a Mediator. For the “mystical” statement “I live, yet not I, but Christ liveth in me” continues by emphasizing faith in the Mediator; “and the life which I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2: 20).9


The paradoxical unity of mystical immediacy and historical faith in the Mediator, which is the essence of Christian faith, finds here its incomparable expression. “Christian mysticism” is one with historical faith in the Mediator.


(i) Now that we have thus learnt the relationship of faith to the past and to the present, a further indication must be given of the relationship of the Holy Spirit to the third dimension of time, the future, although this must later be the theme of the third part of this work. According to the New Testament witness the Holy Spirit is the pledge (arrabon), the certainty of hope in that which is to come, the coming consummation, and the Ekklesia, which through Him. is formed as the Body of Christ, is at the same time the Messianic community of those who await the coming of the Lord in glory. As faith has its foundation in the revelation of God and redemption which has happened, so hope reaches forward to what is going to happen. Therefore the exegetes are right in saying that the Holy Spirit in the New Testament is an eschatological entity. One cannot be a believer without sharing in the final hope. Just as a wanderer by night is suddenly illuminated by the searchlight which picks him out, so the Ekklesia of the faithful is the community illuminated by the light of Him who is to come. Their openness for this future is what gives believers their freedom, their joy, and their confidence in victory.


Only in these three temporal dimensions10 is the existence of the man who is “in Christ” complete, and apprehended with the full knowledge of its paradoxical and mysterious character. Does the Christian live in the past? Yes, through faith in Him who has come, and has redeemed him. Does he live in the present? Yes, wholly and utterly. For to be in the love of Christ, to live in it, is to live in the presence of Christ, and to be oneself a person living in the present. Does he live in the future? Yes, through hope in Him who will fulfil all things in His Coming. Christian existence, being in Christ, is the only possible and only real unity of past, present, and future, and thus is the beginning of eternal life.


For this reason everything that we say about the new being, the new life in Christ, stands under the eschatological reserve.11 It is a new life. But it is so in such a fashion that it is at the same time a being in the future, a certain, joyful hope of fulfilment. We have been “born again unto a living hope” (1 Peter 1:3). This eschatological reserve is the sign before the bracket, which determines everything that stands within the bracket. All the entities of faith are at the same time eschatological entities. The character of “not yet” belongs to the essence of faith, and therefore also to the essence of the Ekklesia. We are redeemed, we “are delivered from the power of darkness and translated into the Kingdom of his dear Son” (Col. 1: 13), but “we wait for the adoption, to wit, the redemption of our body” (Rom. 8: 23). We hope for what we do not see, for “we live by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7). But He who thus makes the past present for us and directs us towards the future is the Holy Spirit. He is the element in which the Ekklesia lives its life, which makes the Christ of the past its present Lord, and which makes the Ekklesia the fellowship of those that wait for Him.




	  1.  Translator’s Note: Here and in other passages in this book, this term is used in a special sense to be defined here. This is a fuller and richer sense than is normally given to the word “representation”. The German word Vergegen-wärtigung or Selbst-vergegenwärtigung which it translates has retained, in a way that the English term has not, the original rich significance of its components. Hence “representation” in this translation contains the twofold thought of “making present”: (1) making contemporary in contrast with what is past, and (2) making personally present in contrast with what is absent.



	  2.  See below, Ch. 3.



	  3.  Calvin, Institutes III, 1, 1 (quoted from Beveridge’s translation).



	  4.  Cf. my book Vom Werk des Heiligen Geistes (On the Work of the Holy Spirit), 1935, in which faith is for the first time portrayed under the aspect of past, present and future.



	  5.  See my Dogmatics II, Ch. 3, “Man as Sinner”.



	  6.  Cf. my Dogmatics II, Ch. 3, “Man and Creation”.



	  7.  The assertion, first made by Fichte, of the absolute freedom of man is identical with the denial of God the Creator. It lies at the root both of the philosophy of Nietzsche (“Were there gods who could bear not to be a god?”) and of the philosophy of his antipodes Karl Marx (“Man is free only when he owes his existence to himself”). But it comes to its culmination in the nihilistic philosophy of J.–P. Sartre, whose aggressive atheism leads inevitably to the denial of all norms.



	  8.  Albert Schweitzer (The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle) distinguishes himself very favourably from most of the advocates of this thesis, by very exactly defining what he means by mysticism. But he has not seen that in Paul this mysticism is wholly identical with faith in Christ crucified for us, which is most evident from the passages cited above.



	  9.  The same is true of the later passage in Galatians: “But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son … that we might receive the adoption of sons” (Gal. 4: 4, 5). For this statement too has the paradoxical continuation: “And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba Father” (Gal. 4: 6).



	10.  This relation of the three temporal dimensions to faith, love and hope has been worked out in my Earl Lectures Faith, Hope and Love, 1956 (Westminster Press, Philadelphia; Lutterworth Press, London).



	11.  Cf. also what is said under the heading “Sanctification”, pp. 290 ff..






















Chapter 2

The Ground and Nature of the Ekklesia









(1) The Problem


Should the doctrine of the operation of the Holy Spirit begin with the doctrine of the Church? Reformed Tradition speaks against this order. In Calvin’s Institutes the Doctrine of the Church is handled in the last, Fourth Book, and, as we have already said, this arrangement has governed the whole teaching tradition of the Reformed Church.1 But this means that the doctrine of the Church comes after the doctrines of faith, of repentance, of justification and of the Christian life. Faith, the new life in Christ, is thus dealt with before the Church and considered independently of it, and this is actually what happens in the Third Book of the Institutes, The only justification for this arrangement is that Calvin regards the Church as an external support of faith (externum subsidium fidei).2 Accordingly for him it is not essentially bound up with faith but is only a support, though certainly a necessary one, and explicitly an external support of faith. Between faith and the Church there is no inner necessary relation but only an accidental, subsidiary one, in which faith is essentially regarded as something individual, the fellowship of faith being added to it as something which does not belong to its nature. That is to say that although Calvin in practical matters was in the highest degree a Churchman and a founder of churches, he makes an individualistic separation of faith from the Church. Believers indeed require the Church, but they are believers even apart from it. That is also the customary conception of reformed Protestantism.


In diametrical opposition to this stands the Catholic conception; not only the Roman Catholic conception but also that of the Greek Orthodox Church and the Anglicans and the Old Catholics, who all of them brand this individualism as a fundamental heresy, since for all of them—even though in very different ways—Church and faith form an essential unity; faith without Church is unthinkable.


There is indeed also in Calvin a concept of the Church of which it can be said that he correlates faith and the Church as essentially belonging together, namely the invisible Church (ecclesia invisibilis). But this is defined as the number of the elect (numerus electorum), and so not as a fellowship but as an aggregate, a number of such as already, even without the Church, are elect. The objection could be raised that the electio was such from the beginning as to have regard for the Ekklesia and the Kingdom of God, and thus from the beginning not individualistic. But that does not in the least alter the fact that Calvin describes faith without any reference to the fellowship. Faith is thus comprehensible for him without his thinking of fellowship with men. The fellowship of faith is added to faith as another, secondary thing. This shows itself in the very fact that he was able to equate the concept of the ecclesia invisibilis with the numerus electorum, which has no reference to fellowship. Even this concept of the ecclesia invisibilis does not neutralize the individualistic concept of faith, i.e. the accidental concomitance of faith and Church. Thus, in spite of what is said about ecclesia invisibilis, we must describe the Calvinistic understanding of faith as an individualistic one, and therefore admit the justice of the reproach levelled against it by the Catholics.


For, when we ask what the New Testament witness about the Ekklesia says, there can be no doubt as to the answer: Ekklesia and faith belong essentially together. The idea that the Ekklesia is an externum subsidium fidei (an outward support to faith) is not to be found in it and is essentially alien to it. One is a believer only in virtue of being in the Ekklesia, a member of the Body of Christ, and never on any other terms. The Ekklesia is the form of life in which faith itself necessarily finds expression, and not a mere subsidiary help. And so the Catholics are right and the Reformed Church is wrong? Certainly not; it would be true rather to say that both of them are in the right and in the wrong at the same time, because both of them understand the Church as a thing—that is, as an institution,3 while this never happens in the New Testament. There, as we shall immediately show in more detail, the Ekklesia is never conceived of as institution; but exclusively as a fellowship of persons, as the common life based in fellowship with Jesus Christ as a fellowship of the Spirit (koinonia pneumatos) and a fellowship of Christ (koinōnia Christou). To be in Christ through faith and to be in this fellowship are one and the same thing. The fellowship is not an addition of secondary importance or even an externum subsidium. It is rather the conjoint fellowship which has its ground in Christ, fellowship with one another on the basis of fellowship with God. Precisely this is the new life which is founded on Christ, life in the fellowship in love (agape) instead of a life by oneself in isolation.


One can say in a word, God has given us His Son that we may have fellowship with Him, and through Him with men. For the sin from which He redeems us is in fact nothing other than the destruction, the loss, of fellowship with God, which brings in its train destruction of fellowship with men. This togetherness of fellowship with God and fellowship with man, of faith and love, is already implicit in Jesus’ double commandment “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart… and thy neighbour as thyself.” It is manifest also in Paul’s statements in Romans and Galatians where the shedding abroad of the love of God in our hearts is called the first consequence of faith (Rom. 5: 5), the first fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5: 22) and the criterion of true faith (Gal. 5:6). Fellowship is nothing other than the existence with each other whose ground is God’s existence with us, and conversely sin is nothing other than existence apart from Him and apart from each other. God’s self-communication is the communication of His life, His love, and love is the will to communicate oneself. For this purpose Christ is given to us, that we may live in God’s love and draw our life from it. A life of broken fellowship, without God and without our neighbour—this isolation is darkness and death. Reconciliation means that this isolation is brought to an end by God’s self-communication.


The Ekklesia is this new humanity which is reconciled with God by God, and in which, therefore, each has fellowship with his brother. It is the community of those who have been reconciled and draw their life from the reconciliation. It is nothing other than men in fellowship, in fellowship with God and in fellowship with each other. For this reason the idea that it is an externum subsidium fidei is wholly impossible. It is always the people of God in history, the “true Israel”. As such it is named Ekklesia and, further, not ecclesia invisibilis. For this Augustinian conception does not correspond to the nature of the Ekklesia as a real togetherness, as the brotherhood of the reconciled. We must admit that we mortals cannot finally and certainly determine whether the brotherhood is the genuine one which is based on God’s reconciliation, and thus on faith. The line of demarcation that distinguishes the true brotherhood from a sham brotherhood is invisible, but the brotherhood itself is just as visible as was the bodily existence of Jesus Christ. The New Testament Ekklesia is the true, visible brotherhood of the reconciled, even if there may have been in it some who only seemed to belong to it.


This spiritual brotherhood, which was yet visible in the world and recognizable to some extent even by unbelievers through its manifestations, through the love of its members for one another, is the Ekklesia of the New Testament. But this is something different from the Church. For what we call Church is not a brotherhood but an institution; not the Body of Christ, but a corporation in the juristic sense of the word. For this reason, if we wish to follow the New Testament, we cannot simply translate Ekklesia by the word “Church”, and we have the right to say only of the Ekklesia and not of the Church that it is essentially bound up with faith in Christ. Jesus Christ wills to have a people—a people, but certainly not an institution. A people has institutions, but it never understands itself as an institution. And if this is true of any people, it is especially true of the people of Israel. It was not like the majority of peoples of our times, a national State. As a people it never understood itself in terms of its organization as a State, but in the light of its relation to God, and this is far more true of the “true Israel”—the Ekklesia.


Thus the two questions which we asked at the beginning of the chapter—”Is the Ekklesia an essential and necessary implication of faith?” “Why may we not translate ‘Ekklesia’ by ‘Church’?”—must be answered from the same standpoint: namely in the light of the essential character of faith in Christ. Jesus Christ is the revealed will of God for fellowship. He wills to have a people, and not merely individual believers. As the Risen One He is the Lord, the Head of this people. He wills to have, not an institution but a fellowship in which God alone, God and His love, rules.







(2) The Basis of the Ekklesia


There are three classical definitions of the Church, each of which contains an answer to the question about the basis of the Church. The Church is the Company of the Elect, the Body of Christ, the Communion of Saints (coetus electorum, corpus Christi, communio sanctorum). These three definitions of the Church may serve as indications of the aspects under which we must think of the Ekklesia from the standpoint of faith in Christ.


(a) Coetus electorum (the Company of the Elect)


The basis of the Ekklesia lies in. the eternal election. We refer back to what was earlier said on the subject of election.4 As there we asked: “What is said to us in Jesus Christ about our election?”—so now we ask: “What is said to us in Jesus Christ about the nature of the Ekklesia?”


This question compels us to advance to the transcendent ground in the election. The fellowship of the Ekklesia with Christ and the fellowship of Christians with one another has its basis in the eternal loving will of God. In Christ, God’s plan for the world and humanity is revealed (Rom. 8: 28; Eph. 1: 9-11). There is a fellowship of Christians because God has willed from eternity that it should be so, because He did not create men as isolated individuals intelligible in themselves and living in their own strength, but as beings to whom He wills to give His own life, binding them to one another by this gift. That is His decree in Creation. But this is shown to us in Christ as at the same time His decree of salvation. Men have indeed come into conflict with the divine destiny, their unity with the Creator; and in consequence also their bond with one another has been torn asunder. In fact men do not live in God and in God’s strength, and they do not live in love. In order to cancel out this corruption and heal this rift, God has sent us the “Saviour”. God’s plan of Creation has become the plan of Redemption. In Christ we know God’s love as love in spite of us, as the love which gives and communicates itself to man who has become a sinner. God wills to be our God in spite of us; the separation is not on His side; we must know this, and for this reason He sends us His Son. But not only must we know it, but what God wills must come into being. God’s will revealed in Christ is a creative will. In Christ not only is something given us to know, but a new fact is created, a new humanity established, and this new humanity is the Ekklesia.


When the Ekklesia reflects on its foundation, it understands itself as the people of God whose origin lies in God’s eternal will. In no other way can it—as the brotherhood of Christians—understand its existence and nature, especially since (as the world must see it) it is by no means yet this new humanity, but only a little flock in the midst of a world in which the love of God counts for nothing. Its claim to be the new, the redeemed humanity, must therefore appear to the world as a grotesque piece of self-conceit. The Ekklesia must indeed concede the point, not only on account of its smallness but also on account of its own imperfection, that this claim to be the new humanity sounds incredible. And yet it knows that such it is. It knows because it understands itself, not in terms of its visible appearance, but in terms of its (invisible) eternal ground. It knows itself as a chosen people of God; in itself, the little flock of Christ’s redeemed, it recognizes the vanguard of the Kingdom of God, of the new humanity united with God and in God.


(b) Corpus Christi (the Body of Christ)


This, its transcendent origin, is known by the fellowship through the historical Christ, Jesus. Not in mystical visions, not in speculative thoughts, but in the history of Jesus Christ is this eternal will of God made known to it. Its members did not first learn to know their election as pre-temporal, eternal and transcendent, but in the historical fact that One came among them, the fishers by the Galilean lake, and called them out (ek-klesia) and chose them to be His disciples and apostles. It was not they who united themselves to form a people of Christ, but this same Lord who united them. “Ye have not chosen me, but I have chosen you” (John 15: 16). His “Follow me” was the beginning of their corporate existence over against the world, first as a band of disciples, and later as a community bearing witness to Christ, the Risen One. On the last evening they spent together He spoke the great word of the “New Covenant”. By referring to His broken body and His blood to be shed He established them as the new Israel, the people of the New Covenant, and their membership rooted in Him was historically established in the making of this Covenant. After His death on the Cross and after His Resurrection it was the experience of the Holy Spirit which caused the disciple-fellowship to think of itself as “the body of Christ”. For, as during His earthly life He was its Lord and Head, so was He now also invisibly but really “the Head and we the members.”


What the Apostle says in 1 Corinthians 12 of the living organism which the Holy Spirit creates for Himself, which He rules by assigning to each member his spiritual gift (charisma) and thereby his service, is a living experience and reality for everyone in the Ekklesia. Paul does not teach this in order that the Christians should believe it, but he expresses it as an experience of the faith of all. They know that it is so! They are the one Body whose Head is Christ, and whose members they all are. So, as before Good Friday their visible companionship with the Lord and with the other disciples was a reality in which they did not need to believe, but which they experienced as a visible fact as members of the disciple band, so now also they experienced as an indubitable reality this togetherness which bound them together in one Ekklesia where the place of the visible Lord had been taken by the invisible Lord present in His representative, the Paraclete.


True, this is an experience of faith; that is, something which possesses reality only for those who through faith are in Christ. But that one has to believe in the Ekklesia was an idea that never would have entered their heads. And there is not even a single word to indicate this in the New Testament. “So we, being many, are one body in Christ, and every one members one of another” (Rom. 12: 5). And when the Apostle tells them of other congregations in other towns and lands and transmits their greetings, they acknowledge the same reality in these other ekklesiai: the unity of the Body of Christ created by the invisible Lord. Through the reports of the Apostle, which at the same time were a paean of praise to God for “the great things that God had done with them” (Acts 15: 4), they experienced the bond of kinship between the individual house-congregations and local congregations in Macedonia, Achaia, Asia, and so forth. Thus for them the unity of the Ekklesia was no tenet of faith, but a living experience, just like the nature of their own brotherhood. In their faith in Christ and in the experience of the Holy Spirit the social character of the Ekklesia was implicit. Through their faith they had sure knowledge about the ground of their fellowship, and about its reality, through the daily experience of their bond of union. Visible and invisible Ekklesia were just as little to be severed as the love of Christ in the strength of which they lived, and the love with which they loved their brethren.


(c) Communio sanctorum (the Communion of Saints)


The third definition, sanctorum communio, refers to the ground of the Ekklesia in the faith of individual Christians. When the circle of the disciples grew, when—as at Pentecost—hosts of new members were “added”, it became clear to them that the Ekklesia has its ground in the faith of the individual members. The election, the transcendent ground, becomes immanent in the individual’s experience of faith, just as, conversely, it is faith which acknowledges the eternal election as its ultimate and highest origin. The Holy Spirit, who apprehends and creates anew the individual when the Word of Christ is heard, makes the eternal decree of God a present experience. The living Christ builds His body for Himself by taking possession of the hearts of men and “adds them” as saints called (Kletoi hagioi) to the community of disciples. The Ekklesia is the community of the sancti, of those who have been called out of the world and into the service of Christ. It is the community of believers.


Fellowship with Him, who has bound each one to Himself through the word of reconciliation, is what now also binds the members to each other. Faith is in itself—fellowship. By believing we became capable of fellowship and willing for it, companionable, because faith is the reception of the love of God. The God who communicates Himself creates through His Spirit men who wish to communicate and should communicate the thing that they have received. Sin consists in the fact that the self is closed to God and man, but faith signifies that a man becomes open for God and for his brother, that he is willing to be open and to communicate himself. God reveals Himself as the One who wishes to be with us, and therefore faith is the will and readiness to be with, to be with our fellow-humans, communicative life. It is therefore in the nature of the case impossible that as a believer one should be or wish to remain a solitary, one who lives for himself. It is just this living for oneself, this existence of a “Monad without windows”, which is abolished by faith. Faith is “communicating existence”.5 Therefore, it leads of necessity through communicatio to communio.


And yet we must never lose sight of the other fact: that just as faith leads to fellowship, so also it always comes out of fellowship. For a man has always received his life in Christ through faith from a Christian community that was there before him. Every believer has been “added”. The Ekklesia is always prior to the individual believers; they have become believers through being drawn into it. Every believer has received his faith through the communication of others. He is thus already in a fellowship when he becomes a believer.


The formula of the Apostles’ Creed, “sanctorum communio”, seems to leave the question open whether sanctorum is the genitive of sancti (saints) or sancta (holy things). But in fact the Ekklesia is the communio of the sancti, for sancta, the holy things of the sacraments, create no fellowship but only a common participation. The interpretation of communio sanctorum in the neuter sense is the source of a spiritual collectivism, which confuses the nature of fellowship with the nature of participation in a thing. The thought of a sanctum in which individuals participate has no place in the New Testament. For “that” in which the individuals participate is precisely not a thing, but a Person —the Christ. Participatio in something creates a collective; fellowship with the Christ creates fellowship with one another.


Each of the three definitions of the Ekklesia shows us a special aspect of its basis: the transcendent (electio), the historical-objective (corpus Christi) and the spiritual-subjective (sanctorum communio). Each of them taken by itself would necessarily lead to a one-sided conception; either to an abstract spiritual intellectualism (the number of the predestined, numerus praedestinatorum), or to a sacramental hierarchism (the Body of Christ, corpus Christi), or to an emotional and pietistic individualism (the communion of the faithful, communio fidelium). Only in their unity do they reproduce the reality of the Ekklesia. It is at once coetus electorum, corpus Christi and communio sanctorum.







(3) The Problem of the Invisible and Visible Ekklesia


These three definitions with their basis comprehend at the same time the nature of the Ekklesia in its spiritual theological aspect, i.e. that element in it which is visible only to faith but invisible to the natural eye. About the nature of the Church of faith, about its nature as visible only to the eye of faith, the teachers of our Church since the Reformation have always been quite clear, and there have been no differences in their conception. These differences began only when man reflected on the fact that the Church of faith is always at the same time a visible, empirical entity. But at this point most of them became the victims of a misunderstanding, which, although understandable in the light of tradition, was none the less disastrous. This misunderstanding attached in the first place to the word “Church”. The New Testament “ekklesía” (Greek) had been translated for almost fifteen hundred years by “ecclesia” (Latin) and thus understood to refer to the Church as it had developed in the West. And even though they wished to reform this Roman Church and restore the original New Testament one, yet they were quite sure that it was the Reformation of the Church that was in question, that the New Testament Ekklesia was the normative form of the Church.


The visible form of the Church, they believed, is something similar to what has existed for fourteen hundred years as Church, a structure of a social kind with this or that type of order, a structure constituted by a determinate order or system of Church law, and whose chief characteristic and function is to be a serviceable instrument for the proclamation of the Word of God and the administration of the Sacraments. The social structure was thus—as we would say today—an organization serving a purpose, or as we have already heard from Calvin an externum subsidium fidei, and, as such, an institution which is to be constituted and regulated by laws. And an attempt was made to close the gap between this Church and the Ekklesia of the New Testament by using the distinction which Augustine had already made available, between ecclesia invisibilis (as defining that entity which we have described in our three definitions given above), and the ecclesia visibilis, by which Augustine had understood the Catholic universal World Church of his day, which it was necessary to reform.


Augustine had arrived at this distinction through his study of Paul on the one side, and on the other side through his perception of what had happened since Constantine and Theodosius. In his time Church membership was already, by a decree of the Emperor Theodosius, a statutory obligation, as indeed a full half-century earlier through Constantine’s action the Church had become the acknowledged, and later the privileged, national church. His study of Paul had taught him something of the Pauline idea of the Ekklesia which referred to something wholly different from the all-inclusive Church. The connection between these two so completely disparate entities lay in the concept “ecclesia” which applied to them both.


Both Zwingli and Calvin took over this fundamental concept. And it was their intention to reform this same visible Church. And keeping in mind what they understood to be the New Testament Church, they could do this only by understanding the “visible Church” as an institution which served the purpose of proclaiming the Word of God or of pure doctrine, and which for this reason, as Calvin says, is an external support of faith.


This double concept of the Church6 is wholly foreign to the New Testament. There is in it only the one Ekklesia, which is at the same time spiritual and invisible (intelligible to faith alone) and corporeal (recognizable and visible to all). No Apostle would ever have agreed that this visible entity, the Ekklesia, was only a support of faith, let alone an external support. For the disciples it was wholly impossible to distinguish between visible and invisible Ekklesia. They too were indeed well aware that among the faithful there might be individuals who did not really belong to Christ. But this consideration had no influence upon their concept of the Ekklesia. For them the Ekklesia which belongs to Christ through faith was at the same time the Ekklesia which everyone could see.


In other words, the social form of the Ekklesia was a necessary consequence of their faith. For since God had communicated Himself to them in Christ, it followed that they must communicate themselves to each other. From the knowledge of reconciliation, the fellowship which we have with Christ, there followed immediately the “fellowship which we have among ourselves”. The agape, the love of God which was communicated to them through Christ, was now living and present in them and united them to one another. This means that the social character of the Ekklesia resulted from its spiritual character as an association of men through the Holy Spirit, through the love of Christ. And that itself was the structural law of this social entity. There was no other law, nor was there need for any. The Ekklesia was a spiritual brotherhood, free from law. The spiritual and bodily character of this brotherhood is a consequence of the spiritual and bodily character, the Godmanhood, of Jesus Christ.


This structural law of the Ekklesia is, however, something totally different from the structural law of the Institutional Church. The fundamental difference between these two entities — spiritual brotherhood on the one side, institution for the administration of supernatural Sacraments and the promulgation of revealed doctrine on the other—could be perceived by a good sociologist at the first glance, even if, for the rest, he did not more exactly know or understand the deeper foundation of this spiritual togetherness. Sociology distinguishes between fellowship and association (F. Tönnies). It speaks of “authentic fellowship” and understands thereby a fellowship in which the presence of the persons with each other, or the bond of union which joins them together, determines as such the character of this social grouping. True, the Ekklesia cannot be wholly “defined in sociological terms”. In this sense we must modify K. L. Schmidt’s thesis.7 But by a sociologist who is at the same time a believer in Christ it can be understood very well in its peculiar character as a fellowship—a character different from that of all other societies. The brotherhood can have laws and institutions but it can never regard these as belonging to its essence. But, above all, it can never understand itself as an institution. And precisely that is the essential thing. The Ekklesia’s understanding of its own nature is not that of an institution. The nature of the Christian brotherhood is basically different from the nature of an institution, which is called the Church, and is indeed incompatible with it.


The social character of the Ekklesia is determined by its spiritual character, by its faith in Christ in the sense of pistis. And what we have just said about it as an entity constituted by faith determines also its character as a social entity. The Ekklesia is the people of God. Even the Israel of the Old Covenant did not understand itself as a State, as an institution, but as the creation of the Covenant of God. And this non-institutional character is much more evident still in the Ekklesia of the New Testament whose life-element is the Holy Spirit. Sociologically the Ekklesia would have to be defined as a fellowship in the most authentic sense, in distinction from an association. But in the last resort the social character of the Ekklesia can be understood only in the light of Christ. It has characteristics which the sociologist cannot understand as compatible with each other, but which in his experience exclude each other. Either a society is a fellowship of persons, a brotherhood, or it is an association held together by a universal idea. Either the one or the other, but not both together. But the unity of these two apparently mutually exclusive characters is the paradox of the Ekklesia.


Nearly a hundred years ago the jurist Rudolf Sohm saw something of the quid pro quo of the visible Church. As a jurist, however, he paid too little attention to the social character of the Ekklesia as such but only drew attention to the incompatibility of the legal element with the Ekklesia.8


Fifty years later Ernst Troeltsch, who was familiar with the sociological approach, but who, as an idealist theologian, had but little insight into the spiritual nature of the Ekklesia, quite simply reckoned the New Testament Ekklesia as belonging to the “sect-type of the Church”—a judgment in which there was doubtless some truth, but at the same time a great deal of error. The social character of the Ekklesia can be understood only in terms of its faith in Christ, but from that standpoint it must be conceived of as brotherhood in Christ. But it still continues to be a sociological paradox.


But Zwingli and Calvin from the start regarded the Ekklesia of the New Testament in the perspective of the institution known to Church history and therefore did not notice at all its specific social character. Luther alone saw intuitively something of this. He always had an aversion to the word “Church” but it was not given to him to distinguish clearly between Church and Ekklesia. He too stood under the influence of Augustine, and he on his part spoke of the Church in two senses: of the true Church, which is known only in faith, and of the institution of the Church, which is constituted by laws. And the reason for this is that even in his thought, which had penetrated so deeply to the heart of the New Testament teaching on faith in Christ, the connection between faith and love did not stand so clearly in the centre as it does in the New Testament. And further, he was still strongly dominated by the Constantinian and Theodosian idea of the Church.


In the more recent discussion on the Church, especially in the New Testament studies, there is another prejudice which stands in the way—a prejudice which is to be found as early as in Calvin: the belief that we must interpret the Ekklesia in the light of the significance given to kahal in the Septuagint, the assembly of the people of God, or in the light of the significance given in secular Greek to Ekklesia as a popular assembly. Then the meaning of the word Ekklesia is always that of the assembly for the worship of God. But the New Testament gives us no grounds for this conclusion. It has filled both the Old Testament concept and the secular Greek concept of Ekklesia with entirely new Christological content. It is not the assembly that the Apostles mean—that above all Paul means when he speaks of the Ekklesia—but the klesis, the election and the call of God in Christ. The assembly plays in the New Testament a wholly subordinate role, and only in 1 Corinthians 14 does Paul picture it in some detail and there, above all, from the standpoint that everyone must make his own contribution and everyone have his turn. What belongs to divine service, to Sunday, the “cultic”, the sacred element, falls entirely into the background compared with the vocation of mission to the world and loving service to men.


We could summarize the content of the Pauline writings in the one phrase “Sacrifice of the Body, as Christ has sacrificed Himself.” He says this himself. The technical term for the cultus, latreia, occurs only once in the New Testament and even there it has not a cultic significance but an ethical existential meaning “that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service” (Rom. 12: 1). So also the mention of divine service on Sundays falls into the background compared with “everyday matters”, our daily service of our brother. And we shall show later that thus the sacrament, in the sense of a saving ordinance which the Church administers, becomes questionable.


Divine worship has indeed its place in the life of the Ekklesia brotherhood. Ekklesia is founded by God’s Word in Christ and the believing, worshipping answer of man. But the Ekklesia becomes visible, not as a cult-fellowship, but as a brotherhood proclaiming Christ and living in mutual love. Paul presupposes that “the word of God dwelleth richly among you”, that the Christians “pray without ceasing”. Therefore the sociological description of the Ekklesia as “authentic fellowship” used above is the right one, because fellowship differs from association precisely in that it has its goal in itself and is not there to serve a further end. It is an end in itself, willed by God, even though this is only absolutely true of the Ekklesia in its consummation, in the Kingdom of God.


Even though the Ekklesia may have appeared to the unbelievers of its time as one of the many thiasoi or cultic unions—the apostolic instruction about the Ekklesia goes in the contrary direction: the permeation of everyday life with the Spirit of Jesus Christ. The Ekklesia is a thoroughly uncultic, unsacred, spiritual brotherhood, which lives in trusting obedience to its Lord Christ and in the love to the brethren which He bestows, and knows itself as the Body of Christ through the Holy Spirit which dwells in it. The whole of life is a service of God and this service of God is at the same time brotherly service to one’s fellow men.







(4) The Social Reality of the Ekklesia


This sociological character of the Ekklesia corresponds exactly to its theological nature. The self-communication of God in the Cross of Christ through the Word of grace becomes by means of the secret operation of the Spirit (arcana operatic spiritus) the self-communicating love of the brethren. God, the Creator of all life, has no need of self-bestowing love. To Him are due thanksgiving, praise and the humble worship of man. But agape, which He Himself is, and which He pours into men’s hearts through faith in Jesus Christ, is by Him directed through man towards those who stand in need of it. For agape, in contrast with eros, as the Greek philosophers understand it, reaches ever downwards and not upwards, towards emptiness and not towards fullness (Nygren). The believer who is moved by agape wills to put not only the Word of grace, but everything that he has received, at the disposal of those for whom, just as much as for him, Christ sacrificed Himself on the Cross.


The universally understandable and most immediately credible expression of this self-giving love is that primitive Christian community of goods of which it is said “and all that believed were together, and had all things common; and sold their possessions and goods, and parted them to all men, as every man had need” (Acts 2: 44, 45). “Neither said any of them that ought of the things which he possessed was his own; but they had all things common” (Acts 4: 32).


This kind of self-giving brotherly love was, however, exaggerated and therefore unrealistic. It was too direct a translation of agape. It anticipated the Last Things and paid no heed to “the form of this world”. Thus it led to the impoverishment of the Jerusalem community and from that time onwards was not to be found either in Jerusalem or in any of the other communities. But in respect of its motive it is not only characteristic of the Ekklesia but an ideal for it. That is the ideal—even if it is not practicable. That is the spirit of the Ekklesia brotherhood.9


Paul made clear to his congregations the nature of their fellowship, the nature of the Ekklesia, by means of a figure which he did not himself invent but which was already a common parable of fellowship in the ancient world: the figure of the body (1 Cor. 12:12). Here, however, this figure of the body is filled with a wholly new content, because this body which suffers and simultaneously rejoices along with its members is at the same time the Body of Christ. For this reason the collections which he took for “the poor in Jerusalem” were for Paul not only a concern of charity, but a concern filled with the deepest knowledge of Christ and genuine faith in Him. This act of love he understood at the same time as an act of faith in the sense that in it the grace of Christ was repeated and came alive. “For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, that ye through his poverty might be rich” (2 Cor. 8: 9). So in the Ekklesia, in its social reality, the self-communication of God is recognizable as the principle of its life.


We have said already that the Ekklesia is a sociological paradox, because it is on the one hand a quite intimate fellowship, on the other a world-embracing new humanity. It had no local limits, it was not “one community”. The brethren in Corinth or Thessalonica obviously participate with the greatest interest in the lot of the brethren in Jerusalem or Asia. They take cognizance of Paul’s news about these distant people as one receives news about a son or brother living abroad. The Ekklesia is an ecumenical family, that is, a family spread over the whole world and in principle encompassing the whole round earth.


This is the fact which shows the bankruptcy of that sociological either-or: either personal concrete fellowship or an association without that character of fellowship, held together by a universal idea. The social character of the Ekklesia is world-embracing, genuine brotherhood. Why is this so? Because the same Jesus Christ is present in living power in all, this Jesus Christ who represents in His person the new humanity, the same Christ who in His act of salvation recapitulates the whole history of humanity. In truth, it is right to say that the Ekklesia can only be understood through Christ and in Him. Ecclesiology is Christology. But once more we must emphasize that everything relates, not to an “invisible Church”, but to the concrete visible brotherhood which calls itself ekklesia tou Christou. Thus to pay attention to the social character of the Ekklesia is a most urgent requirement for Christian theology. It is today especially urgent and necessary because only so, always at the same time reflecting on faith, can we: first, grasp the concomitance of faith in Christ and the Ekklesia; secondly, perceive and grasp the difference between Ekklesia and Church; thirdly, because thus and only thus can we recognize the peril of our time, which consists in the fact that humanity today is seeking fellowship in vain—without Christ; and only thus can we learn to know what steps in this search are leading nearer to Christian fellowship.


From all this we can see the clamant need of a Christian sociology as a branch, of theology. The lack of such a discipline, the one-sided concern with the intellectual side of the Christian message, has had tragic repercussions and right up to the present shows its urgency in the fact that most Protestant theologians are so misled as to believe that the institution of the Church is the necessary visible form of the Ekklesia, and that the Catholic Church for its part makes the identity of Ekklesia and Church its dogma and thereby hinders ecumenical understanding. Were it acknowledged that the Ekklesia of the New Testament is not an institution, but that rather its social form as a world-embracing brotherhood is a necessary consequence of faith in Christ, while on the other hand each of the institutions that we call Church does justice to only one partial aspect of the Ekklesia of the New Testament, a very great step would have been taken towards the theological understanding of the Ekklesia as well as of the gospel in general. Yet we cannot make this thesis completely clear until in the second part of this work we have learnt the misunderstanding and the true nature of faith.


The Ekklesia of the New Testament is not only a project of faith implicit in faith in Christ, but this Ekklesia about which Paul gives us Christological and Pneumatological teaching is at the same time a social reality which impressed the men of that time, and which was especially disquieting to the Jews and roused them to contradiction, since, on the one hand, it was so like what they knew in their synagogue, and, on the other, was based on the “absurd” faith in the crucified and risen Jesus, as the Christ. They were able indeed ever and again to note that these Christians not only lived a life void of offence, but that in the Christian fellowship a “Spirit” unknown to them was at work. One of the pagans, a scoffer (Lucian) was the author of the striking saying “See how they love one another!” and thereby expressed, with an accuracy which can only make us wonder, the characteristic which distinguished the Ekklesia from all thiasoi. It was indeed also this spirit of love which ever and again drew Jews and pagans to the Ekklesia, this same love which was proclaimed in the apostolic preaching as the great gift of God in Jesus Christ.




	  1.  Calvin, Institutes IV. In H. Heppe’s Dogmatik der evangelisch reformierten Theologie, 1861, which, is a synopsis of the Reformed Dogmatic Systems, the chapter on the Church is the twenty-seventh, the second last of twenty-eight chapters.



	  2.  Institutes IV, 1, 1. The justification of the necessity of such external helps (externa subsidia) is as follows: “But as our ignorance and sloth (I may add, the vanity of our mind) makes necessary such external helps…”.



	  3.  When Calvin calls the Church an externum subsidium fidei he is thinking of organizations like the Churches of Geneva, Strasbourg, the Electorate of Saxony and Zürich, i.e. corporations with a definite organization of a legal kind, chiefly recognized by State law, not as private corporations. He has continually in mind the national Church which is established by the State as the only recognized Church, while he regarded the condition of Churches under the Cross, to which the State did not extend this monopoly, as a troublesome misfortune for them.
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	  5.  It was only after the writing of this part that Hendrik Kraemer’s book The Communication of the Christian Faith came to my knowledge. (Westminster Press, Philadelphia; Lutterworth Press, London, 1957.) its ideas are very similar to my own. I find Kraemer’s distinction between communication-of and communication-with an extraordinarily felicitous one, which exactly corresponds to the intention of the New Testament.
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	  8.  Between the first and second volumes of Sohm’s Kirchenrecht there is a very profound difference, which for the most part has passed unnoticed. Sohm I, which first appeared in 1892, has in general a conception of the New Testament Ekklesia which in many ways anticipates the results of later and contemporary scholarship. He describes the Ekklesia as a spiritual and social reality, ruled by the Word of Christ and the Holy Spirit, which has not yet developed an institutional character. His picture agrees with that drawn by H. v. Campenhausen in his work Kirchliches Amt und geistliche Vollmacht in den ersten drei Jahrhunderten, 1953 (Church Office and Spiritual Authority in the First Three Centuries), a view similar to my own, which may also be regarded as the result of scientific Biblical criticism. In this first volume of Sohm there is as yet no mention whatever of the concept of the ecclesia invisibilis. The second volume on the other hand, published posthumously in 1922, is wholly dominated by this concept, which was probably suggested to him by the Lutheran Dogmatics of his time. Since critics have made no distinction between Sohm I and Sohm II, Sohm has been “refuted” and discredited by arguments which applied to the second volume, but not to the first. These one-sided verdicts reflect the uncertainty of the Protestant Doctrine of the Church, i.e. the discrepancy between the requirements of contemporary New Testament scholarship, and Dogmatics, which was not ready to take the former seriously. We must also indeed take into account the fact, which we noted above, that Sohm did not raise the question of the social structure of the Ekklesia at all, since he was not a sociologist and did not possess this concept.



	  9.  We may describe the Primitive Christian Communism as a communism of love, naïve because of the absence of all system—as the story of Ananias and Sapphira shows—but above all naïve because it applied only to consumption and not to production. It is therefore clear that it could not be of long duration. Also the impoverishment of the Jerusalem community, which was the cause of the Pauline collections, may well have had its cause in this socially and economically impossible form of life.






















Chapter 3

The Primitive Christian Ekklesia and the Pauline Idea of the Ekklesia







The objection which necessarily thrusts itself upon us as a result of the picture drawn in the preceding pages is this: this Ekklesia never existed, it is an ideal picture. Granted that this picture is one-sided and does not take into account the human weakness, the all-too-human element, which was there even in primitive Christian times. The question is only whether the author is to be blamed for this idealization, or whether it is what Paul in fact teaches about the Ekklesia. The Christian communities of Corinth, Philippi, Colosse, etc., which Paul knows intimately, are doubtless not ideal fraternal fellowships. And yet Paul’s teaching on the Ekklesia is the same as ours. Is then his concept of the Ekklesia a Platonic idea, an ideal of which the reality comes far short? No, the Pauline teaching about the Church is not a Platonic idea, but a concept of faith which has its basis in the encounter with the historical Christ, and therefore has a wholly different dialectic from that of idea and experience.


The case here is the same as that of the Pauline concepts of love, the new man, and faith, which all arise within the same fundamental context of the revelation in Christ. For example, the love which Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 13—is this an ideal or reality? It is in the first instance something which Paul has experienced in the Ekklesia and has recognized as a necessary consequence of faith in Christ. This love is a reality, a new life in the Ekklesia. But this love is nowhere completely and unchallengeably dominant in the Ekklesia. The new life is at war with the old. Faith in Christ has continually to defend itself and to assert itself against sin. For all that, just as surely as faith is a reality in the Ekklesia, so surely love and brotherhood are also a reality. When Paul teaches, he teaches the implications of faith in Christ. But since faith itself is always only coming into being, so also the Ekklesia is always only coming into being, not only in its outward expansion but in its spiritual and physical being. Yet a distinction is to be made between the Pauline form of the Ekklesia and its other primitive Christians forms.






(1) The Different Forms and Conceptions of the Ekklesia in Primitive Christianity


The first point to note is that, in spite of the different tendencies in primitive Christianity, the Ekklesia was always conscious of its unity, even its identity in the different types of congregation and was also able to protect this identity against all divisive tendencies. In particular Paul was never in any doubt that the Ekklesia owed its existence to the mother community of Jerusalem. He acknowledged “the twelve” as original Apostles, as those who by their witness to the Resurrection had founded the Ekklesia. Even the sharpest contention with them1 could not impair this fundamental conviction and attitude. Even though we may not be able to square the Lucan narrative with its account of the Apostolic Council, which glosses over the actual conflict, with the older and authentic account of Paul, and therefore are unable to give full credence to the picture of the Ekklesia as represented in Acts, yet it remains true that the original Apostles and Paul were reconciled, and at the end gave each other the right hand of fellowship. For faith in the Lord Christ as the living Lord of the Ekklesia was common to them all; and common also was the faith that with Him the new age of salvation had dawned and the new way of salvation had been opened; and common, lastly, was their expectation of fulfilment in His Parousia. Further we must make clear to ourselves that the original Apostles as non-theologians were hardly so sharply conscious of the differences as was Paul the Apostle-theologian. He, however, not only saw the differences clearly, but expressed the general significance of Christ and faith with such clarity as none before him or since has been able to do.


The Christian community of Jerusalem was not the only pre-Pauline Christian community. We know of others in Palestine, in Syria, and even in Rome. But we know but little of their faith and their communal life. The description of Luke in the Acts, as we have said, does not bear a close resemblance to the facts, since we must take into account the eirenic tendency of his reporting which would tend to smooth over differences. Yet Luke seems to rely upon very old and reliable sources. Certain fundamental characteristics which distinguished these Jewish-Christian communities from the Pauline Gentile-Christian communities are, however, evident, and correspond to what we would have naturally expected. The primitive Christian community in Jerusalem was in the days of its first beginnings as yet hardly aware of its newness and its difference from the synagogue. It is therefore understandable that it assimilated itself in a naïve and unquestioning manner to its model, the synagogue, and took over from it its presbyterial organization. True, this happened only to a limited degree because the presence of Peter and some other members of “the twelve” made the leadership of the community from the outset by these “pillars”2 seem natural. Later James, the brother of the Lord, who was one of those that had seen the Risen Lord, came into prominence as the leading authority.


The Christian community in Jerusalem had, however, a position of special privilege even among the Jewish Christian communities, a position which Paul himself acknowledged in some measure. Jerusalem was the mother-community, the parent-cell of all the later communities, and from this drew certain conclusions as to its rights; for example, the right of a certain not exactly defined supervision and the right to request, on the ground of its own position of exceptional spiritual privilege, a kind of tribute from other communities in the form of collections for the poor in Jerusalem. From the manner in which Paul at the “Apostolic Council” had to fight for the independence of his Christian communities it is clear that two different concepts3 of the Church were here in conflict, a theocratic-authoritarian concept and a spiritual one which in principle excluded all legal obligation. It cannot be said that the Pauline conception on that occasion entirely won the day. The original Apostles did indeed make three concessions to Paul: that as an Apostle he had equal rights with them, that his preaching of a gospel free from the law came from Christ, and that his congregations were congregations of Jesus Christ. And yet the continuance of the conflict after this event shows that the Jewish Christian Apostles had not properly understood his doctrine of Christ and his conception of the Ekklesia; that, in fact, the treaty of peace had not been able to overcome the contradiction completely.


On his side Paul acknowledged the minimal demands of the original Apostles, that a tribute to “the poor” or “the saints” of Jerusalem should be paid. His Epistles, especially his Second Epistle to the Corinthians, show how conscientiously he fulfilled his “agreed undertaking”, as does the fact that he endangered his life in order to bring the collections in person. The unity of the Ekklesia was saved, but the theological foundations of this unity were not deeply enough laid. And so the conflict was constantly breaking out afresh, until at last the authoritarian legalistic canonical conception triumphed over the Pauline one. In fact, it even came about that writings expressing this conception were produced4 under the pseudonym of Paul and accepted into the canon of the New Testament.







(2) The Pauline Doctrine of the Ekklesia and the Pauline Communities as its Embodiment


Paul was the first writer, and the only writer in the New Testament, to develop a doctrine of his own about the Church which is explicit and therefore intelligible to us.5 This doctrine is very closely linked with his teaching about the work of Christ and about faith. “Ecclesiology is Christology and Christology Ecclesiology.”6 But this is like what happened later to Luther in his conflict with the Roman Church; Paul was not conscious from the beginning of the special character of his conception of the Ekklesia, but he was conscious of “his gospel” and its conflict with “the other gospel” (Gal. 1: 8) by which he means the interpretation of Jewish Christianity.


The Ekklesia is for Paul the implicit consequence of faith in Christ and as such the necessary consequence of his concept of faith and his conception of Christ. The Ekklesia is the Body of Christ. This expression is of course on the one hand an inadequate figure of speech, for a body does not have persons as its members. But, on the other hand, the expression is certainly more than a mere figure.7 It might actually be said that we can only truly understand the physical organism in the light of the Ekklesia. Thus the Ekklesia would be the authentic organism or body, because only in its light can we understand how something invisible makes the visible parts into a unity, and how it is possible to say, “the whole has precedence over the parts”.8 It is Christ the Kyrios, the living and present Lord, who binds believers together. He does this through His Spirit. It is the Spirit who creates faith. “No man can say that Jesus is the Lord, but by the Holy Ghost” (1 Cor. 12: 3). To be sure, the converse also holds, for the other proposition is also true that as a consequence of justifying faith “the Spirit is poured into our hearts” (Rom. 5: 5). In any case, Spirit and faith form an indissoluble unity. But faith comes into being through the witness about Jesus Christ, through the Word of “reconciliation”, through the Word of the Cross. Faith is nothing but trust in Jesus Christ, in whom a new way of salvation “apart from the law” (Rom. 3: 21) is opened up. But as Christ is always proclaimed as the Lord, so faith is always at the same time obedience. Paul loves the play upon words which lies in “hypakoe pisteds” (the obedience of faith). We must translate it by some such term as “hearing from below”.


But what has faith or the Spirit to do with the Ekklesia? Through faith we receive the love of God as our new life. We ourselves become loving. God’s self-communication in the Cross of Christ causes the man who receives it to become on his side one who communicates himself, one whose heart has been opened for the other man, one who gives himself to him. The Holy Spirit binds us, not merely to God, but to man. Paul did not think this through in detail. He finds the Ekklesia in existence as something which results from the kerygma and from the reception of the Holy Spirit, and he recognizes agape as the necessary “fruit of the Spirit.”


Like faith, the Ekklesia comes into being as a result of the proclamation of the gospel. But it is equally true to say that both of them come into being as a result of repentance and obedience. Therefore Baptism as the outward sign of repentance is an integral part of the rise of the Ekklesia. Ekklesia happens, takes shape by necessity, where the Word of salvation in Christ is received in trust and obedience. Baptism as an act in contrast to this inner event has no independent significance. It merely marks on the one side the serious character and the reality of this inner event which demands to be made public, to be confessed, and on the other side it manifests the acknowledgment of its authenticity on the part of the already existing community or on the part of the man who has proclaimed Christ. Beyond this it is clear that Paul did not reflect more exactly about the origin of Ekklesia and the relationship of the obedience of faith or repentance to Baptism. There can be no question of his having ascribed any independent significance to the act of Baptism. Baptism is a seal which on both sides, on the part of the believer and on that of the preacher, is imprinted as “witness” of the inner event.9


Here is the link between the Ekklesia in the spiritual sense and in the social sense. In the act of Baptism there happens visibly what already has happened invisibly through the Word and faith. Inner membership of the Body of Christ becomes visible in this sign. There is no question of Paul thinking that this sign itself effects something which had not previously been effected by the Word. Baptism is not itself a factor in salvation except in so far as it is the making visible of an invisible event, the visible reception and entry into the community, and thus belongs to this inner event and constitutes its consummation. The baptized person says, “I now belong to Christ and wish also to confess my faith before the whole world.” The preacher says, “Through your confession you show that you really belong to Christ.” In this two-sided act of visible proclamation of an inner reality, the work that has already been achieved by the Word and the Spirit of Christ comes to its completion.


Since Baptism is not thought of as an agent of independent significance, any sacramental interpretation of it becomes impossible. But on the other hand it is clear that a purely interior loyalty to Christ must be considered as a loyalty which has not matured to its full reality. The visibility of the Ekklesia is surely one of its essential marks. If we belong to Christ, then we belong to the Ekklesia, just as necessarily as the reality of faith depends on its expressing itself effectually in love. The criterion of the effectuality is identical with the reality of the event. If we forsake other loyalties we must enter into the Ekklesia, the realm where men belong to Christ. Reception into the Ekklesia is the necessary final act of proclamation, which proves its effectiveness. In this sense Word, Spirit, faith, love, Baptism and Ekklesia form an indivisible unity.


From this the conclusion follows that in the nature of things the Ekklesia is both an invisible spiritual reality and a visible social reality. The Body of Christ is at once something which can be apprehended only by faith and something which is visible even to the unbeliever as a social fact. But this social visible entity is not an institution of the nature of the Church. Rather is its social character determined by its spiritual character as a brotherhood or fellowship of love. This does not mean that it has no determined order. Every “social reality” has a definite form and therefore also a definite order. The remarkable and unique thing about the order of the Ekklesia according to Pauline doctrine and in the Pauline communities, is that this order is a spiritual and therefore not a legal one. Paul expressly says that the one Spirit gives to each member his position and his function. Since Christ the Lord rules, there are no rulers. There are indeed persons to whom, an official duty has been allocated, the episcopoi who are mentioned only on one single occasion by Paul. But this differentiation of the gifts of grace (charismata) does not create any differences in jurisdiction or rank. Paul knows nothing of Presbyterian or Episcopal Order. It was also an error to translate the word diakoniai, the “ministries”, by “offices”. The Spirit does not create “offices” but “ministries”. Although we must not force the figure of the Body (of Christ) and must not claim “organic structure” for the congregation, the biological concept of “function” is more apposite than the legal concept of “office”. Faith in Christ gives rise to a fellowship in which men share their life, Ekklesia, but not to an institution, a Church.


Just as it is certain that Paul’s conception of faith is different from that of Jewish Christianity, so it is certain that his conception of the Ekklesia is different from that of the Jewish Christianity which had taken over its Presbyterian order from the synagogue. The difference does not lie where Sohm thinks it does.10 His opinion is that Paul understands the Church as an invisible entity. It lies rather in the fact that the brotherhood corresponds, as a correlate, to the fellowship with Christ, and thus is not merely an object of faith but an object which, although in the last resort it can be understood only by faith, yet at the same time can be perceived by everyone. Granted that the empirical community of Corinth or Philippi is not without further qualification the Ekklesia of which Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 12 any more than the faith of the Christian dock-labourers in Corinth corresponds to what Paul teaches in the letter to the Romans about faith. But the picture which the conscientious and critical Church historian von Campenhausen11 draws of the Pauline community corresponds throughout to Pauline teaching. The basic thought is that of the Body of Christ, and “the Spirit is regarded as the organic principle of the Christian community. There is no need then for any determined Church order with its regulations, its commands and prohibitions. Nor do we find in Paul regulations of this kind laid down either for the individual congregation or for the Church in general” (p. 62).


“In principle there is no leading caste in the community and even the men of the Spirit do not constitute for Paul a spiritual aristocracy” (p. 68). “The community is not regarded in Paul as a hierarchical, graduated, stratified organization however constituted, but as a homogeneous and living cosmos of free spiritual gifts, which serve and supplement each other, but whose bearers can never exalt themselves over against each other or harden themselves against each other” (p. 69).


“Here there is really almost nothing to be seen of rigid regulations or customs which would govern the meetings” (p. 69). “In Corinth there is neither in practice nor in theory room for an office like that of the Presbyterate or the later monarchical Episcopate” (p. 71). “We must not picture things as if a community without a rigid order were in Paul’s mind still incomplete and only provisionally organized and had yet to await a fully detailed constitution” (p. 74).


“The most striking trait of the Pauline picture of the community is the complete absence of a legal organization, the thoroughgoing exclusion of every formal authority within the individual community” (pp. 75-76). This is “all the more striking, since at that time at least in the Jewish Christian communities there was in all probability already a definite patriarchal office, the presbyters” (p. 76).


“Further, his conception of the ordering of the community as a free fellowship which unfolds itself in the living interplay of spiritual gifts and ministries without official authority, did not at once disappear even after his death” (p. 76). As late as the first Epistle of Peter “the Church is regarded as a brotherhood”. It is the elect race, the kingly priesthood, and the holy people (p. 80).


Thus, if we ask whether the Ekklesia of which Paul teaches is an ideal or a reality, the answer must be: it is both; it is what is true and real “in Jesus Christ” and thus “in faith”. It is the real fellowship of real men, which Paul ever and again saw coming into being as a result of his kerygma about Christ. Thus he teaches what on the one hand he understands only “in Christ”, and what on the other hand he has experienced as empirical matter of fact and experiences time and time again. The Ekklesia in Corinth or Philippi is the Ekklesia which he means when he speaks of the Body of Christ as a work of the Holy Spirit, as a fellowship of the Spirit whose ordering is determined only by the Holy Spirit inasmuch as the Spirit allots to each his special gift and corresponding to it his special service. There is not in addition a further “organization”, for the Body of Christ organizes itself. It is just for this reason that it is called the Body of Christ. Above all there are no legal regulations which—as is the essence of law—might be considered to have a formal validity, so that because “it has been so laid down” things must henceforward take the course which “has been laid down”. On the contrary, that is by the nature of things excluded in the Ekklesia, and so, as we saw, was in fact absent. Although the brotherhood is composed of quite ordinary men, it is not ordered by the will and the law of men, but simply and solely by the Spirit (pneumo), His gifts of grace (charismata) and His ministries (diakoniai).


This may seem fantastic to us. We cannot repress the question: Did this charismatic order actually work? Was there not perpetual strife, or at the least uncertainty and the awkward question—what was to happen now? But this strange, this even wonderful charismatic ordering by the invisible Lord alone, did work. Precisely that is the miracle of the Ekklesia, which certainly Paul and the other Christians themselves regarded with ever renewed astonishment as a miracle. Even the worldwide scope of the Ekklesia was not able—and that is a second miracle—to call the charismatic leadership and order in question. The brotherhood in the house-community of Colosse knew itself as the same Body of Christ as it recognized in those other distant communities of Macedonia and Achaea. When it called itself Ekklesia it did not mean to say that it was one community, but that it was one manifestation of the same Body of Christ which also manifested itself in Corinth, Philippi and Galatia.


The Church historian, with his eye on the later worldwide development of the Ekklesia, must indeed name this first stage, and the idea of the Ekklesia formed in it and for it, fantastic or “utopian”. “Inasmuch as all compulsion, all permanent power of command is expressly excluded, the picture of the fellowship that results, understood in the sense of a human social organization, is utopian.” “But the Church”—we would say the Ekklesia—”is for Paul not a human, natural entity, but an absolutely wonderful superhuman phenomenon.”12 In this judgment of the historian, “utopian”, there lies this truth: that the Ekklesia of Paul was something unique. Anxiety about its continuance in the future could not arise in the mind of Paul, since he reckoned with the speedy return of the Lord and thus did not wish to build something that would last for hundreds or even thousands of years. But even if the historian, with an eye on the actual history of Christianity, calls Paul’s idea of the Ekklesia “utopian”, yet we shall not hesitate to acknowledge it as the necessary outcome of Paul’s understanding of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and therefore as the necessary norm for all time of the believing fellowship of Christians, who are conscious that they have their foundation in Jesus Christ alone.


What united the Ekklesia or Church of primitive Christianity was not this Pauline understanding of faith and of Christ, but solely the common faith in Jesus Christ Himself. But as opinions in primitive Christianity diverged to some extent even in the interpretation of this faith, so of course also there was divergence in the conceptions of the Church or Ekklesia and its form. Jewish Christianity—here the New Testament scholars and Church historians are at one—never really understood Paul’s doctrine of justification; much less did it appropriate it. And when we look at the history of primitive Christianity we must call the Pauline theology also a unique phenomenon. The Church which rose out of the Ekklesia as early as the second century had already not only not understood it, but forgotten it. The “Church of Matthew” (Schlatter), which leaned towards Judaism and the corresponding view of the Church, was more akin to it, and also proved itself to be practically more useful. The Pauline formulations are still used, but are no longer understood in the sense in which Paul used them, and the Church is no longer thought of pneumato-logically but in terms of Church law. The pseudonymous letters ascribed to Paul, which we know as the “Pastoral Epistles”, are a proof of both these contentions. The Holy Spirit, the central concept of Pauline ecclesiology, in the sense of the reality which rules over the whole of the fellowship and of the individual believer, is hardly mentioned. In its place the office of the bishop is portrayed and eulogized in a manner unthinkable in a genuinely Pauline community.


The New Testament knows no homogeneous doctrine of the Church but only the disagreement between a “Catholic” doctrine basing itself upon the Jewish Christian and post-Pauline sources and a “Reformed” doctrine which appeals to the genuine Paul. To seek for “the” New Testament concept of the Church is hopeless and in fact impossible. On this basis there can be nothing but the contradiction between fundamentally irreconcilable New Testament doctrines.13


Thus, if we put the question as Sohm puts it, “Is there a Church law which is compatible with the nature of the Church, or which results from its nature?”, the question is absolutely unanswerable, because it is formulated wrongly. But if we ask “Is there in the Ekklesia of Paul a legitimate and actually perceptible Church law?”, then we must answer with Sohm: “The nature of the Ekklesia is incompatible with the nature of law.”14 This thesis we now no longer require to prove. It is proved by our knowledge that the Pauline understanding of the Ekklesia arises from his understanding of Christ and faith in Christ, and radically excludes the possibility that any element of law should be regarded as essential to the Ekklesia. The Ekklesia of Paul is both visible and invisible, but even as visible it is shaped by faith in the invisible Lord and, what is more, as a brotherhood, as a spiritual organism free from the law, which excludes every legal element.
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