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INTRODUCTION :: Seeing What Paul Was Seeing

 A Survey of Paul’s primary writings through out the New Testament is a journey into 

deep metaphors, descriptive insights, and profound wisdom of the “church” in its context. 

In every writing, Paul clearly addresses communities of faith in their own time and place, 

but even more importantly Paul writes with sensitivity to the local needs and struggles of 

each community. While Paul is sensitive to each communities particularities, he casts a 

vision of The Body of Christ that is bigger than each believer, bigger than each house 

church or geographic area, and bigger than the rich diversity of these communities. Paul’s 

vision of ‘The Body of Christ’ is a vision of unity grounded not in what we believe or in 

what we do, but it is a vision of who we are - beloved children of God. Because Paul is 

convinced that God’s love is not dependent on anything having to do with us, nothing can 

separate us from God and therefore nothing should separate us from each other. 

 Just as Paul writes in particular time and place, so we too find ourselves in a 

particular time and place. Any attempt at doing theology (biblical, historical, systematic or 

practical) must speak to the contemporary church - the church of today. As Old Testament 

scholar Walter Bruggemann states: “what we understand about [scripture] must somehow 

be connected with the realities of the church today”1. The reality of our church today is 

that there may not be a more critical time within church history for us to talk about the 

Body of Christ. The reality is that The Body suffers from a disease of polarization - it seems 

almost impossible to imagine a church beyond the categories of liberalism and 

conservatism. The reality is that The Body today wants little to do with the radical vision of 

love that Paul demands from early church communities. For those of us about to finish our 
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1 Bruggemann, Walter. (Prophetic Imagination, Fortress Press: MINNEAPOLIS, 2001), 1. 



undergraduate studies and enter lives of ministry and service,2 we must be prophetic to 

these realities and we must embrace Paul’s vision as our compass towards reorientation. 

Imageries of Connectedness 

 Throughout Paul’s primary seven letters and two epistles - 1Thessalonians, 1 

Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Romans, Philemon, Philippians, and the Epistles to 

the Colossians and Ephesians, Paul consistently uses relational imageries of connectedness 

in order to show these communities how the diversity was something not to reject but to 

embrace in love.  

 Two of Paul’s strongest imageries of connectedness are his metaphor of family and 

the Body. These two imageries serve as treads in the tapestry of Paul’s vision of diversity 

and love. In both 1Thessalonians and in 1 Corinthians there are references to the early 

stages of life in the family. Paul reminds the Thessalonians and the Corinthians that they 

were “breast feed” the Gospel3. This imagery’s nurturing tenderness is important to keep at 

the forefront of our minds as we proceed through Paul’s writings of scorn. Paul adamantly 

rejects any divisive actions of these communities and he boldly and prophetically 

demands that they stop. Paul continually uses language of “brothers and sisters”4 to 

describe fellow followers of Christ and he often refers to God as “Father”. Here Paul 

intends to describe our connectedness in its fullest expression. For Paul’s metaphor, it 

would be important to note that we do not choose our family. Similarly, our belonging to 

Christ and to the Family of God is not dependent on us but it is God’s choosing. Paul’s use 
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2 Or enter graduate study and then enter ministry. Even those on a journey of discernment who “do theology” in any way 
must take serious the implications of these realities. 

3 1 THESS. 2:7 & 1 COR. 3:2 (Beck Translation)

4 Found through out the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).
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of the metaphor of “Body” is expressed in many contexts; but the essences is that in God’s 

choosing of us there is a critical interdependence on one another. 

 The Family of God as an imagery of connectedness has profound value in the 

context of Paul’s time and place. Those of Jewish background should connect well with 

this metaphor as being “children” of God because has rich depth in their history. But Paul’s 

use of the imagery expands the Family through God’s adoption of all people. In Rome 

where there are strong divisions among Gentiles and Jews, Paul is perhaps most clear first 

with the declaration that “there is no distinction”5 among you and that through baptism 

into the Body of Christ there is only one Family. This is Paul’s lead up to his most 

articulated version of his Body of Christ imagery. The twelfth chapter of Romans demands 

that followers not take themselves to be that important and to embrace the diversity of a 

Body with many parts. After a vivid account of the differing gifts, Paul asserts this vision for 

the Family and Body of Christ: 

In this relationship our love for one another should be expressed without 

hypocrisy, as we abhor that which is evil and cling constantly to that which 

is good. We should be devoted to each other with warm affection for our 

fellow believers, out doing each other in showing respect.[...] We should do 

this, rejoicing in the hope that God provides for us, as we endure patiently 

whatever affliction comes to us, persisting in prayer, participating in meeting 

the needs of all who are consecrated to God, and seeking to be as helpful 

as possible to strangers.     [Romans 12:9-13]

In this climatic articulation Paul’s vision for the church is presented through these two 

strong imageries of the Family and of The Body of Christ. Together the two imageries call 
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the church to embrace God’s adoption of all people and the diversity of The Body as a gift 

from God. 

Prophetic Rejection

 Using the framework and vision described above, Paul rejects any excuse to create 

division and any justifications with in The Body that one part is better than another. The 

assertion that any part of the Body is better than any other is not only hurtful to the Body 

but is a rejection of God’s gift of diversity. Paul prophetically rejects all distinctions within 

the Body and any actions that hurt relationships between each other. Instead Paul 

admonishes the communities to commit themselves to the building up of The Body.6 Paul 

is very clear about how believers are evaluate such behaviors as he writes, “The way in 

which you come together does not make your relationships better, it makes them worse!”7. 

For Paul, the very purpose of gathering together the community is to make relationships 

better, and this is the litmus test for gauging actions of the community. To the Galatians he 

gives a similar test when he gives them the so called “fruits of the Spirit” - nine 

characteristics that should emerging when we build each other up: “love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faith, gentleness, and self-control”8. 

What Paul would write to the 21st Century Church

 If Paul were to write to the church today what would Paul have to say about the 

state of the  church in a post-Colonial, Western context? What would Paul have to say 

about our polarization between conservative and liberal Christianity? What would Paul say 

about the way that our denominations bicker over whose theology is more orthodox? 
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What Paul have to say about a Christianity that uses the word “heresy” to verbally 

condemn and reject anyone who is seeking to develop new language to talk of God in 

world of transitions? How would Paul speak of being a “new creation” for the 

contemporary church? 

 Over the past five years, I have been involved in a conversation happening among 

Evangelical and Mainline Protestants (and Catholics too in recent years) which takes 

seriously Paul’s admonishment to be a “new creation”. In what has been coined the 

“missional/emerging church conversation”, many of us are seeking to prophetic voices 

calling the church towards a “deep”9 and “relational” ecclesiology. A deep and relational 

ecclesiology would value all forms and expressions of “church” - from the most hierarchal 

to the most bottom-up, loosely organized and even the unrecognizable expressions - and 

would also place our continued relationships with each other as the primary tool for 

editing the narratives of our faith communities. This ecclesiology is committed to “editing” 

each other with the grace, love, and prayerful support that Paul shows through out his 

writings to the communities of the early church.

- Tim K. Snyder
Texas Lutheran University

A Day of Remembrance of Martin Luther King , Jr.
who surely embraced Paul’s vision of love & diversity
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ABSTRACT | “Paul’s Vision of ‘The Body of Christ’ and 21st Century Christianity”
Tim K. Snyder

Throughout Paul’s seven basic letters to the early church, Paul writes with metaphors of the 
church using imageries that show our connectedness to God and our connectedness to 
each other. Using the imagery of Family, Paul writes of God “adopting all people” and 
using an imagery of The Body, Paul admonished communities of faith to embrace the rich 
diversity and our interdependence on each other in love. This vision of love and diversity 
has profound impacts for our contemporary church which stands polarized by theological 
liberalism and conservatism and shattered by denominational differences. This essay moves 
us towards a deeper, broader and more relational understanding of ecclesiology.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1. In what ways do we create schisms among each other on the basis of our own liberal or 
conservative theological agendas? 

2. In what ways do we use denominational differences to alienate and separate ourselves 
from our sisters and brothers in other traditions? 

3. How can we as The Body invest in the diversity of faith traditions in The Family of God?

4. How are we making room for a “new creation” to emerge the Body of Christ today for 
our current cultural context? 
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Essay Outline: “Paul’s Vision of ‘The Body of Christ’ and 21st Century Christianity”
Tim K. Snyder

I. Introduction - 
 A. Paul and his time & place
 B. framing Paul in our time & place
 C. (thesis) Our contemporary situation & a challenge to those beginning lives of 
 service to the gospel

II. Imageries of Connectedness
 A. Imagery of Family 
  1. to show our connectedness to God
  2. God’s claim to ALL people
  3. to establish who’s efforts are most important - God’s
 B. Imagery of The Body
  1. To show our connectedness to each other
  2. Interdependence
  3. The Gifts of ... (others) to the the Body
  4. Rooted in “relationally” - for the purpose of building up the body
III. Our post-Colonial Context
 A. polarized, divided, denominations, etc. 
 B. What would Paul say about these divisions - how are we hurting each other? 
 C. My context / My conversation partners...
 D. twds “deep” ecclesiology / relational ecclesiology 
IV. Questions for Discussion
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