What Makes a Christian Community Function Well? Analyse Key Elements in Paul’s Vision of Community

For Paul, the Christian community is vital.
 Christians are not individuals each living out their Christian lives on their own, but are part of a body that must work together if it is to function well.
 For this reason much of Paul’s writing is focused on the community. Most of his letters are written to communities, rather than to individual Christians. In 1 Corinthians, for example, Paul addresses how believers eat together.
 In Galatians he encourages the believers to bear one another’s burdens. Even in the less practical sections of his writing there is concern for community, such as in Romans 9-11 which has been argued to be concerned with strengthening or repairing relations between Jew and Gentile Christians.

This essay will analyse four key elements of Paul’s Vision of Community: Unity, Love, Holiness and Public Relations
. It will attempt to show what, according to Paul, makes a Christian Community function well by examining these four areas in Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians and Philemon.
 It will also examine a few secondary sources, which themselves deal with the same letters.

Unity

Unity is vital in Paul’s vision of a functioning community. Paul wants the believers in the various cities to which he writes to be undivided both within the cities themselves, and universally, between cities. This unity is necessary for the church to work together “for the faith of the gospel”.
 We see this is important for Paul by his constant exhortations to be united. In Philippians he exhorts first the whole church, then specifically Euodia and Synthche to make his “joy complete” by agreeing with each other.
 In 1 Corinthians he appeals to the believers to “be in agreement”, have “no divisions” and “be united”.
 There can be no doubt that unity was a top priority for Paul.
 

Perhaps one reason why Paul is so concerned with unity is the possibly for disunity. In the church there was great diversity: Jews and Greeks, slaves and freemen, men and women.
 In Corinth the church even managed to become divided behind different apostles.
 Paul spends the whole first quarter of 1 Corinthians letter dealing with this problem by arguing against this division.

In two of his letters Paul uses the analogy of a body to describe the church.
 This was a model used by the Roman elite to say that they were the head, the most important part of society.
 Paul spins this around and says that as in the body, all the parts do different jobs and are needed, so in the church we are all different, and have different abilities, but we are all needed and need each other.
 Paul makes clear in 1 Cor 10:17 that the whole church that takes communion is one body. 

This body analogy has a few implications. The first is interdependence. When “one member suffers” all suffer, and when one is honoured, all are.
 Believers are therefore not self seeking, but seek the good of others, because the good of others is good for them.
 By always considering the good of the community, a strong and functioning community is created.

Secondly, as each part of the body has different roles, so does each believer. This brings order and co-operation and believers must work together in order to function as a church.
 Paul sees each believer as holding different gifts that are required for the building up of the Church.
 On top of this, there are particular offices held by certain believers. 1 Corinthians mentions Apostles, Prophets and Teachers as well as “forms of leadership”, 1 Thessalonians refers to leaders, and Philippians mentions “bishops and deacons”.
 These were not the kind of bishops and deacons we have today, and C.K. Barrett guesses they are something to do with the collection.
 This seems like a weak link, especially since we see in Titus and Timothy Bishops as church leaders and in the light of the other references to leaders mentioned. In Paul’s vision of church then, there was a structure and order, with certain believers in leading roles. Certainly the believers were to behave in an ordered manner.
 

In Romans we find a specific example of disunity that Paul deals with. Some believers are observing certain aspects of the law regarding festivals and food, whilst others are not.
  This is causing divisions. It is clear from the way Paul refers to one side as “the weak” and the other as “the strong”, as well as from other letters, that Paul agrees with the side who eat anything and do not regard some days as special. However, rather than writing in support of them, condemning the others, he writes that they should welcome and not judge each other.
 We see then how important unity is in Paul’s vision of a functioning community. He is willing to allow believers to behave in a way that is not best if it means that the community can be united. Indeed, he even says that it is best not to eat meat with the weak in order that they might not stumble.

Love

Related to unity, and indeed vital for the community to be united is love.
 Love is a major theme of Paul’s, and is defined by him in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7.  Love is putting others first.
 As with unity, the believers are repeatedly exhorted by Paul to love one another, showing it’s great importance to him.
 In Galatians Paul echoes Jesus’ teaching that loving brothers fulfils the law.
 On the basis of 1 Corinthians 13, Dunn points out the “vision” of the church could not be achieved without love because without love all the gifts are pointless.
 This is an accurate assessment, as without love the community would fall apart. It certainly agrees with the general flow of this passage that nothing is of value without love.

It is because of this need for love that believers are exhorted to build up and encourage one another.
 Many of Paul’s letters are full of encouragements, particularly at the beginning and end, so we know this was important to him. The community that encourages one another will love one another and function together well. 

A major sub-area of Paul’s thought is sharing. This is a practical outworking of both love and unity. Because the church is a body, with all members equal and putting each other first, there must be sharing in order that everybody be equal.
 Paul sees that by one church (or person) sharing when it has plenty, it can benefit from the abundance of others when it has needs. There can also be an exchange of physical for spiritual blessing. Sharing is also a response to the Jesus’ becoming poor for us.
 If this sharing does not take place, some parts of the body will be undersupplied and will not be able to function.

Part of this sharing is the collection that Paul organises for the poor at Jerusalem. Paul mentions this in Romans and 1 and 2 Corinthians, showing its importance. Paul is eager for the churches to give simply for the sake of sharing, but also to show the unity between his gentile churches and the Jewish Jerusalem church.
 

Sharing also means supporting Christian workers (such as Paul himself), which is also vital for the community to function properly.
 It also means simply sharing between one believer and another within local churches, or offering hospitality. It could even be sharing joy or grief or workloads. All are needed in the community.

Holiness

In Paul, holiness is an area that is important for all individual believers.
 We have died to sin and it is totally improper that we should continue living sinful lives.
 Paul sees however, that individual sin is something that affects the community as a whole. Like sickness in the body, sin if left un-dealt with will spread. As Paul writes, “A little leaven leavens the whole lump.”
 

An example of this kind of sin is threatening to affect the Corinthian church in 1 Corinthians 5. Somebody is living with his father’s wife and has not been challenged by the church. Paul uses imagery from the Passover festival, which involves eating unleavened bread. Jews would get rid of all the yeast from their houses before making this bread in order to ensure that the bread was made properly unleavened. In the same way, the community must remove all sin from itself in order to be properly unleavened and holy. The link is made even stronger by the fact that those who ate leavened bread during the feast were to be cut off from Israel
 

On this basis, Paul rebukes them, and instructs that they remove the person from among them and lays down the principle that they are separate from all immoral people of the church.
 Paul claims that such action will in the end lead to the sinners’ salvation, presumably because exclusion will lead to repentance, as the harsh punishment will make them aware that they have sinned. Holiness is so important for a functioning church that it must be removed before it spreads.

Another way Paul envisages the community dealing with sin, perhaps before it happens or becomes too major, is exhortation. Paul’s letters are full of his exhortations to be holy, but he also encourages the believers to admonish one another.
 This is similar to encouraging as discussed earlier. By exhorting one another to holiness, the strong of the community help prevent the weak from falling, keeping the community holy and functioning well.

Public Relations

So far we have only discussed the internal workings of Paul’s community, but how the community related to those outside the community was also important. The Church was not an isolated group, but one that was constantly in contact with the outside world.

Romans 13 displays the first part of Paul’s vision for the community’s Public Relations, to be “subject to the governing authorities”.
 Paul bases this instruction on the idea that these authorities have been put there by God and will do believers good if they are good and bad if they are bad. Because of this they are also to pay their taxes. 

In his lectures, John Barclay pointed out that this chapter has been used to justify the rule of corrupt and wicked authorities (for example, the Nazis) and to prevent the church from resisting them. Paul does not seem here to take account of authorities that abuse their authority.
 

Both Dunn (in his book) and Barclay (in his lecture) point towards the same answer to this strange stance taken by Paul. The church, and particularly the church in Rome, was in a dangerous situation. The Roman authorities were highly suspicious of secret sects that might have political agendas or disrupt society.
 In fact, the early church did undergo much persecution and were suspected of great evil in their secret meetings including incest (they called one another ‘brother’ and had ‘love feasts’) and cannibalism (they ate the body and blood of Christ at communion). Due to this risk, Paul wanted the church to keep a low profile and not annoy governing authorities. 

This is a good explanation. Paul does not specifically say in this passage that the authorities will not be corrupt, but rather that good conduct in regards to authorities will encourage good in return. Paul also encourages believers more generally to keep a low profile in 1 Thessalonians 4:11. In the first century, the church was in no position to challenge a corrupt authority anyway, so the best idea was to keep quiet. Even in a more contempory situation such as Nazi Germany, however, it could be argued that Christians living in the light of Christ’s immanent return should still remain subject, as although they cannot support the government, it is not the church’s job to oppose them, but rather to continue in the urgent task of preaching the gospel and in prayer.

Also on the theme of public relations, Paul is concerned that the church be guarded from false teachers and teachings.
 The main thrust of Galatians is a polemic against a group who are encouraging the Galatians that they must be circumcised.
 In many of Paul’s letters, but especially Galatians and 2 Corinthians, Paul is concerned to show that he is not a false teacher himself!
 

This is an important part of Paul’s vision of the functioning community, firstly because false teachings cause divisions, with half following the false teaching and half not. More importantly, this false teaching will lead the church away from doing what Paul sees it is supposed to be doing. If, for example, the believers become circumcised and pursue salvation under the law, they will not be in a position to lead others to salvation by grace and faith. They will not even be righteous before God themselves.
 

Conclusion

We see then that Paul’s vision for the community is as a united and ordered body, with diverse parts working together. This requires a self-sacrificing love that shares in order that each part has what it needs to function, and in order to maintain unity. Without love, unity is impossible. Holiness is also required in the community as sin spreads and prevents the body from working. A good relationship with those outside is needed to prevent persecution, but the community must be guarded against wolves in sheep’s clothing who would mislead the community.

This vision of community is just as needed today as it was when Paul wrote it. The church is still a body that desperately needs loving unity if it is to function properly. A concern for holiness and separation from sin and false teaching is also vital to keep the church on track. Although the threat of persecution is not as strong as it once was, good relations with authorities are still helpful for things to run smoothly. Only when the church really follows this vision will it properly function as a body.
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