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The doctrine of the church is one of the prominent themes of 
Pauline theology. A gla nce at a concordance will show that Paul 
uses the term church sometimes to denote a local organi zation of 
professed Chris tian bel ievers (1 Cor. 1:2) and other times to de
note the who le body of bel ievers (Col. 1:18). This twofold usage 
not only embodies the principal divisions of Paul ine ecclesiology, 
but it a lso indicates the reason why th is doctrine receives the 
attent ion it does by P au l. The local organization is emphasized in 
hi s writings because of the apostle ' s desire to organize his many 
converts into self-governing and self-propagating groups. The 
The teac h ing concern ing the universal church, the body 
of Christ, is vital ly connected with Paul's rel ation to the revela
t ion of the mystery (Eph . 3:1-12). 

TIIE OfiGA ISM 

The church as an organism is the complex structure of the 
body of Christ wh ich carri es on living activities by means of the 
indi vi dual be li evers who are distinct in function but mutually de
penden t on and governed by the ir relation to Chri st the Ilead. T his 
defi niti on is built on the P auline revelation of the church as a n 
organism under the fi gure of the body. The body of Christ is the 
chief way the organ ism is pictured in Paul, a lthough he a lso used 
two other figure s -the church as a bride (Eph. 5:22-32) and th e 
c hurch as a bu i lding (1 Cor. 3:11; Eph. 2:20-22). 

The unity of the body. In P a ul's view the church is one. It never 
occurred to him that differences tha t do exis t could be cons trued as 
a basis for division. This essentia l uni ty of the organi sm is illus
trated by a ll the fi gures of the church wh ich Paul uses. The body 
is one func tion ing entity needing a ll the parts in proper working 
order (1 Cor. 12:12-26). The parts cannot separate themselves from 
the borly, so that as long as there is a body of Christ it must .be one 
(c f. Eph. 4:11-13). The bride rel a tionsh ip pictures one bride united 
forever wi th the bridegroom, Chri s t (Eph. 5:22-32). The insepar
able unity of the fi gure a ll ows for no idea of polygamy or divorce. 
The fi gure of the build ing likewise emphas izes this id ea of one
ness. l~ach beli ever has hi s own special place in the building of 
which Chri s t is the ch ie f cornerstone (Eph. 2:20-22), and the be
li ever who is a part of th is temple mus t have no asscciation with 
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the idol temples, for "what agreement hath a temple of God with 
idols?" (2 Cor. 6 :16). Thus the idea of unity is a basic feature of 
the doctrine . 

The entr(Jll,ce into the body. Pau l affirms that there is a definite 
act and time of entering the body of Christ. The ac t which is the 
means of entrance is the baptiz ing work of the lloly Spirit (1 Cor. 
12:13). It is the Spiri t who effects this entrance by in troducing a l l 
who believe into the new spher.e of resurrection li fe in the body of 
Christ . Paul makes it clear in the contex t of 1 Corinthians 12:13 
that the Spirit's work is in no way restricted to a certain group of 
be lievers, for there were a ll kinds of Christians in Corinth who, 
according to the apostle, were all bapli zed into the body. Even 
t hose who did not speak in tongues were bapti zed by the Spirit 
(1 Cor. 12:13; cf. v. 30). Fa ith in Christ is, of course, the human 
requirement for entrance into the body, but the divine act which ac
complis hes it is the baptizing work of the lloly Sp irit that auto. 
mati cally and s imultaneously accompanies faith . 

Th e direction of the body. As with other organisms t he body of 
Christ a lso receives direction from the Ilead. The basis of Chris t' s 
headship over the chur ch, though related to and presupposed by lli s 
universal headship over a ll men, is particul arly Hi s work of re
demption (Eph. 5 :22-32). In other words, the righ ts of redemption 
result in the prerogatives of heads hip. 

The concept of headsh ip incorporates certain coroll aries. F irst, 
headship involves subordination (1 Cor. 11:2 -16). In this passage 
Paul clearly teaches order and rank. The head of Christ is God, 
the head of man is Chris t, and the head of woman is man. Thus th e 
order is God, Chris t, man, a nd woman. Subordination does not imply 
inferiority, for jus t as there is no inferiority of Chri s t to God (thoug h 
the Son may be s ubordina t e to the Father) so there is no inferiori ty 
of woman to man (though there is s ubordina tion). The doc trine of 
Christ's hardship over the church is meant to convey the idea of the 
subordination o f the church to the directions of Christ (Eph . 5 :24). 

Second, heads hip invol ves interdependence (Col. 2:19; Eph. 
5:30). T hi;: llead is dependent on the members lo carry out Il is di
rection s, and in turn the members are dependent on t he ll eacl for 
leadership and upon each other for co-operation in carry ing out the 
funct ions of the body. The very na ture of the organi sm as living 
implies this interdependence. 

Third, headship means loving direction . As llead Chris t is no 
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autocra ti c or blind ru ler. Like a bridegroom, Christ's direction is 
saturated with love for Ilis bride. 

The gifts to the body. Except for one re ference (1 P et. 4:10) 
Paul is the only New Testament writer to use the word Charisma. 
lli s usage is wide, ranging from the use of it to refer to the gift of 
sa lvat ion (fl.om . 6:23) lo that of God's providentia l care (2 Cor. 
1:11). llowever, th e mos t frequent occurrences refer to the spec ial 
gifts or abiliti es given to men by God. In t his sense a grace gift 
is a God-given ab ility for servi ce. 

T he gifts are described by Pau l 1n three passages : 11omans 12, 
1 Corinthians 12, and Ephesians 4. They in c lude apostleship, 
proph ecy, miracles, heali ng, tongues, evangel ism, shepherding, 
ministering, teaching, fa ith, exhortation, discern ing spiri ts, show
ing mercy, giving, and adm ini s tra tion . Nowhere does Paul suggest 
that gi fts a re to be attached to a designated place. For instance. 
Paul does not equate the gi ft o f pastor with the pastorate(as is 
commonly done today). The g ift is that of shepherding, with all 
that that idea includes and it may be exercised in con nection with 
what is cal led the office of pastor today or apart from it. Kennedy 
thinks that " probabl y none of these gifts represent permanent 
o ffici a ls " (IT.A.A. Kennedy, The Theology of the Epistles, p. 148) . 
Although thi s may be too sweep ing a statement, certainly it is 
true tha t P aul differentia ted the g ift from the office. Furthermore, 
Paul nowhere s uggests th a t there are different g i fts for specific 
age groups. There is no gift of young peoples' work, for instance, 
because a l I ages need teachers, pastors, helpers, e tc . (cf. Ti tus 
2:1-8). In P aul's mind the gi ft is the God-given abil ity, not the 
place or age group where that abi lity might be used. 

Gi fts a re given with a purpose. F irst, they promote the un ity 
of the body (1 Cor. 12:12-26), for un ity within th e organism can on ly 
be accompli s hed when every pa r t is function ing properly. Second, 
they promote the growth of the body (Eph. 4:12-16). According to 
th i s passage, gifts are given to equ i p the saints so tha t t hey in 
turn may give themselves to the work of minister ing in order that 
t his body will be built up. Th is bui lding up involves both quantity 
quality. Third, they are given to promote the glory o f the Head (Col. 
1:18). Th is is the ultimate purpose of the organ ism in its entirety. 

P aul' s doctrine of th e c hurch as an organi sm is true ecu
me n1c1ty. llis view o f th e oneness of al l believers was deeply 
rooted, and it brought wi th it a· firm sense of the necess ity of the 
interdependence of a l l Chri s tians. \lost of the functioning of the 
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organism is done, it is true, through the vis ible organizati on . For 
in stance, gifts to the body are exercised in the local assemblies, 
but their ultimate purpose is the upbuilding of tha t one un iversal 
body to wh ich they are given. The church as an organism is basic 
to all tha t P aul says about the church as an organization. 

THE O11GANIZATION 

Paul's Epis tl es were written in th e heat of battl e. The great 
theologian was a lso the great missionary. Therefore, it is not sur
pris ing to discover that for every time t hat Pau I used the word 
church of the organism he used it s ix ti mes o f the organization. 
This is not to say that he thought that the organ ization was s ix 
times more important than the organism, but it is to recogn ize 
that the organization occupied a large place in his writin g. How
ever, in the theological s ubstruc ture of his thinking, P au l un
doubtedly gave the larger place to the organism, for he placed too 
much importance on the revelation of the mystery of the body to 
concl ude otherwise. In h is wri ting th e organization occupied the 
larger place, for his written mini stry was concern ed with th e prac
tical problems of the churches in which he had an interest. Organ
ism and organization are not opposing ideas; rather they are com
plementary, the former being the basis for the latter. 

The officials of the church. Elders were eviden tly taken over 
into the early church organization from th e synagogue (cf. Acts 
11:30). They were considered essential to the proper functi oning 
of a local assembly so much so that Paul saw to it that they were 
appointed in the churches he had establishe d before return ing from 
the firs t missionary journey (Acts 14:23-an extended note s how
ing that this verse indicates that the elders were appointed and no t 
chosen by vote of the people can profi tably be s tu clied in W. Kelly, 
l ectures on the Church of God, pp. 217-23). lie also recommended 
to Titus that they be appo inted in the churches in Crete in order 
that things might be set in order in those assemblies (Titus 1:5). 
T he principal duti es of e lders include ruling (1 Tim. 5:17), guard
ing the truth (Titus 1:9), teaching (l Tim. 5: 17), ond the general 
oversight of the ch urch (1 Tim. 3:1). In his Epistl es Paul generally 
mentions elders in the plura l (Phil. 1:1; Titus 1:5), but in 1 Timo
thy 3:1-7 the e lder is spoken of in the s ingul ar whil e a plural ity 
of deacons is mention ed in the same passage (cf. v. 8). This 
might poss ibly indicate that as time went on a single elder led each 
assembly with the help of severa l deacons. The high qua lifi cations 
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for the elder are set clown by P aul in two passages (1 Tim. 3:1-7; 
Titus 1:6-9). , othing is sairl about removing an elder from office 
once he had been chosen, though i t might be inferred that if he 
ceased to qualify he should cease to function. 

The origin of cleacons is not so clear as that of elders. Probably 
they were a clistin ctly Christian clevelopmen t, being at first helpers 
of the e lders by performin g cluties which clicl not involve s uperin
tendence. The general sense of the worcl deacon as servant is found 
in the latest of P a ul's Ep istles (Col. 1:17; 1 Tim. 4:6), while in 
the same groups of ep istles the specifi c official sense of the worcl 
is a lso found (Phil. 1:1; 1 T im. 3:8-10). The qualifications for 
cleacons (1 Tim. 3:8-10) indicate that they performed a spiritua l 
ministry, so that one would conclucle that tl1e distinction between 
elders ancl cleacons was not that the former performed the spiritual 
ministry wh il e the latter concerned themselves with material things 
(cf. Acts 11:30). £la ther the clistinc tion was that the deacons 
constituted the subordinate office performing their duties under the 
general direction and oversight of the e lders. They were the help
ers of the e I ders. 

Diel Paul recognize the office of deaconess? Phoebe i s called 
a servant of the church ([lom. 16:1) and certain women helpers are 
mentionecl in 1 Timothy 3:11. Whether these were officia l dea
conesses or merely women helpers or servants (using the word dea
con in the unofficial sense) is a quest ion which probably can 
never be answered conclusively. It seems doubtfu l to this writer 
that Paul used the word deacon in th e officia l sense when speak
ing of these women. Phoebe was a helper of the church but not a 
member of an order of cleaconesses. The women mentioned in 1 
Timothy 3:11 are probably the wives of the deacons who helped the 
men with their work. 

The ordinances of the church. References to baptism are scarce 
in the Pauline Epistles. We know that Paul was himself bapti zed 
(Acts 9:18) and that he baptized others (1 Cor. 1:14-16). lie evident
! y consi derecl that al I be! ievers shou Id be bapti zed (Acts 16:33), 
and yet he clearly distinguished it from the gospel itself (1 Cor. 
1:17). On one occasion at least Paul practiced rebaptism of those 
who had not received Christian baptism (Acts 19:1-7). Undoubteclly 
th ere was a very close connection in Paul's mind between the 
baptism of the Spirit ancl baptism with water. This is most clearly 
seen in Romans 6:1-10 where the accompli shments described can 
onl y be the result of the baptism of the lloly Spiri t, but where the 
ordinance and that wh ich it pictures cannot be rul ed out of the 
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background of the passage. F'or Paul the ordinance apparently pic
tured the believer' s association with Christ in resurrection li fe
the very th ing wh ich baptism with the Spirit accomplishes. 

T he L ord' s Supper was a continual memorial of t he sacrifi 
cia l death of the Lord (1 Cor. 11:23-24). It was to be preceded 
by a se lf-examinat ion, and failure in this point had al ready re
sul ted in the s i ckness and death of some o f the Corinthian be
li evers. The Supper a lso was a fel lowsh ip (1 Cor. 10:16) and a 
r eminde r of the oneness of all believers in Christ (1 Cor. 10:17). 
We are bound together because we are bound to Christ. 

The order of the church. Detailed instructions regarding t he 
order and conduct of the meetings of the organized churches are 
surprisingly few in the Paul ine Epistles. In general Paul urges t he 
importance of reverence and proper decorum in the puLl i c meetings 
and especially in the observance of the Lord's Supper. Spec i fic 
reg ulations for the use of the gi ft of tongues a re given (1 Cor. 14), 
and church di scipline of wayward members is enjoined (1 Cor. 5) . 

Wi th out question Paul placed the leadership of the affairs of 
the churches in the hands o f men. ll is view concerning the place 
of women in the church was tha t th ey shou ld be subordinate and 
s il ent . Their subordination, based on the natural facts of c·re
ation, was lo be exhi bited in the meetings of the church by the 
wearing of a veil. Th is was the genera l practice of all the churches 
(1 Cor. 11:16) and was for the purpose o f teaching men and angels 
an order which God effected in creation (1 Cor. 11:7-9). It was 
not connected wi th some local Corinth ian pecul iarity . In exhibi t
ing subordi nation by wearing the ve il, the wome n would be teach
ing sound doctrine . 

If a s ummary statemen t is to be made from th is s urvey of Pauline 
eccles iology it wou ld be that Paul's primary emphasis was on the 
uni ty of the Spirit binding every beli ever to the Ile ad and to each 
other in the organism a nd ideall y displaying itself in the properly 
fu nctioni ng order of the loca l assembly. Although the primiti ve 
church experienced its prob lems and divi s ions, Paul never cam
paigned for organ izational unity. lie fim1ly bel ieved that true unity 
in the church was not outward (though ideall y it s hould be dis
played ,rntwardly), but was inwa rd, and it is this spirit which per
meates his ecclesiology . 
Da ll as, Texas 


