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The relationship between trinitarian doctrine and human
society is intensely debated today. Can Paul’s ethical ecclesiology
help? Paul’s missionary theology requires a careful working out of
the interrelations of the term “people of God” taken from Israel’s
Scriptures, and another term, the “body of Christ,” deriving from
the sacraments and popular social theory. Are these opposing ec-
clesial descriptions? Has one superseded the other? At issue is
nothing less than the integrity of God. This paper argues that a
close study of a third Pauline ecclesial term, “koinonia of Spirit,”
can clarify the problems of sameness and difference and of the one
and the many in Pauline theology. A complex integrity holds to-
gether: Israel and the Gentiles; Christ and his church; and the
Oneness of God with the divine Lordship of the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit. Paul’s practical problems led to his “trinitar-
ian” reflections, suggesting that the relationship between dogmat-
ics and practical theology works both ways.

Introduction

Recent articles by Karen Kilby and Miroslav Volf have reviewed
and critiqued what they describe as a growing interest in “social doc-
trines of the Trinity.”1 According to Kilby, social theories of the Trin-
ity often project our ideals onto God. For “social theorists” God is
more appropriately modeled on three human beings than one, yet the
three are somehow one, bound together by the divine perichoresis,
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which is then glossed in human communal terms as “interrelatedness,
love, empathy, mutual accord, mutual giving and so on.”2 Given the
difficulties that result from such projection, she calls on theologians
to renounce the idea that the point of the doctrine of the Trinity is to
give insight into God and to see it instead as a grammatical rule for
reading the biblical stories, describing the experience of prayer, and
otherwise structuring Christian discourse.3 Miroslav Volf, on the
other hand, although critical of the naively optimistic claims that
Nicholas Fedorov and others made for humanly realized historical
programs based upon the Trinity, does want to argue that the doctrine
of perichoresis teaches us not only about the unity of God but also
about God’s identity. Theological constructions of God’s identity as
“non-reducible” and “not self-enclosed” when situated in the biblical
“narrative of divine self-donation” can indeed provide a social “vision”
for the church, if not a social program.4

From the perspective of the church’s rethinking of its relation to
the Jewish people and vice versa, Kendall Soulen is also interested in
the doctrine of the Trinity and the identity of God.5 While the church
has revived its interest in the ancient doctrine of the Trinity with new-
found pride, it has been much more self-critical of its past teachings
about the Jewish people. Soulen insists that these two questions (the
triune identity of God and the church’s relationship to Israel) must be
rethought together. Trinitarian theology must affirm that “the triune
God is the Holy One of Israel” in such a way that God’s identity as
YHWH is “genuinely constitutive for understanding God’s eternal
identity and ultimate purposes for creation.”6

These theological discussions and others like them suggest that
ecclesiological and ethical dimensions of trinitarian thinking are very
much alive in the church today. While contemporary theologians usu-
ally begin with the doctrine of the Trinity as given, in order to explore
its social and ethical implications for the church, the church’s first
theologians addressed social and ethical issues arising in the church
and found themselves writing in ways that would eventually be called
“trinitarian.” One of the clearest examples is the apostle Paul. Writ-
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ing from within the world of what we now call the New Testament,
Paul only knew that he was sending advice-filled letters to early
Christian communities whose presenting problems were myriad and
complex. As Paul attempted to address their ethical and ecclesiologi-
cal issues, he found it necessary to speak of God’s complex identity.
Specifically, he spoke of Israel’s God, who had raised from the dead
the Lord Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit, and before long he
was speaking about one triune God who could best be described in
triadic formulas, who was (in some sense) trinitarian. Paul will end by
granting the title “Lord” not only to Jesus Christ but also to the Spirit,
so clearly does he find them to be identified with the Holy God of Is-
rael.

Rowan Williams has put the matter well:

To say that Paul, or any writer in the corpus of Christian scripture,
simply enunciates a “trinitarian ethic” is, of course, anachronistic
and over-simple. But it is always worth asking what it is that the
language of Christian scripture prompts, makes thinkable, ges-
tures towards. At this level, it is not nonsense to suggest, I believe,
that a trinitarian structure for discourse about the eternal life of
God offers the fullest explication of Paul’s moral rhetoric.7

This paper attempts to trace some of the logic of Paul’s “trinitar-
ian” thinking by showing the importance of three key ecclesiological
terms in the structure of his theological discourse. Wrestling with the
ethical question of God’s unity and identity (how the one God of Is-
rael can be God of both the Jews and Gentiles), Paul has to expand
the traditional term “the people of God” to include Gentiles as a re-
sult of what God has done in Jesus Christ and in the Spirit. Explain-
ing how the ethical actions of individual members of the community
affect the whole church, Paul draws on sacramental understandings
to coin what is apparently a new ecclesiological term, “the body of
Christ,” to link God’s Christ and believers through the power of the
Spirit. Finally, he employs a third ecclesiological term, “the koinonia
of the Spirit,” to point to the power of God by which members of the
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church see themselves as “the people of God” and “the body of
Christ”—that is, recognize that they have become one with Christ
and with one another. The nonnegotiable oneness of God seems to
have become for Paul an aspect of God’s identity that must be de-
scribed in “trinitarian” terms.

Inevitably, then, my strategy for this paper will be exegetical
demonstration coupled with brief commentary. It will be necessary to
show the concrete social and ethical situations that provoked Paul’s
theological response and led him to describe God’s identity in “trini-
tarian” terms and the church in these three terms (“people of God,”
“body of Christ,” “koinonia of Spirit”) that reflect the triune identity of
God. I shall undertake this exegetical demonstration in several steps.
First, I shall show briefly that there are triadic or “trinitarian” formu-
lations about God in the undisputed letters of Paul. Second, I shall dis-
cuss the three ecclesiological terms that mirror this threefoldness in-
dividually. Third, I shall demonstrate that while “people of God” and
“body of Christ” work in parallel, according to Paul’s logic, “koinonia of
Spirit” functions to relate the other two ecclesial terms. This again mir-
rors the logic of the triadic formulations about God: just as “Father”
and “Son” are mutually reciprocal relation-identifying terms, the Spirit
functions to relate them to each other and to relate their mutual rela-
tion to the community. Finally, I shall comment briefly on the role of
the title “Lord,” which Paul applies to Father, Son, and Spirit, although
he uses it primarily for Jesus Christ. My conclusion will then return to
some of the current theological issues raised at the beginning of the
paper.

The Apostle Paul and “Trinitarian” Formulations

It was only gradually, over the course of the first several cen-
turies, that the church learned to confess belief in one eternal God as
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The church’s trinitarian formulations
were proclaimed as dogma at Nicaea (325) and Constantinople (381)
and were the subject of theological reflection both in the East (the
Cappadocians) and in the West (Augustine).8 As Arthur W. Wain-
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wright argued many years ago,9 there is no clear historical boundary
between the third- and fourth-century systematic doctrinal state-
ments about the Trinity and the less philosophical reflections of the
New Testament writings which preceded them.

Since the first Christians were Jews, they would have recited the
ancient words of the Shema in their daily prayers: “Hear, O Israel:
The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut.
6:4-5). That the Shema remained authoritative for Christians is
shown, among other things, by the first article of the creed, “we be-
lieve in one God.”10 Nevertheless, apparently from the beginning,
Christianity distinguished itself from the rest of Judaism by the ven-
eration it gave to Jesus the Christ. One finds already in the New Tes-
tament: hymns in honor of Christ, baptismal language linking Christ
and God, eucharistic language describing his presence to the com-
munity, and exalted language describing his role in creation and his
session at the right hand of God.

Pliny, the second-century Roman governor of Bithynia, de-
scribed the Christians who met on a fixed day before it was light to
“recite a hymn to Christ as to a god.”11 The apparent clarity that an
outsider perceived, however, probably did not reflect subtle tensions
in the doctrine of God that must have been present throughout the
early church. Already among the New Testament writings there are
notable differences in theology and christology. There is no one clear
understanding of the identity of God in Jesus Christ that is charac-
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teristic of all the early Christian writers. It is still debated whether any
of the early Christian writers whose works now comprise the New
Testament referred directly to Jesus of Nazareth as God. The studied
caution and reluctance of New Testament theologians to make this
move explicitly, even as they described Jesus doing things only the
God of Israel could do, and even as they commended the worship of
Jesus or the confession of Jesus as “Lord,” shows that they were, from
first to last, Jewish in their understanding of the one God and in-
formed by biblical Scriptures that insisted there was and is no other
god besides YHWH.12

Paul, the first and perhaps the most brilliant of the New Testa-
ment theologians, must have puzzled over how to reconcile the Jew-
ish insistence that God is One with the Lordship of Jesus Christ and
of the Spirit which is linked in his letters13 with both God and Christ.
The oneness of God plays a central role in Paul’s theology: it man-
dates “one Gospel” (Gal. 1:6-8, 2:7-8); privileges the covenant with
Abraham over the law ordained by angels and the mediator Moses
(Gal. 3:20); and explains why the same God must be God of both Jews
and Gentiles and must justify them both in the same way (Rom. 3:29-
30). On the other hand, Paul’s radical monotheism must not have
been inconsistent in his mind with the confession that “Jesus is
Lord.”14 Paul reminds the Thessalonians how they turned from idols
“to serve the living and true God and to wait for his Son from heaven”
(1 Thess. 1:9-10), and while he agrees wholeheartedly with the
Corinthians that “there is no God but one,” for Paul that oneness im-
plies the lordship of Jesus Christ:
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For although there may be so-called gods in heaven and on
earth—as indeed there are many gods and lords [many entities
addressed as gods or lords],—
yet for us there is one God, the Father from whom are all things
and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through
whom are all things and through whom we exist. (1 Cor. 8:5-6)

It would be inaccurate to think in terms of a strict “binitarianism” in
Paul. He may or may not ever actually identify Jesus Christ with
God.15 Similarly, as noted above, it would be imprecise to speak of
unambiguous “trinitarian” thought in Paul, for while the Spirit and
the Lord are identified (2 Cor. 3:17-18) and the Spirit is described as
“giving life” (2 Cor. 3:6), which only God can do, there is never an
equation of the Spirit with God, other than in an epexegetical geni-
tive as in Romans 15:19 (“by the power of signs and wonders, by the
power of the Spirit”) where the power of God who does signs and
wonders is identified with the power of the Spirit. Usually Paul talks
about the “Spirit of God” (1 Cor. 2:11, 1 Cor. 3:16, 1 Cor. 7:40), the
“Spirit which is from God” (1 Cor. 2:12), or the “Spirit of his Son”
(Gal. 4:6). At 1 Corinthians 6:11 Paul speaks of those who were
washed, sanctified, and justified “in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ
and in the Spirit of our God” as if these two realities were at least
complementary and perhaps even interchangeable.

Much has been written about the threefold formula in 2
Corinthians 13:13:16 “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, And the
love of God, And the communion (koinônia) of the Holy Spirit, be
with you all.” Some scholars think this was a fixed piece of traditional
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material quoted by Paul and others think it was an expansion by Paul
on the formula which he uses more frequently, “the grace of the Lord
Jesus (Christ) be with you” (1 Thess. 5:28, 1 Cor. 16:23, Rom. 16:20,
24; see also 2 Thess. 3:18). Further evidence that Paul is either work-
ing with a known “trinitarian” formula or developing one himself is
found in the parallelism of 1 Corinthians 12:4-6:

Now there are diversities of gifts but the same Spirit;
And there are diversities of ministries but the same Lord;
And there are diversities of workings, but the same God, who works

all things in all.

There are several other “triadic” formulations in Paul’s letters: Phil.
3:3, Gal. 3:11-14, Gal. 4:6, 1 Cor. 12:3, 2 Cor. 1:21-22, 2 Cor. 3:3,
Rom. 14:17-18, Rom. 15:16, Rom. 15:30 (see also 2 Thess. 2:13-14,
Col. 1:6-8) and many additional places where Paul links Father, Son,
and Spirit in such a way as to suggest a triad. A notable example oc-
curs at Romans 8:11, where Paul doubles the threefold description of
God in a conditional statement: “If (since) the Spirit of the One who
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, the One who raised Christ
from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his
Spirit that dwells in you.” At least once, Paul identifies Christ with
wisdom, “Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor.
1:24), suggesting the whole range of associations with the Spirit that
has life-giving power, which is made explicit in the fourth gospel.

Three Pauline Ecclesiological Descriptions: “People of God,” “Body of
Christ,” and “Koinonia of Spirit”

Just as Paul describes the identity of God in terms of a radical
monotheism that is not inconsistent with the threefold naming of
God as Father, Son, and Spirit, so Paul uses three ecclesiological
terms to characterize the life in God of the one church community he
addresses as he writes to individual house churches around the
Mediterranean.

People of God

When Paul refers allusively to God’s “people” (as in Rom. 9:25-
26, 10:20-21, 11:1-2, 15:10-11, 1 Cor. 10:7, 14:21, 2 Cor. 6:16) he does
so in the context of God’s covenant relationship with Israel. It is strik-
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ing that every single time Paul uses the word laos it is clearly associ-
ated with God and that each of these texts is or contains a quotation
from or an allusion to Scripture.17 While classical Greek used laos to
mean people, population, or crowd, Paul works primarily with some
version of the LXX which follows the traditional biblical distinction
between the holy people ‘am and the rest of the nations or Gentiles
goyim18 by rendering laos, usually in the singular, for the people of
God and ethnê for the plural “peoples.”19

Paul has taken over not just the linguistic background of the
phrase “people of God,” but also most of its theological content. This
theological content can be summarized as follows: Israel is God’s own
possession since their election results from the action of God (Ex.
19:4-5); God’s election of Israel is rooted in a particular historical
event, their deliverance from bondage in Egypt (Deut. 7:6-8); and
God’s election of Israel as his people calls them into covenant rela-
tionship with God (Deut. 7:9-11). On the other hand, Paul has made
some major theological modifications: although membership in the
people of God is still to be understood as the merciful act of God, and
not the result of birth and descent (Rom. 9:11), it now includes Gen-
tiles; it is through God’s gracious initiative that the Gentiles are now
also called “my people” (Rom. 9:15, 24-26); Paul continues to root
God’s election and call in a specific historical event, namely the death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Rom. 9:29, 32-33); and the whole
people of God, Jews and Gentiles together, are called to God’s pur-
poses of mutual upbuilding and mission (Rom. 14-15).20

Body of Christ

The case is somewhat different with the idea of the “body of
Christ,” for which there is no apparent precedent in Israel’s self-
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description as a people. L. Cerfaux argued that Paul’s sources for this
ecclesiological term were twofold: eucharistic traditions related to the
“words of institution” on the one hand, and the well-known fable of
the body and its members which Menenius Agrippa took from Aesop
and applied to the social order.21 The argument for eucharistic tradi-
tions as the source of Paul’s metaphor for the Christian community
rests on the combination of 1 Corinthians 11:23-24 (the traditional
“words of institution”) with the application to the community made in
1 Corinthians 10:16-17:

For I received from the Lord what I also handed over to you,
namely, that the Lord Jesus on the night he was handed over took
bread and having given thanks, broke it and said, “this is my body,
which is for you. Do this in memory of me” (1 Cor. 11:23-24).

The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation
(koinônia) in the blood of Christ?

The bread which we break, is it not a participation
(koinônia) in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf of
bread, we although we are many, are one body, since we all par-
take of the one bread (1 Cor. 10:16-17).

The argument for the fable of Aesop as used by Menenius Agrippa 
as a source for Paul’s thought about the “body of Christ” derives from
1 Corinthians 12:12-31 and Romans 12:4-8, where Paul uses it in a
conventional way to express the theme of unity and diversity within
the community and to warn against schisms (1 Cor. 12:25, see also
1:10 and 11:18) likely to result whenever one part of the body exalts
itself against another or defects from the whole.

In addition to these two widely recognized sources for Paul’s ec-
clesiological term “body of Christ,” I would argue that baptismal tra-
ditions, or Paul’s interpretation of baptismal practices which were
well known to the community, must also have been a source for Paul’s
understanding of the “body of Christ.” An important text is Romans
7:4: “Likewise, my brothers, you have died to the law through the
body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to him who has
been raised from the dead in order that we may bear fruit for God.”
Romans 7:4 is suggestive, coming as it does after 6:3-11 (which de-
scribes Christian burial with Christ in baptism into his death and res-
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urrection into newness of life, no longer enslaved to sin) and before
8:15-16 (receiving the Spirit of adoption (sonship) and the testimony
of the Spirit with our spirits) when—perhaps in the context of bap-
tism itself—we cry “Abba, Father,” that we are children of God and
co-inheritors with Christ—both of his suffering and of his glorifica-
tion. At 1 Corinthians 12:12-13, the baptismal connection is made
even more explicit:

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with
Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one
Spirit.

Related to baptism and the newness of life which it entails for the
Christian, discussions of sanctification and of eschatological fulfill-
ment are also linked to the body of Christ in Paul. This is inevitable,
given his conception of ethics as christologically grounded, especially
the way in which he understands baptismal “conformity to Christ” in
terms both of present suffering and of future glory (Rom. 8:18-25,
Rom. 8:29-30, Rom. 12:1-2, 1 Cor. 5:5, 1 Cor. 6:20, 1 Cor. 15:12-28,
2 Cor. 1:5-7, 2 Cor. 4:10-11, Gal. 6:17, Phil. 1:20, Phil. 3:10, Phil.
3:21).22

Koinonia of Spirit

Admittedly, the term “koinonia of Spirit” is used only twice in the
extant letters of Paul (in the “trinitarian” formulation of 2 Cor. 13:13
and at Phil. 2:1-2):

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the
koinonia of the Holy Spirit (hê koinônia tou hagiou pneumatos)
be with you all (2 Cor. 13:13).

If there is any encouragement in Christ, any incentive of
love, any koinonia of the Spirit (tis koinônia pneumatos),23 any
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compassions and mercies, complete my joy so that you think the
same thing, having the same love, together in soul, thinking the
one thing (Phil. 2:1-2).

Yet the idea of koinonia of Spirit plays a major role in Paul’s theology
and ethics, as I shall argue below. Paul can speak of the agency of the
Spirit as if of a “person”24 (Gal. 4:6, Rom. 8:14, 16, Rom. 8:26). Paul
also speaks of being “in the Spirit” as being “under a power”25 in 1
Cor. 6:11, 12:3, 9, 13, 14:16, Rom. 9:1, 12:11, 14:17, 15:16, and so on.
So that in the passage on the eucharistic communion (koinônia) with
Christ (1 Cor. 10:16-17) considered above, Paul goes on to spell out
what he means by koinônia (participation, partnership, communion)
in terms of participation in the powers or spirits to which the altars of
sacrifice are dedicated:

Consider the practice of Israel according to the flesh (historical
Israel); are not the ones eating the sacrifices partners (koinônoi)
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horts the Galatian Christians to “line up with the Spirit” (as in military rank and file,
stoichômen, Gal. 5:25) rather than to be subject to the elements of the universe to
which their fleshly thinking might attract them. So, while Paul’s (biblical) under-
standing of the Spirit as a power which comes over people so that they prophesy is
certainly in evidence (Compare 1 Cor. 14), it has also been shaped by so-called “in-
tertestamental” apocalyptic ideas of the war between the enemies of God and the
Spirit of God. 



of the altar of sacrifice? . . . I do not want you to become part-
ners (koinônoi) of the demons (1 Cor. 10:18, 20).26

This way of thinking helps to explain the variety of koinônia expres-
sions in Paul’s letters, both those that deal specifically with partner-
ship/participation in Jesus Christ, the sufferings of Jesus Christ, or
the gospel of Jesus Christ,27 and those which deal more generally with
life together in Christ.28 In close parallelism to the way Paul uses
koinônia to express the relationship between Jesus Christ and 
the community, he also uses it to speak of his own relationship with a
particular community. This use is evident in 2 Corinthians 1:7, “For
we know that just as you are sharers (participants, koinônoi) in our
sufferings, so you will also be [sharers] in our comfort,” in Philemon
17 (“So if therefore you consider me your koinônon, receive him as
you would receive me”), and in Philippians 4:15, where Paul reminds
the church of his special relationship to them: “And you Philippians
yourselves know that in the beginning of the gospel, when I went 
out from Macedonia, no church entered into partnership with me
(ekoinônêsen) in giving and in receiving except you only.” Other ref-
erences to economic partnership include Galatians 6:6, and several
references to the collection which Paul was taking up for the poor
church at Jerusalem (2 Cor. 8:4, 2 Cor. 9:13, Rom. 12:13, and espe-
cially Rom. 15:26-27):

For Macedonia and Achaia thought it good to make some contri-
bution (koinônian) for the poor of the saints in Jerusalem. They
thought well of it and, indeed, they are their debtors; for if the
Gentiles had a share in (ekoinônêsan) their spiritual things, they
ought also to minister to them in the fleshly (practical) things.

For Paul, a whole range of ideas, from particular relationship to eco-
nomic support, inhere in the concept of koinônia, yet among all these
varied uses there is a recognizable “family resemblance” that helps 
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26 See also 2 Cor. 6:14c, “Or what koinônia has light with darkness?”
27 Compare 1 Cor. 1:9, “God is faithful, by whom you were called into the koinônia

of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord”; Phil. 3:10, “that I may know him and the power
of his resurrection and koinônia of/in his sufferings”; Phil. 1:5, “thankful for your
koinônia in the gospel.”

28 Compare Philemon 6, “the koinônia of your faith”; Gal. 2:9, “they gave the right
hand of koinônia to me and to Barnabas”; 2 Cor. 8:23, “Titus, my koinônos.”



to define what he means by “koinonia of the Spirit.” It implies a re-
lationship of such closeness that substantial obligations and com-
mitments result or are expected from it; it has to do with a shared vi-
sion, person, goal, or project in which the members are substantially
invested.

The Pauline Logic of “Koinonia of Spirit”

At this point it is important to note the logic of Paul’s triadic for-
mulations about God and its parallel in the ecclesiological terms he
uses to express the communion of the church with God in Christ
through the power of the Spirit. Just as the terms “Father” and “Son”
in Paul (and throughout the New Testament) are mutually reciprocal
and define identity in terms of that reciprocal relationship, so the
Spirit functions in Paul to relate the two distinct-but-one-in-relation-
ship entities and to relate their mutual mode of relatedness to the
Christian community that has been called into being through the
work of God in Christ. The logic of persons (or hypostases) within 
the one God of Israel is mirrored in the logic of the terms used for
the community identified with the persons. While the terms “people
of God” and “body of Christ” reflect the complex reality of the way
the community is both Jewish and Gentile on the one hand and both
one and many on the other hand (both ways of holding together dis-
tinction or difference within union), the logic behind the term
“koinonia of Spirit” holds together the terms “people of God” and
“body of Christ.” That is to say, the logic behind the phrase “koinonia
of Spirit” is key to understanding the theologically rich tensions of
“sameness and difference” and “the one and the many” within the
Pauline churches. This will be clearer if we examine two case studies:
the unity of Jews and Gentiles through the power of the Spirit in Ro-
mans 15:1-13 and the unity of Christ and his church in the power of
the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 6:12-20.

Israel and the Gentiles: The Role of the Spirit in Romans 15:1-13

Throughout Romans, the character of God (the righteousness of
God understood as God’s integrity or oneness in action) is at issue.29
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29 I have argued for this interpretation of Romans briefly in The Story of Romans:
A Narrative Defense of God’s Righteousness (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox,
2002) and at greater length in my dissertation, cited below. I therefore assume it here
in order to save space for the present discussion.



While the ecclesial description “people of God” is taken over from
God’s covenant relationship with Israel, which is understood as the
one people of God among the many other nations (Gentiles), Paul’s
churches are composed largely of Gentiles or a mixture of Jewish 
and Gentile Christians and Paul describes himself as “an apostle to
the Gentiles” in Romans 11:13. Paul’s missionary theology requires 
a careful working out of the interrelations of the “people of God” 
and the “body of Christ.” Otherwise they may appear to be contrast-
ing ecclesial descriptions,30 or the second may appear to have super-
seded the first.31 Paul must somehow hold in suspension both (1) 
the covenant priority of Israel and the dependence of his Gentile
churches upon the covenant promises given to Abraham and to his
seed (the people of God) and also (2) divine impartiality between
Jewish and Gentile Christians within the church (body of Christ). At
issue is nothing less than the integrity of God.32

Although Paul has already made it clear that the Gentile Chris-
tians are dependent upon God’s special relationship with Israel in Ro-
mans 11:13-27 and has suggested a complex dialectic whereby God
has played Israel and the Gentiles off against each other in order to
have mercy upon them all in 11:28-32, Romans 15:1-13 is the climax
of the long argument for the righteousness of God understood as
God’s integrity towards both Israel and the Gentiles. That Romans
15:1-13 is a unit is clear from the close parallelism in the structure of
15:1-6 and 15:7-13. In each half, Paul first appeals to the community
to act in a particular way; then identifies Christ as exemplar; next
gives exegetical warrants from Scripture; and finally prays that God
will empower the community to enact the christological pattern. The
first half addresses the community’s life together as a mixed church of
Jewish and Gentile Christians, while the second half refers to the

People of God, Body of Christ, Koinonia of Spirit 239

30 So concludes Worgul, “People of God,” 27-28, although his argument rests on
some unnecessary assumptions that now seem more problematic than when he
wrote.

31 At the end of his article, Worgul asserts that from the late second century on,
the term “people of God” is modified in the literature to become “the new people of
God” and that the word laos (with its Israel-specific meaning) gradually disappears
from ecclesial literature entirely (“People of God”, p. 28). If he is correct, then as
Kendall Soulen shows, the church not only misread its Scriptures but also its own
earliest theologians.

32 The argument of the next four paragraphs is a brief summary of the much fuller
discussion of Romans 15:1-13 which appears in my dissertation, “Affiliation with
Jesus Christ in His Sacrifice: Some Uses of Scripture to Define the Identity of Jesus
Christ in Romans” (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1997, 229-261).



larger mission to the Gentiles and leads naturally to Paul’s request for
support.

More specifically, the first half (Rom. 15:1-6, summarizing the
previous chapter) urges the powerful to accept the weaknesses of 
the less powerful as their burden and the responsibility of everyone
in the community to become so radically identified with the neighbor
that the other’s liability becomes one’s own. Romans 15:3 strongly
suggests that while “pleasing the neighbor” may refer to Jesus’ teach-
ing (specifically Lev. 19:18 as a partial summary of the law, as in Mark
12:31), more probably it summarizes the career of Jesus, the telos of
which was seen most clearly in his death (the occasion for his speak-
ing of Ps. 68:10 LXX). So kata Christon Iêsoun (“according to Christ
Jesus”) in 15:5 becomes the christological narrative equivalent of kata
tas graphas of 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, and the career of “the Christ”
(15:3) becomes Scripture for the Christian both alongside of and in-
side of the texts which were Scripture for Jesus.

Paul asserts that the figure of the Christ was “pre-written for our
instruction” in Psalm 68:10 LXX and elsewhere. The nature of our
“instruction” is the kindling of hope, which is initially surprising, since
the context gives no reference to hope and the word “hope” is not
found in Psalm 68 LXX. Hope is closely associated with the promise
to Abraham and the gift of the Spirit, as Paul has already shown
(Rom. 4:18, 5:3-5, 8:20, 24-25). The reference to hope makes sense
by pointing forward to verses 7-13, namely, the eschatological uniting
of Jews and Gentiles. The “steadfastness and encouragement” of the
Scriptures is that of the trustworthy God who speaks through the
Scriptures and through the pattern of the Christ. Paul’s concluding
prayer in 15:5-6 envisions the community at Rome, powerful and
powerless together, conformed to the pattern of Jesus described in
Psalm 68:10 LXX as a sign of the coming eschatological community
in which all with one voice glorify God.

In the second half of the passage (Rom. 15:7-13), Paul shows
how the hope of this eschatological community of Jewish and Gentile
Christians which fulfills the promise to Abraham is the gift of “the
God of hope,” mandated by the career of “the root of Jesse . . . who
rises to rule the Gentiles in whom the Gentiles hope,” given “so that
by the power of the Holy Spirit you may have hope” (15:12-13). Paul
tells the story of Jesus that not only justifies the Gentile mission and
mandates Paul’s own apostleship to the Gentiles, but also compels the
support for this mission from the united Jewish-Gentile community
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at Rome. If the focus of Romans 15:1-6 was the life together of that
community, the thrust of Paul’s argument here is outward: the united
community at Rome, glorifying God and bearing witness (by their
pleasing of one another) that they are “of Christ,” is called to envision
an even more comprehensive unity based once more on the story of
Jesus.

Again, the eschatological union of Jews and Gentiles is shown to
be God’s intention, both because it is warranted by a series of scrip-
tural quotations which describe Gentiles joining in the worship of Is-
rael’s God and because of the example of Jesus Christ, “who rises to
rule the Gentiles.” As in 15:4, the Scriptures witness to the steadfast-
ness of God, which is both the source of the community’s hope and
the ground of its ethics. Paul can exhort the Roman Christians to sup-
port the Gentile mission because the God of exhortation already ad-
dresses them through Scripture and through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ. They can expect to be filled with all joy and peace in their
trusting of this God, so that they may abound in hope by the power
of the Holy Spirit, the gift of the God of hope, and the sign of the root
of Jesse, in whom the Gentiles hope.

To summarize: with respect to the problem of Israel and the
Gentiles (nations), Paul places an uncompromising monotheism33

and reminders of God’s promises to the patriarchs in Scripture to-
gether with the central narrative of what God has done in Jesus
Christ,34 the defining narrative for the community that participates in
the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ through the power of the
Spirit. The community has “hope” in the Spirit because it is convicted
of the integrity or righteous consistency or trustworthiness (though
not predictability) of God. Because of God’s faithfulness both to Is-
rael and to the Gentiles, the Jewish and Gentile Christians at Rome
can welcome one another as God and Christ have welcomed them,
suspending judgment upon each other in matters of religious practice
and cooperating with each other to support further missionary activ-
ity to the Gentiles in Spain. It should be noted again that the argu-
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33 Romans 3:29-30: “Or is God [the God] of Jews only? Is [God the God] not also
of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles as well. Since God is One, [God] will make those
of the circumcision righteous by faith and those of the uncircumcision righteous
through faith.”

34 Throughout Romans, but especially at 1:3-6, 3:21-26, 4:24-25, 5:1-21, 6:3-11,
7:4, 8:3, 8:15-17, 8:28-39, 10:9-13, 11:26-27, 14:9, and finally at 15:1-13.



ment in 15:13 rests at least in part on the earlier discussion about
hope and the Spirit at Romans 5:1-5 and the pneumatology of Ro-
mans 8:9-27. In Romans 5-8 Paul has worked out a theology and an
anthropology which are interrelated through the power of the Spirit.
We turn now to his similar move with respect to the unity of Christ
and his church in 1 Corinthians.

Christ and His Church: The Role of the Spirit in 
1 Corinthians 6:12-20

Paul has no difficulty accepting the charismatic experiences
which the Corinthian church valued so highly as authentic manifesta-
tions of the Spirit of God in 1 Corinthians 12-14. At one point he
gives thanks to God that he speaks in tongues more than all of them
(1 Cor. 14:18)! Paul’s pneumatology, however, is constrained by his
radical monotheism, by the Scriptures through which God has spo-
ken to Israel, and especially by the defining central narrative of what
God has done in Jesus Christ, in such a way that his discernment of
the spirits at work in the community will rule out some of the behav-
iors which the Corinthians justify as manifestations of spiritual gifts.
Paul has already proposed the public confession “Jesus is Lord” as a
minimal test that guarantees the Christian character of spiritual ex-
periences, since no one can make that confession except by the Holy
Spirit, just as no one who curses Jesus could be speaking by that Spirit
(1 Cor. 12:3). But something more is needed to test the spirits at
Corinth, since believers who confess Jesus as Lord are also engaging
in behaviors which Paul cannot recognize as authentically Christian.
They may or may not be claiming to do these actions in the power of
the Holy Spirit; they may only be asserting that the spirit of the age is
compatible with the Holy Spirit. Either way, the problem Paul has to
solve, both for himself and for the Corinthian church which he had
founded, is: What distinguishes genuinely Christian manifestations of
the Spirit, from other spiritual activities (charismatic experiences or
behaviors of those baptized into the one Spirit), that ought not to be
recognized as Christian?35
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35 This way of framing the problem of recognizing the Holy Spirit among others
follows Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, The Theology of the Second Letter to the
Corinthians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 148-151. I have broad-
ened his discussion to include ethical actions done in the name of the Spirit in addi-
tion to charismatic experiences supposed to have been gifts of the Spirit, but the
problem is the same.



James D. G. Dunn proposed an answer to this question as it has
to do with the testing of charismatic experiences:

The character of the Christ event is the hallmark of the Spirit.
Whatever religious experience fails to reproduce this character in
the individual or community, it is thereby self-condemned as
delusory or demonic; it is not the work of the eschatological
Spirit. For the eschatological Spirit is no more and no less than
the Spirit of Christ.36

While Dunn’s last sentence as it stands becomes incomplete when it
is transferred into a paper dealing with “trinitarian” aspects of Paul’s
ecclesiology, he is certainly correct that Jesus Christ and the Holy
Spirit are intimately connected in many passages in both 1 and 2
Corinthians.37 In this correspondence where, more than anywhere,
Paul has to deal with the issue of Christ and community, we also find
considerable attention to the Spirit.

Paul will deal specifically with “the body of Christ” in 1 Corinthi-
ans 10:16-22 and 1 Corinthians 11:23-29 in terms of the eucharistic
sharing of the one loaf and the one cup by the many. He will use the
fable of the body and its parts in 1 Corinthians 12:12-31 to talk about
spiritual gifts. For Paul, ecclesiology and ethics are inseparable, as is
shown in the discussion of the “body of Christ” above. The present
discussion, however, concerns the relationship of the “people of
God,” the “body of Christ,” and “koinonia of the Spirit” in Paul’s ec-
clesiology. To get at this we have to go back to the theological ele-
ments by which Paul’s pneumatology is constrained: Jewish radical
monotheism, the Scriptures through which God has spoken to Israel,
and the central defining narrative of what God has done in Jesus
Christ, which, we have shown above, is the way Paul believes God has
kept faith (covenant righteousness) with Israel.

If “people of God” and “body of Christ” are truly related in Paul,
then it ought to be possible to use something like what Dunn pro-
posed (as Paul’s way of testing charismatic experiences) in order to
test ethical actions. Are members of the community who confess
Christ as Lord engaging in behavior which is not authentically Chris-
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36 James D. G. Dunn, Jesus and the Spirit: A Study of the Religious and Charis-
matic Experience of Jesus and the First Christians as Reflected in the New Testament
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975), 321-322.

37 Among others: 1 Cor. 1:24, 30, 2:2-5, 2:14-16, 5:3-5, 6:11, 6:17, 12:3, 12:12-13,
15:45; 2 Cor. 1:21-22, 3:3-8, 3:17-18, 4:13-14, 11:4, 13:4-5, 13:13.



tian (in Paul’s view), and are they either claiming to do so in the
power of the Holy Spirit or claiming that what they do is not incom-
patible with the Holy Spirit? Does Paul use anything like “the char-
acter of the Christ event” as a criterion for the discernment of spir-
its? Does he argue that “whatever ethical action fails to reproduce
this character in the individual or community is delusory or de-
monic,” or at any rate, “not the work of the eschatological Spirit?” An
attractive test case is 1 Corinthians 6:12-20.

Apparently some members of the Christian community are going
to prostitutes and are arguing for the right to do so. It is possible that
“being people of the Spirit, they imply, has moved them to a higher
plane, the realm of spirit, where they are unaffected by behavior that
has merely to do with the body.”38 It is also possible that since prosti-
tution was both legal and a widely accepted social convention, the
Corinthians who frequented prostitutes “were merely insisting on
their right to continue participating in a pleasurable activity that was
entirely normal within their own culture.”39 Either way, they may not
have made any connection between what was done in the body and
the God who raised the Lord and will also raise us through God’s
power. Paul sets up an imaginary argument (diatribe) with his oppo-
nents by quoting their slogans back to them, along with his own refu-
tation. The first two verses (1 Cor. 6:12-14) follow this pattern:40
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38 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1987), 250.

39 Richard B. Hays, First Corinthians (Louisville, Ky.: John Knox, 1997), 102.
40 Amended from Fee, First Epistle to the Corinthians, 249.

CORINTHIANS

“All things are lawful for me”

“All things are lawful for me”

“Foods are for the belly and the
belly for foods; but God will destroy
both it and them.”

PAUL

“but not all things are beneficial.”

“but I will not be under anything’s
power.”

“The body is not for sexual immoral-
ity but for the Lord, and the Lord
for the body; And God both raised
the Lord and will also raise us up by
God’s power.”



The resurrection of the body is an essential part of the defining cen-
tral narrative for Christians because God raised Jesus Christ from the
dead. The one whom Christians confess as Lord because of the res-
urrection of his body is also precisely Lord over the bodies of Chris-
tians. They belong to him and he to them because the same God who
raised the one body will raise the other. Paul has suggested a connec-
tion between the one body of Christ already raised and the many bod-
ies of Christians (the body of Christ) which will be raised by the
power of God.

Then Paul’s argument shifts in structure to a series of rhetorical
questions addressed to the community: “Do you not know that your
bodies are members of Christ? Shall I therefore take the members of
Christ and make them members of a prostitute? (Never!) Do you not
know that the one who is joined with (or joins with) a prostitute is one
body [with the prostitute]?” Here Paul quotes Scripture with an in-
troductory formula that stresses its character as the word of God:
“For he says, ‘the two into one flesh’” (an exact quotation of the key
words of Gen. 2:24 LXX). On the other hand, says Paul, “the one who
is joined with the Lord is one spirit [with the Lord].” Again, Paul’s ar-
gument is suggestive for our thinking about the one and the many, in
that he sets up the two arrangements as mutually exclusive: either
union with sexual immorality or union with the Lord.41 The language
from Genesis 2:24 used in this context strongly suggests that the sex-
ual exclusivity of the marriage covenant is the metaphor for the com-
munion not only of the believer with Christ but of the whole body of
believers with Christ.42 Their united holiness means that the one
committing sexual immorality sins against his own body both individ-
ually and communally. This reading is strengthened by the fact that
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41 Compare 1 Corinthians 10:20b-22, “I do not want you to be partners (koinô-
nous) with demons. You cannot share the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons;
you cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons. Or do we make
the Lord jealous?”

42 In this patriarchal worldview, the lordship of Christ (already confessed by be-
lievers) is simply strengthened by marriage imagery that assumes lordship of the man
over the woman. Paul himself is careful to problematize that in the very next chap-
ter (1 Cor. 7:4) where both the husband and the wife have power over each other’s
bodies. The later interpreter of Paul who wrote Ephesians 5:21-33 is not so careful
and identifies the church as the bride of Christ precisely in order to ensure the sub-
jection of Christian wives to their husbands.



Paul has already referred to the church as a whole as a “temple” (1
Cor. 3:16-17, see also 2 Cor. 6:16) when he asks the Corinthians, “Do
you not know that your (plural) body is a temple of the Holy Spirit in
you (plural), which you have from God?” What the Corinthians have
in common is their role in the defining central narrative about what
God has done in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, spoken
by God ahead of time in the words of Genesis 2:24 “the two into one
flesh”: they do not belong to themselves, they were “bought with a
price,”43 so they are to glorify God in their (plural) body.

To summarize: Paul has taken the (probably not hypothetical)
case of an individual in the community who is joined with a prostitute
to show the community its corporate stake in holiness: “Do you not
know that your bodies are members of Christ?” Their bodies make up
the body of Christ, the same body that God has already raised in one
sense and will raise in another. That God is One is shown, as it was in
Romans 15, by consistency, if not identity, of action: that is, God does
not raise the body of Christ (the bodies of the Corinthians) in pre-
cisely the same way that God has already raised the body of Jesus
Christ, but the integrity of God stands behind Paul’s argument that
the Corinthians should take actions done in their bodies seriously.
The character of God, the word of God spoken ahead of time through
the Scriptures of Israel, and the defining narrative of what God has
done in Christ give a particular shape to Paul’s pneumatology, which
unites the community to Christ.44

The Oneness of God and the Divine Lordship of the Creator, 
the Christ, and the Holy Spirit

We have already remarked upon the importance of the Shema
(Deut. 6:4: “The Lord, our God, the Lord is One”) for Pauline theol-
ogy and ethics. At the same time, it must be said that for Paul, the
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43 Again, while the obvious reference is to the redemption (from slavery) model of
soteriology as in Romans 3:24, there may also be an allusion to the bride price of mar-
riage.

44 Notice the parallel questions in 1 Corinthians 6:15 “Do you not know that your
bodies are members of Christ?” and 6:19 “Do you not know that your (plural) body
is a temple of the Holy Spirit in you?” and also the way in which the image of the
temple of the Spirit is linked both to God and to Christ: the Spirit is from God, and
therefore they are not their own. They are not their own, because they were re-
deemed by Christ. So they are to glorify God in their body, just as Christ did.



words “God” and “Lord” are not interchangeable, for Paul most often
associates the word “Lord” with Jesus Christ, who is also regularly
called the “Son of God.” However, Paul also uses the term “Lord” for
both God the Creator and the Father of Jesus Christ and for the Holy
Spirit, also sometimes identified with either the Father or the Son. It
is not only the large number of references to “the Lord” in Paul which
makes it difficult to catalogue these in any satisfactory way, but other
complicating factors as well, for example the large number of these
references which appear in scriptural quotations. At first, one might
be tempted to assign all of these to God the Creator and Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ, but at times Paul is clearly reading the text
christologically, and there may be places where he intends both
meanings. A careful literary study which takes into account both the
scriptural context of each reference and its present location in Paul’s
argument is not yet available to us.45

It is possible to study this subject from a historical and form-
critical perspective and this has been done brilliantly in Werner
Kramer’s exhaustive study of Pauline titles for Jesus. He identifies ex-
pressions of “calling upon the Lord” and “the name of the Lord” to-
gether with “the Lord Jesus” or “the Lord Jesus Christ” as pre-
Pauline confession, linked both to the exaltation of Jesus (Phil. 2) and
to his power and authority, to which the church lays claim in baptism.
But God is neither displaced nor absorbed by the Lord, as is seen
from the fact that thanksgiving is always directed to God, not to the
Lord. Kramer points out Paul’s tendency to use dia phrases to pre-
serve both the bond and the distinction between God and the Lord.46

In Kramer’s view, these confessions did not mention historical events,
but conceived the relationship of lordship in spatial terms, a sphere
of dominion which holds sway here and now, and implies the appro-
priateness of worship.47 It is notoriously difficult to separate pre-
Pauline material, which appears presently in the Pauline letters from
Paul’s own adaptation of it. Kramer argues that one of Paul’s distinc-
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45 But see C. Kavin Rowe’s article, “Romans 10:13: What is the Name of the
Lord?” in Horizons in Biblical Theology 22.2 (December 2000): 135-173. Rowe’s
forthcoming dissertation will treat Luke’s complex narrative use of the title kyrios, in
relation to its Septuagintal background.

46 Werner Kramer, Christ, Lord, Son of God (Naperville, Ill.: Allenson, 1966), 
80-83.

47 Kramer, Christ, Lord, Son of God, 127.



tive uses of this traditional material is in ethical instruction or when
dealing with actual practical pastoral problems, and that it is there
that we find his characteristic formula “in the Lord.” When these are
examined closely, says Kramer, we see that for Paul the church is con-
fronted in every aspect of its life by the Lord and held accountable.
The church belongs wholly to the Lord and will belong to the Lord
until the last day.48

Thus the lordship of the Creator, the Christ, and the Spirit are in
part, at least, a witness to the consistency of God through time. Eth-
ically speaking, the term refers to the integrity of God; literarily
speaking, it refers to the character of God. If God’s being is known
through God’s actions, as Karl Barth insisted,49 and if the definitive
central narrative of the Christian faith is the story of Jesus Christ,
past, present, and future, then in the most important sense, there is
no real tension (for Pauline theology at least) between the threeness
and the oneness of the Lord. The more difficult questions for Paul
(and perhaps therefore also for Pauline theologians) are soteriologi-
cal and ecclesiological: How is the Lord’s community to be caught up
in this definitive story? What is the relationship of the people of God
and the body of Christ? How is the integrity of God to be communi-
cated to the many believers who call upon the name of the Lord? It
is precisely at this point that the “koinonia of the Spirit” holds such
promise.

It is not an accident that Paul’s most direct ecclesiological use of
the expression “koinonia of Spirit” occurs just before the Christ hymn
in Philippians 2. If there is any “koinonia of Spirit” the community
will be conformed to the pattern of what God has done in Christ,
foretold already in the Scriptures (“the right hand of God,” Ps. 110:1,
“every knee shall bow,” Isa. 45:23, and so on) entrusted to Israel by
the One God who is Lord of all the cosmos. The other two ecclesio-
logical expressions “people of God” and “body of Christ” are shown
to be intimately related, whether the question is that of Israel and 
the Gentiles (Rom. 15:1-13) or that of Christ and his church (1 Cor.
6:12-20), through the koinonia of the Spirit. Through the power of
the Spirit, the people of God can recognize the same God who gave
Israel such powerful promises through the Scriptures to have kept
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them in the surprising but not uncharacteristic action of showing
mercy to the Gentiles. Through the power of the Spirit, the com-
munity which has been redeemed by Christ becomes one with him,
so that all other potential powers over them are refuted and excluded.
They cannot drink the cup of demons; they cannot unite with pros-
titutes. Only in that koinonia of Spirit can they confess that Jesus 
is Lord. However, in their confession of the lordship of Jesus, they
also confess their union with one another, their mission to those who
have not yet heard the gospel, and their solidarity with the whole of
creation.

So, to summarize once more, when we examine one50 of Paul’s
ecclesiological descriptions, “koinonia of Spirit,” more closely, it be-
comes apparent that this idea (although the term “koinonia of Spirit”
itself is used infrequently in the extant letters of Paul) is the glue
which holds together Pauline ethics. This is so because, given Paul’s
understanding of the central place of the story of what God has done
in Jesus Christ, “koinonia of Spirit” links the integrity of God to the
notion of the “people of God” understood now, again through the
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, as including both Israel and
the Gentiles representatively in Paul’s mixed and/or mostly Gentile
churches. In a similar way, the story of what God has done in Jesus
Christ is also the defining narrative for the “body of Christ.” Partici-
pation in that defining narrative through the koinonia of the Spirit in
baptism and the eucharist conforms the members of the body to
Christ’s own crucified and resurrected body in their life together. To
the extent that one can distinguish theology and ethics at all,
“koinonia of Spirit” also holds together the Oneness of God as af-
firmed in the Shema with the divine Lordship of the Creator, the
Christ, and the Holy Spirit. 
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50 It is hard to say for certain whether or not this ecclesiastical description was
“third” in the order of Paul’s experience and/or of his reflections on the nest of prob-
lems described in this paper, as we who come from churches that routinely confess
the Apostles’ Creed and the “Nicene” Creed might assume. Paul certainly must have
had some understanding of God and the Spirit of God and perhaps of a relationship
between them before his call/conversion/apostolic commissioning. Whether he had
any cause to work out in his mind the idea of the “people of God” as those who had
“koinonia of Spirit” with God before he began to confess “Jesus Christ as Lord,” and
to associate the Spirit with the ability to make that confession, and to live according
to “the mind of Christ,” is difficult to say.



Conclusion: Can Paul’s Practical Problems Assist 
Our Trinitarian Discourse?

Paul had to work out the problem of the people of God (Israel
and the Gentiles) for his missionary theology and he had to solve the
problem of the body of Christ (Christ and his church) because of 
his concern for church unity. Both are instances of the problem of 
the one and the many, and in both cases Paul combines a radical
monotheism with a sophisticated notion of participation (koinônia) of
the community in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As he
works this out, he develops an ad hoc pneumatology to resolve the
problem of the one and the many. Because Paul insists that the Spirit
he describes is the Spirit of God and the Spirit of his Son, and be-
cause Paul holds together the Father and the Son so tightly (Rom.
5:8), he also insists that the great narrative of what God has done in
Jesus Christ is the defining narrative for the community called by
God, baptized into Christ, standing firm in one Spirit. It is in the let-
ters where Paul struggles mightily to get clear about what that Christ-
conformed community must look like (1 and 2 Corinthians and Ro-
mans) that we get his clearest articulations of “trinitarian” theology.

This brings us full circle to recent theological reflection on social
aspects of the Trinity and on the benefits and liabilities of under-
standing the Trinity as the model for social reforms within the church.
It is worth noting once more that usually social understandings of 
the Trinity are said to work the other way: the church’s understand-
ing of the union in relation of the Trinity is held to mandate certain
human social relationships. Then it becomes useful to ask whether
the social relationships apparently mandated by the life of the Trinity
are in fact a reflection of the divine community or a distortion of it.
At the same time, the issue of human projections of “divine values”
onto the Trinity so that they may then shape human social relations
becomes relevant.51

Two factors in addition to the tendency of human sinfulness to
“read” the divine life of the Trinity in a self-interested way might en-
courage us to rethink the relationship between ecclesiological models
and trinitarian metaphors. The first is the observation that Paul seems
to have ended up with “trinitarian” formulations as a result of his in-
sistence on the radical monotheism of God witnessed to in the bibli-
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cal Scriptures, whatever liturgical experiences of worshiping Jesus
Christ as “Lord” he knew (surely at least baptism and eucharist and
probably also the hymns and creedal formulations that he seems to be
quoting) and his ecclesiological reflections on the sacred narrative at
the heart of the Christian faith. Paul had to decide what 
the community conformed to the story of what God had done in 
Jesus Christ must be like in its confession and praxis. The second 
is the observation that the historical relationship between texts like 
2 Corinthians 13:13 with its triadic structure and later patristic for-
mulations of the doctrine of the Trinity suggests that the relationship
between practical and systematic theology runs both ways. Paul’s
early hunches about the integrity of God, formed in the crucible of
practical theological problems in his churches, might help us better
to formulate a doctrine of the Trinity for our time that is attentive 
to its social implications for our own churches. It seems impossible
theologically (and Paul would surely have found it a strange idea) 
that there should be no power of influence from the life of God to
that of the one who worships God, since as the church fathers knew,
“we imitate whom we adore.”

As we consider how to protect the church’s trinitarian theology
from the tendency of willful humans to replace the mysteries of God
with our own more predictable values, we would do well to be guided
by Miroslav Volf’s comments about the narrative of the life of the
Trinity, God’s self-donation in human history which is “the divine
labor of love’s suffering and risk.”52 Perhaps the reason that Paul ap-
plies the title “Lord” to Father, Son, and Spirit alike, but uses it pri-
marily for the Lord Jesus Christ, is that he would agree with Volf’s
formulation “the love of God on the cross reiterates the eternal love
in God.” In that case,

to propose a social knowledge based on the doctrine of the Trinity
is above all to re-narrate the history of the cross, the cross under-
stood not as a simple repetition of heavenly love in the world, but
as the Triune God’s engagement with the world in order to trans-
form the unjust, deceitful, and violent kingdoms of this world into
the just, truthful, and peaceful “Kingdom of our Lord and of his
Messiah” (Rev. 11:16).53
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52 Miroslav Volf, “ ‘The Trinity is our Social Program,’” 413.
53 Volf, “ ‘The Trinity is our Social Program,’” 415



Our own “trinitarian” language, like Paul’s before us, ought to be in
the service of an ethical ecclesiology rooted in the biblical Scriptures,
given voice by our worship of God’s Christ in the power of the Spirit,
and, above all, shaped by the narrative of God’s costly redemption of
the world that stands at the heart of Christian theology. 
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