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James W. Thompson, scholar in residence at the Graduate School of Theology at Abilene 
Christian University, has worked to connect the letters of Paul to developing 
understandings of the church and ministry among practitioners in several recent books. 
Thompson’s Pastoral Ministry according to Paul (Baker Academic, 2006) emphasized the 
central place of moral formation in Paul’s pastoral work. Thompson developed this theme 
of moral formation more fully in Moral Formation according to Paul (Baker Academic, 
2011). As Thompson notes, the work under review here, The Church according to Paul: 
Rediscovering the Community Conformed to Christ, is a continuation of these earlier 
works. Thompson’s focus for the book appears clearly in the preface, where he states that 
“Paul’s task of forming churches in the pre-Christian culture can inform our attempts to 
shape churches in a post-Christian culture” (ix). Besides the preface, The Church 
according to Paul contains an introduction, nine numbered chapters, and a conclusion. A 
bibliography and full set of indices completes the volume. 

The introduction provides a helpful overview of the challenges facing the church in 
contemporary society and the different understandings of church that have emerged in 
response. Thompson then briefly introduces Paul’s vision for the church. Though 
converts might bring with them notions of community informed by the synagogue, 
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philosophical schools, or voluntary associations, Paul ultimately challenged and 
transformed these assumptions, defining the community “in ways that did not conform 
to ancient concepts of community” (19). For Thompson, a better understanding of Paul’s 
unique view of the Christian community can help the church navigate its own place in 
contemporary society. 

Thompson begins his analysis of the Pauline letters with 1 Thessalonians in chapter 1. As 
Paul’s earliest (extant) letter, 1 Thessalonians is foundational for understanding Paul’s 
approach to community formation. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul draws on several resources 
to distinguish the Christian assembly from other assemblies. The most important is their 
inclusion within Israel and their identity as the eschatological people of God, which 
eliminates ethnic and social distinctions. Their identity is based on the call of God, which 
sets them apart, making them children of God and siblings with one another. Such an 
approach was “unparalleled in antiquity,” given the diversity of Pauline communities 
(48). 

For Paul, early Christian communities not only have been grafted into Israel; they also 
have been incorporated into the risen Christ. In the second chapter, Thompson turns to 
consider how incorporation into Christ and the image of the body of Christ inform Paul’s 
view of the church. Paul fashions a corporate identity for his communities that redefines 
the people of God and imagines a new humanity in Christ. Such an understanding of the 
church emphasizes the uniqueness of their gathering (they are not just a body; they are 
the body of Christ), their harmony with one another, and their shared destiny with 
Christ. 

The third chapter analyzes the scattered references to the Lord’s Supper and baptism in 
1 Corinthians, Galatians, and Romans. Given the previous experience of Paul’s converts 
with pagan rituals, Paul insists that neither baptism nor the Lord’s Supper has an 
autonomic saving power. Rather, the Lord’s Supper and baptism are visible manifestations 
of Paul’s central theological convictions related to the church. The Lord’s Supper 
manifests the unity of the community, and baptism actualizes the death and resurrection 
of Jesus in the community life of believers.  

Chapters 4 and 5 call attention to the communal dimensions of spiritual formation and 
justification. Focusing on Romans and parts of 2 Corinthians, the fourth chapter 
examines how Paul’s understanding of spiritual formation applies to the community as a 
whole, not just the individual. Empowered by the Holy Spirit, the church experiences 
transformation as it lives in between memory and hope: they look back to their radical 
new beginning and forward to their final salvation. In chapter 5 Thompson establishes 
the communal nature of justification in Galatians and Romans. Justification by faith plays 
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a central role in shaping Paul’s understanding of the church, since it “creates a community 
that has no ethnic or social barriers” (134). 

Chapter 6 explores Paul’s understanding of the mission of the church. According to 
Thompson, Paul never urges his communities to “engage in mission and evangelism or to 
effect social change in the larger society” (158). Rather, based on Paul’s radical distinction 
between the church and the world, contact and interaction within the family and other 
social networks are the means of evangelism (165–66). Outsiders are attracted to the 
community because of its transformation, not separate programs or endeavors. 

Chapters 7 and 8 consider whether Paul has an understanding of the universal church 
that connects the particular communities Paul founded. Chapter 7 identifies an inchoate 
understanding of the universal church in the undisputed letters of Paul, demonstrated by 
Paul’s understanding of the eschatological people of God and his work to secure 
contributions for the Jerusalem church. There is a dialectical relationship between the 
local and the universal in these letters, since the local church “is both a full representation 
of the people of God and a local manifestation of something larger” (179). The disputed 
letters of Paul generally amplify the implicit assumptions about the local and universal 
church in the undisputed letters, as Thompson argues in chapter 8. More generally, this 
chapter describes the ecclesiology of Colossians, Ephesians, and the Pastoral Epistles. 
Colossians and Ephesians provide a vision of the cosmic church, which enables the 
church to live out its life together as a marginalized community. The Pastoral Epistles 
attempt to establish and protect the legacy of Paul in the church by preserving the 
apostolic faith.  

Chapter 9 surveys the leadership of Paul, his coworkers, and members of the church. Paul 
models a distinctive type of leadership at odds with the expectations of his communities. 
Unlike those who position themselves for power and honor, Paul likens himself and the 
other apostles to servants. The nature of leadership within the Pauline communities is 
dialectical (236). The whole church participates in “building up the body of Christ” even 
as they “interact with those who have special gifts to complete the building” (241). 

The conclusion summarizes how Paul’s understanding of the church may be applied to 
the contemporary church. As with Paul’s communities, the church today should find its 
identity in its covenant with God and its incorporation into Christ. It should be a 
community of new creation whose central mission is the transformation of individuals 
into the image of Christ. Given such an identity and mission, there should be little room 
for parochialism and competition among different congregations.  
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On the whole, there is much to commend in The Church according to Paul. Thompson’s 
chapters are full of practical exegetical insight. His interpretative decisions are judicious 
and informed by recent scholarship on Paul’s letters. Thompson’s control over ancient 
and modern sources is apparent throughout. This book would make an excellent 
textbook for a class on Pauline theology or as a supplement to a broader class on 
ecclesiology. The comments and questions below are not intended to take away from the 
overall strength of the book or the contributions it makes to our understanding of Paul’s 
letters and contemporary ecclesial concerns. 

I begin by considering further the two parts of the book’s title, “Church” and “according 
to Paul.” When Thompson speaks of the contemporary church, he often has Western, 
Protestant Christianity in mind. Discussions of Catholic ecclesiology are absent for the 
most part from the body of book and the footnotes. Likewise, there is little consideration 
of how experiences of the global church or of ethnic minorities in the U.S., including 
African American, Korean American, and Latino/a communities of faith, relate to the 
contemporary models of the church that Thompson discusses. Many of these 
communities never experienced the sort of privileged social and political position of 
mainline denominations that undergird the strict dichotomy between “Christian” and 
“post-Christian” ecclesiology. Second, the “Paul” in title is largely, but not entirely, the 
Paul of the undisputed letters of Paul, with special attention given to 1 Thessalonians, 
Galatians, 1 Corinthians, and Romans. Throughout, chronological priority is equated 
with theological priority: because Paul’s letters provide the first written reflection on the 
nature of the church, they should be given priority in shaping the theology of the church 
today. Likewise, the earliest letters of Paul (with the possible exception of Romans) are 
more central than the later letters of Paul, including the disputed letters. 

I close with two questions about the project as a whole. The first concerns the uniqueness 
of Paul’s community formation and of the communities themselves. References to Paul’s 
understanding of the church as unprecedented, unparalleled, unique, countercultural, 
and distinctive appear frequently throughout the book. While I do not want to deny the 
distinctive features of Paul’s ecclesiology, Thompson’s appraisal of them may need more 
nuance. The sort of ethical formation demanded of Pauline communities is not without 
parallel in antiquity, as contemporaries to Paul employed similar strategies (and even 
similar vice and virtue lists). Likewise, communal practices and structures of leadership 
may have more in common with the synagogue and ancient associations than 
Thompson’s analysis suggests.  

The second question concerns the analogy that Thompson hopes to make between Paul’s 
directives for community formation in a pre-Christian culture and their application in a 
post-Christian culture. The analogy reflects the two competing tasks (description and 
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prescription) in biblical theology as described by Krister Stendahl (IDB 1:418–32, esp. 
421). Thompson’s analysis runs the risk of merging the descriptive task with the 
prescriptive task: the exegetical and historical account of Paul’s strategy (description) is 
applied to contemporary discussions of ecclesiology (prescription). But Thompson’s 
descriptive analysis may require further translation before it can be applied fruitfully to 
contemporary contexts. Even with their similarities, the pre-Christian and post-Christian 
contexts differ significantly from one another. One of the major differences that 
Thompson does not address adequately is the legacy of Christianity itself in shaping (and 
even creating) the so-called post-Christian world. Despite indications of secularization, 
American society remains indebted to a broadly Christian legacy as indicated by major 
political candidates courting religious leaders for endorsements and enduring struggles to 
define the separation between church and state. Contemporary ecclesiologies must deal 
with both the marginalization of Christianity and the ongoing influence of Christianity in 
contemporary society. 


