The Role of Sufferingin
the Mission of Paul and the
Mission of the Church

Robert L. Plummer

INTRODUCTION
hile Paul has traditionally been understood

as expecting the churches to engage actively

in outward-focused evangelism, this view has
been increasingly challenged. It must be admit-
ted that there is a lack of explicit imperatives to
evangelize in Paul’s letters. Nevertheless, a num-
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ber of texts, however small, do
seem to indicate that Paul both
commended and commanded
outward-focused missionary
activity from the churches (1
Cor4:16; 7:12-16; 11:1; Eph 6:15;
Phil 1:12-18; 2:14-16).! AsIhave
written elsewhere, Paul’s pre-
sentation of the word of God as
a dynamic entity which propels
its bearers outward in mission
provides the most significant
theological basis for the mission-
ary activity of the church in his
letters.” The same dynamic word
that indwelt Paul as an apostle

also indwelt his churches. This word determined
both the church’s identity and evangelistic activity
in the world.

If the thesis I have outlined briefly above is
a correct understanding of Paul, then one would
expect the apostle to describe both himself and
his churches as undergoing some of the same
experiences and participating in the same mis-
sions-related activities. That is, if the word of God
inevitably propels its bearers in mission, then one
would expect to find Paul describing in similar fash-
ion the missions-related activity of both apostle and
church. Parallels can be drawn in a number of areas
(e.g., teaching, praying, edification of the church),
but for the purposes of this article, I will focus on
one significant parallel—suffering in the life of the
apostle Paul and the life of his churches. What does
Paul’s description of this common experience of
suffering reveal about his understanding of his own
mission and the mission of the church?

SUFFERING, CHRISTIAN IDENTITY,
AND SOCIAL CONTEXT
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I will begin by briefly noting Paul’s references
to suffering in his own mission and the life of the
church. I'will then proceed to explore the reasons
for Christian suffering. According to Paul, why isit
that early Christians—both apostles and ordinary
believers—suffer? We will see that Paul’s under-
standing of Christian identity and the offensiveness
of the gospel are important for answering this ques-
tion. A brief study of the early Christians’ social
context will also help clarify this matter. Finally,
we will discuss two Pauline texts (2 Cor 4:7-15; Col
1:24-25) and two Pauline letters (Philippians, Thes-
salonians) to see what additional insights they give
us into Paul’s understanding of suffering.

CHRISTIAN IDENTITY: WHY THE
APOSTLES AND CHURCH SUFFERED

Paul could not conceive of his apostolic mission
apart from suffering.® This fact is made clear by
numerous passages in the Pauline epistles.* Like-
wise, in the book of Acts, Luke confirms that Paul
saw suffering as inherent to his apostolic ministry
(Acts 9:15-16; 20:23).5 In parallel fashion, Paul
repeatedly describes the churches as undergoing
suffering and signifies that he sees such ongo-
ing persecution as a normal feature of Christian
existence (Rom 8:16-17; Gal 6:12; Phil 1:29-30; 1
Thess 2:14-16; 3:3-4; 2 Tim 1:8; 2:3; 3:12).6

What was it about the apostles and churches
that made them the target of outsiders’ unwaver-
ing opposition? To answer this question, we must
delve into Paul’s thinking on two related topics:
Christian identity and the offensiveness of the
gospel. First, we will look at Christian identity—
i.e., characteristics of Christian existence shared
by both apostles and ordinary believers. And,
second, we will see how, in Paul’s thinking, such
common elements of Christian existence proved
offensive to non-Christians.

In discussing Christian identity, we must
remember that Paul viewed the dynamic gospel as
indwelling and determining the activity of both
apostles and churches (1 Thess 1:6-8). In Paul’s
thinking, it was impossible to have a church or an

apostle apart from the gospel. The genuine pres-
ence of the gospel was the determiner of Christian
identity (Gal 1:6-9). This gospel, which birthed
and directed Christians (1 Cor 4:15), was nothing
other than the salvific message about Jesus Christ
and the assurance (to believers) of his indwell-
ing presence (Rom 8:31-39; 1 Cor 1:23). Itis for
this reason that Paul can often speak interchange-
ably about the preaching of “God’s word” or the
preaching of “Christ.”” Paul can even describe his
apostolic mission as carrying around in his own
body “the death of Jesus” (2 Cor 4:10).

Paul not only viewed his apostolic existence,
but the Christian life generally, as inextricably
identified with Christ. Christians are “buried
with [Christ] by baptism,” and raised with him to
walk in newness of life (Rom 6:4). In the celebra-
tion of the Lord’s Supper, believers “proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor 11:26). In
Romans 10:9-10, Paul says that to be a Christian,
one must identify oneself with Jesus Christ—both
externally and internally. He writes, “If you confess
with your lips that Jesus Christ is Lord and believe
in your heart that God raised him from the dead,
you will be saved” (my emphasis).® In Colossians
1:18, Paul describes Christians metaphorically
as the “body of Christ,” with Jesus Christ as the
head (cf. Eph 1:22-23). In Ephesians 2:19-22,
Paul says that believers are stones in a building, of
which Jesus Christ is the cornerstone. In survey-
ing Paul’s various references to Christian identity
it becomes clear that to be a Christian—to have
received the life-giving message of the gospel—is
to be inextricably associated with the person of
Jesus Christ. Thus, for Paul, the whole of Chris-
tian identity might be summarized as determined
by two overlapping qualities—the acceptance of
and abiding presence of God’s word, and the lord-
ship of and abiding presence of God’s Son.

The relationship of suffering and Christian
identity becomes clear when we understand that
Paul’s two main identifiers of Christian exis-
tence—gospel and Christ—were offensive to
the non-Christian world. This point becomes




especially significant when we note that Paul
expected the gospel to spread spontaneously from
its adherents (e.g., Phil 2:14-16; Col 1:5-7). An
offensive message spreading spontaneously from
the people who hold to it will inevitably result in
opposition and suffering. Given this situation,
Paul consistently presents Christians—apostles
included—with two options: (1) being ashamed
of the gospel, and thus denying the faith (Gal
1:6-9; 6:12), or (2) allowing the gospel to run its
dynamic course through their lives and thus suf-
fering for it (2 Tim 1:8; 3:12; cf. Luke 9:23-27).
And, although a Christian’s suffering may not
entail persecution for the sake of the gospel (e.g.,
dangers from “rivers” and “bandits” [2 Cor 11:26;
cf. 1 Cor 7:28; 2 Cor 12:7; Gal 4:13]), in Paul’s
mind, it usually does.

But what is offensive about the gospel? Accord-
ing to Paul, the gospel heralds God’s judgment of
human wickedness and false righteousness (Rom
1:16-32; Phil 3:7-9; 1 Thess 1:9; 2 Thess 2:11-12),
and in defiance of that message, non-believers will
attack the bearers of it (1 Cor 1:18-25; 1 Thess 1:6;
2 Thess 1:4-8; cf. Act 7:51-60; 1 Pet 4:1-5). The
“world” which is opposed to God and his word (1
Cor 1:20-21; 2 Cor 3:14) will oppose the announc-
ers of that word as well (John 15:18-19; 17:14, 16;
Acts 9:4-5; 1 John 3:13; 4:4-6). Behind non-
Christians’ rejection of (and antagonism towards)
God’s messengers is not faultless ignorance or mis-

desperate state. The crucifixion declares both the
awesome love of God and the miserable “failing
grade” that even the best of fallen human behav-
ior deserves (i.e., the punishment Christ received
was the just penalty for even the finest of human
religiosity) (Phil 3:3-10). Such an assessment does
not sit well with those who prefer a more favorable
evaluation of their spiritual condition, and so such
persons attack those through whom the gospel of
Christ progresses (Phil 3:2-3; Gal 6:12-15).

Because the identity of both the apostles and
ordinary believers is determined by the presence
of an offensive gospel and identification with a
rejected Messiah (Gal 3:10-14), true Christians
must, by their very nature, face hostility. It is
due to this fact—the fundamental Christological
grounding of Christian suffering—that Paul fre-
quently refers to his or other believers’ suffering in
direct relation to Christ’s suffering (e.g., Rom 8:17;
2 Cor 1:5; 2:14-15; 4:10; Gal 6:12; Phil 3:10; Col
1:24-25). Also, we should note that Paul’s view
that suffering is inevitable for all Christians dem-
onstrates the apostle’s expectation that the word of
God and presence of Christ would advance to the
non-believing world through all Christians (Rom
8:16-17; 2 Tim 3:12).

A similar understanding of the certainty of
Christian suffering and its relation to Christian
identity can be found elsewhere in the New Testa-
ment. In Acts 9:4, for example, Luke reports that

understanding, but a morally culpable rejection of Jesus asked the pre-Christian Paul, “Saul, Saul,

God’s truth (Rom 1-3; 2 Thess 1-2). Furthermore,
behind these human opponents stand demonic
forces who oppose God and his Christ (2 Cor 4:4;
Eph 6:10-18; 1 Thess 2:18; 2 Thess 2:1-12).

The offensiveness of the gospel becomes espe-
cially clear when we consider the central subject
of the gospel—Christ crucified. Paul views his
gospel ministry (and, by extension, the descrip-
tion applies to the mission of the churches) as
the parading of Christ crucified before the eyes
of fallen humanity (Gal 3:1). This picture of the
crucified Christ serves as a constant reminder that
a horrific death was needed to rectify humanity’s

why do you persecute me?” Paul, of course, was
not actually persecuting Jesus, but the early Chris-
tians who were his “body”—who were united with
him in baptism, confession, and the Lord’s Sup-
per. These early Christians were so identified with
their Lord that Jesus could refer to Paul’s persecu-
tion of them as a persecution of him.

Likewise, in the Synoptic tradition, Jesus prom-
ises that his followers will face persecution and
suffering (Matt 5:10-12; Luke 21:16). The reason
for this persecution and suffering is the world’s
hatred of Jesus (Matt 10:25; 24:9; Mark 13:9-13;
Luke 21:17). Indeed, it is outsiders” animosity




toward the Lord himself that elicits their attacks
on Christians. The opponents of Jesus hated him
because of his teachings and claims, which must
have been embodied and promulgated by Jesus’
followers if they faced the same opposition as him.
Thus, we find in the Synoptic tradition a signifi-
cant parallel to Paul’s understanding of the rela-
tionship of Christian identity and suffering.

First Peter also witnesses to the connection
between Christian identity and suffering. Believers
are there described as “sharing Christ’s sufferings”
(4:13), “reviled for the name of Christ (4:14), and
suffering “as ... Christian[s] ... [i.e.] because [they]
bear this name” (4:16). Peter notes that if Chris-
tians are persecuted for their faith, they should
rejoice because their suffering confirms that the
Spirit of God truly does rest on them (4:14). The
Christians’ opponents are preeminently defined by
their rejection of the gospel (and by extension, its
bearers). That is, the opponents are those who “do
not obey the gospel of God” (4:17).

In the book of Revelation, John also presents suf-
fering as bound up with a Christian’s identification
with Jesus. In Revelation 1:9, John introduces him-
self to the churches as “I, John, your brother who
share with you in Jesus the persecution and the king-
dom and the patient endurance ....” (my emphasis).
The three nouns italicized in the previous sentence
are introduced by a single article in Greek—imply-
ing that there is a close relationship between them."
John seems to assert that one cannot experience
the kingdom without the accompanying persecu-
tion and requisite patient endurance. This holistic
picture of Christian experience is pre-eminently
defined by a Christological qualifier—that is, the
totality of this experience is “in Jesus.” The follow-
ing seven letters to the churches in Asia Minor also
make clear that identification with Jesus invariably
results in persecution."

We have seen both in Paul’s letters and the
broader New Testament witness that the world
is incited to persecute Christians because of their
offensive gospel and rejected Christ. Yet, if every-
one but Christians hates the gospel, it would seem

that the Christian faith would cease to spread.
The miracle, however, is that God can change the
hearts of his enemies. In this process, God uses
the apostles and churches as agents to proclaim
his word, but ultimately God himself removes the
veil from unbelieving hearts (2 Cor 3:13-16). So,
although the gospel brings life to persons living in
animosity towards it, it does this only in so far as
God, in his mercy, deigns to awaken hearts to his
offer of grace (Rom 9:16-18). We should note this
last point so that in our emphasis on the offensive-
ness of the gospel to the non-Christian world, we
do not forget that Paul and others expected some
persons to respond positively to the life-giving
message of the gospel (1 Cor 9:22; Eph 3:1-13).

THE SOCIAL AND HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF CHRISTIAN
SUFFERING

If we were to interview a first-century oppo-
nent of early Christianity and ask him why he
was persecuting Christians, he would likely differ
from Paul’s “theological evaluation” of the situa-
tion. That is, he would not say, “I hate the truth
of what God has to say about my idolatrous life
and human-based righteousness.” Such spiritual
realities (while ultimately true, according to Paul)
played themselves out in the practicalities of daily
life—in the familial, social, and political arenas.'?
Bruce Winter, for example, cites the following rea-
sons for outsiders’ opposition to early Christian-
ity: the fact that Christians gathered for weekly
meetings (which was against Roman law),'? they
did not participate in common cultic ceremonies,"*
and their leader was crucified (an offensive idea to
Romans and Jews).'> Besides these real differences
from the surrounding pagan culture, Christians
also faced rumors inspired by the hatred, jeal-
ousy, and fear of their opponents (Rom 3:8). Asis
clear from post-New Testament writings, outsid-
ers falsely accused Christians of being cannibals,
atheists, and incestuous fornicators.'

Both the broader New Testament witness and
early extra-biblical materials confirm the historic-




ity of early Christian suffering. As noted above,
the Synoptics, 1 Peter, and Revelation speak of
Christians as suffering for their identification with
Jesus. First Peter, in particular, is important in
this regard because it speaks of Christians being
“reviled” or “blasphemed” for their failure to par-
take in immoral activities they once enjoyed as
non-Christians (1 Pet 4:4, 14). Indeed, as a result
of social conditions in the first century, Christians
quickly differentiated themselves from their pagan
surroundings (e.g., 1 Cor 8:1-11:1; 1 Thess 1:9-
10).”7 By the Christians’ withdrawal from sinful
activities and their prominent new allegiance to
Christ, they invited attack.

A variety of evidence in the New Testament
and early Christian history indicates not only
that early Christians suffered, but that the gospel
was advancing through the ministry of ordinary
believers. The book of Acts alone is a treasury of
the entire church’s active and constant witness. '*
Also, it would appear that the church at Rome was
founded by ordinary Christians, as Paul fails to
mention any apostle or co-worker who founded it
(cf. Col 1:7). Early extra-biblical documents also
confirm an active evangelistic role for the entire
church, as well as the persecution that the church
endured from outsiders."”

From a sociological and historical perspec-
tive, we have an interest in knowing exactly what
sorts of suffering the church endured from the
hands of their oppressors. Itis striking, then, that
Paul does not offer specific examples of what this
persecution entailed. Likely, such descriptions
were superfluous for persons undergoing active
opposition. On this point, Ernest Best remarks,
“Paul does not describe [early Christians’] suffer-
ings, but other parts of the New Testament supply
glimpses of what they may have been: riots (Acts
17:5-9; 19:28-41), false accusations in court (I
Peter 4:15-16), imprisonment (Heb. 13:3), homes
and businesses broken up (Heb. 10:32-34).”2°

Regardless of what daily activities incited
opposition and what tangible forms this opposi-
tion took, it is important to note that Paul consis-

tently assumes that non-believing outsiders are
aware of Christians’ religious allegiance and that
is the main reason that Christians are suffering
persecution. The first century context apparently
did not allow for the kind of private faith that is
often found among modern Western Christians.
This fact helps explain why Paul infrequently gives
explicit instruction in his letters regarding the
churches’ missionary work. There was apparently
little need to do so since many Christians were
effectively making their presence known. In such
a setting, the modern dichotomy between “active”
and “passive” witness seems to break down.

Yet, how—one may rightly press the ques-
tion—did the non-believers learn of their Chris-
tian neighbors’ faith? As noted above, Paul
assumes this fact rather than explicitly stating it.
One must suppose that ordinary Christians were
actively announcing their faith, as Paul occasion-
ally mentions (1 Thess 1:8; Phil 1:12-18; 2:16;
Eph 6:15) and as confirmed by other biblical and
extra-biblical sources. Also, the radically changed
behavior of Christians attracted attention because
of its implicit rejection of others’ religious views
and the dominant cultural and societal structures
(1 Thess 1:9-10).

PATTERNS OF CHRISTIAN
SUFFERING IN THE PAULINE
LETTERS

We will now take a brieflook at two Pauline pas-
sages and two Pauline letters to see if they exhibit
the pattern of suffering we have summarized
above. Furthermore, we will seek any additional
insights on Paul’s understanding of Christian suf-
fering which might be present in the texts.

2 CORINTHIANS 4:7-15
This passage deals primarily with Paul’s reflec-
tions on his apostolic sufferings. The text reads:

But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it
may be made clear that this extraordinary power

belongs to God and does not come from us. We

10



are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; per-
plexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but
not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed;
always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so
that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in
our bodies. For while we live, we are always being
given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of
Jesus may be made visible in our mortal flesh. So
death is at work in us, but life in you.

But just as we have the same spirit of faith that
isinaccordance with scripture—“I believed, and
so I spoke”—we also believe, and so we speak,
because we know that the one who raised the
Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will
bring us with you into his presence. Yes, every-
thing is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends
to more and more people, may increase thanks-
giving, to the glory of God (2 Cor 4:7-15).!

By his use of “we” in this passage, Paul distin-
guishes himself from the Corinthians whom he is
addressing. This “we” also possibly includes the
other apostles generally or at least Paul’s apos-
tolic co-workers (e.g., Timothy and Titus). The
“we” text on which we are focusing, 2 Corinthi-
ans 4:7-15, occurs in the midst of Paul’s defense
against various criticisms. Some detractors are
apparently claiming that Paul is insincere (2:17),
that he is trying to commend himself (3:1), that
he is incompetent (3:5), that he is not clear in his
teaching (4:3), and that his hardships invalidate
his claim to be God’s approved messenger (1:3-11;
4:7-15; 6:4).2* After reminding the Corinthians of
the glorious God-revealing gospel that he preaches
(4:6), Paul gives a theological apologia for his suf-
fering. The apostle explains that the reason that
the gospel (i.e., the “treasure”) is found in such
a beat-up old pot (i.e., in Paul) is that his weak-
ness and suffering serve to magnify the truth and
power of the message.”® The apostles’ trials and
hardship show that they cannot be the source of
the powerful message they convey and point their
audience to God.

Also, from this passage, we discover that Paul

thinks suffering not only accompanies the apos-
tles’ proclamation of the gospel, but is a procla-
mation of the gospel. This fact is made clear by
Paul’s metaphorical descriptions of his afflictions
as “carrying in [his own] body the death of Jesus”
(4:10). Paul views his sufferings as picturing, in
some sense, Jesus’ death. When the apostle suffers
in his proclamation of the gospel before potential
converts, he puts on a “Passion play” in his own
body. The conveyer of the message pictures the
content of the message.”* As a result of this vivid
portrayal, through Paul’s experience of “death” by
repeated suffering, he delivers “the life of Jesus™*
(i.e., salvation) to his addressees (vv. 10-12).

Margaret E. Thrall takes a similar view of 2
Corinthians 4:7-15, commenting:

The apostolate is the earthly manifestation of the
gospel, and apostolic suffering plays a partin this:
it is the epiphany in somatic form of the Christ
who was crucified. The repeated dpavepwd( of
vv. 10b, 11b would support this interpretation,
as would the general context, which is concerned

with the presentation of the gospel (4.2-5, 13).2

Likewise, Victor Paul Furnish notes about this
text, “The apostle’s sufferings ... are the manifesta-
tion of [Christ’s] suffering and death and thus a

proclamation of the gospel.””’

CoLOSSIANS 1:24-25
Paul develops ideas similar to those in the text
above in Colossians 1:24-25, where he writes:

I'am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake,
and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking
in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that
is, the church. I became its servant according to
God’s commission that was given to me for you,

to make the word of God fully known.*

This passage presents us with a puzzling phrase.
If Christ’s death is sufficient to pay for the sins of
the world (Rom 3:23-24; 5:17; Gal 1:4), how could
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anything be “lacking” in those afflictions, and in
what way could Paul “in [his] flesh,” by his suffer-
ings, supply what is lacking (ta husteremata)?

Several interpretations have been offered for this
passage. For example, some scholars contend that
Paul here has in mind certain “Messianic woes” that
must be fulfilled before the eschaton.?” It should be
remembered, however, that the apostle is writing
to a Gentile congregation that he has apparently
never visited or written to in the past (Col 1:3-8).
Although it is possible that Paul is here assum-
ing the congregation’s background knowledge of
apocalyptic Judaism, such an assumption is specu-
lative. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that in Paul’s
frequent references to suffering and hardship he
never explicitly speaks of “Messianic woes,” as some
Jewish sources arguably do.*

A second interpretation of Colossians 1:24-
2§ that has been offered is that Paul is speaking
here of a “mystical” or “realistic” participation in
Christ’s actual sufferings.’® This interpretation,
however, is unlikely. While Paul does speak of
a believer’s participation in Christ’s death, that
event is grasped by faith and remains “extrinsic”
or “alien” to the Christian (Gal 2:20).

A third way that scholars have understood
Colossians 1:24-25 is that the “lack” in verse 24
means that the persons to whom Paul proclaims
the gospel lack both a knowledge and an immedi-
ate visual portrayal of Christ’s suffering and death
(cf. the discussion of 2 Cor 4:7-15 above).”> When
Paul suffers in his proclamation of the gospel, his
addressees not only learn of Christ’s sacrifice,
but are allowed to see a copy (albeit imperfect)
of Christ’s suffering on their behalf. Scholars
who hold to this view claim that Paul’s sufferings
have no atoning significance and should not be
understood as manifesting the actual sufferings
of Christ.** Yet, according to this interpretation
of Colossians 1:24, Paul’s sufferings do put in the
immediate vision of potential converts a persua-
sive portrayal of suffering in the pattern of the one
who died to atone for them.**

This explanation seems reasonable (especially

noting the apparent parallel passage in 2 Cor 4:7-
15) until one notices that Paul does not say that his
sufferings supply what is lacking in the unevange-
lized world. No, his sufferings supply what is lack-
ing among the Colossian Christians—an existing
church that Paul has never visited (Col 1:4,9, 24).

How then, does Paul make up for what is lack-
ing in Christ’s afflictions in the Colossian church?
He says that he does so by becoming a “servant of
the church” according to God’s commission—
to make the word of God fully known (Col 1:25).
Paul proceeds to speak of his special apostolic task
of unveiling the gospel in unevangelized areas
(Col 1:26-29).% It is this pioneer missionizing
activity that results in Paul’s suffering on behalf
of the church.

In order to understand Paul’s point in Colos-
sians 1:24-25, we must return to the point we
made at the beginning of our discussion on suffer-
ing—that the fundamental grounding of Chris-
tian suffering is Christological. That is, because
all Christians bear Christ’s presence and word,
they face opposition from “the world,” which hates
God and his Christ. As we noted at the beginning
of this article, where Christ’s word—the gos-
pel—is truly present, it will spread in accordance
with its dynamic nature. As the gospel spreads
through the church, it will encounter the hostility
of the surrounding non-Christian world. This is
so because the gospel announces the futility of
human religions and human righteousness (Phil
3:7-9), thus arousing the anger of their adherents
(Acts 9:4-5). In Colossians 1:24-25, Paul says that
he is stepping ahead of the church in uncharted
territory to make an initial unveiling of the gos-
pel. Inso doing, he bears the brunt of the world’s
antagonism towards God and his word. Asa
servant of the church, he steps before her to take
the first blow of the falling sword. Paul can say
that such Christ-based suffering is “lacking” in
regards to the church because it is the inevitable
outworking of the church’s gospel-based exis-
tence. Because the word will inevitably go forth,
and the world hates that word, active persecu-
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tion is also inevitable. Paul willingly and joyfully
steps before the church to sufter a more public and
extreme persecution.*®

PHILIPPIANS

We will now briefly examine Paul’s letter to
the Philippians to see how the apostle describes
the pattern of suffering in the community he
addresses. Paul tells the Philippians, “[God] has
graciously granted you the privilege not only of
believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as
well—since you are having the same struggle
that you saw I had and now hear that I still have”
(Phil 1:29-30).” Here we note that (1) suffering
is ordained by God,* (2) suffering is as much a
part of the Christian experience as the divine gift
of faith, and (3) the church’s suffering is explicitly
parallel to the “same struggle” that Paul has. In
Philippians 1, Paul defines his “struggle” as the
persecution and imprisonment he has faced for his
proclamation of the gospel (Phil 1:12-13).

Paul assumes that the non-believers surround-
ing the Philippian Christians are aware of their
faith, offended by it, and that is why they face
persecution. There are no “secret Christians” in
Philippi. As noted in the “social context” section
above, the means whereby a Christian’s neigh-
bors discovered his or her new-found allegiance is
somewhat speculative, but we do know that Paul
consistently assumes this to be the case. This fact
is probably one of the most significant reasons
that we do not find more explicit injunctions to
evangelism in Paul’s letters. The early churches
did not need to begin making their faith known so
much as they needed to continue to adhere to their
confession and to confirm it through their holy
behavior.*

We should also note that in the Philippian cor-
respondence, Paul reports that his personal suf-
fering has resulted in two auspicious outcomes.
(1) More people have heard of the gospel through
Paul’s suffering, which has brought widespread
attention to his message (Phil 1:12-13),* and (2)
most of the believers in the letter’s city of ori-

gin have been emboldened by Paul’s example to
declare the gospel fearlessly (Phil 1:14)."

FIRST AND SECOND THESSALONIANS

Paul’s letters to the Thessalonian church dem-
onstrate an understanding of persecution similar
to the one we find in Philippians. Paul and his co-
workers are facing opposition to their gospel procla-
mation (1 Thess 2:1-2); the Thessalonians encounter
hostility for similar reasons, as demonstrated by 1
Thessalonians 2:14-16, where Paul writes:

For you, brothers and sisters, became imitators
of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are
in Judea, for you suffered the same things from
your own compatriots as they did from the Jews,
who killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets,
and drove us out; they displease God and oppose
everyone by hindering us from speaking to the

Gentiles so they may be saved.

It is interesting that the Thessalonians are here
described as “imitators” of churches that they have
never seen. What makes them imitators is their
faithful adherence to the same gospel and Lord—
which results in parallel opposition from the non-
believing world. Paul emphasizes this point earlier
in the same letter, where he says the Thessalonians
have imitated both him and the Lord by suffering
for their faithful adherence to the gospel and their
“sounding forth” of that word (1 Thess 1:6-8).
Turning back to 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16, we
note that Paul’s description of the persecution
of the Judean churches clarifies that this perse-
cution was “Christ-based.” The list of attacks
demonstrates that the anger of “the Jews” was con-
sistently directed against adherence to and proc-
lamation of Jesus. These opponents are described
as killing Jesus, murdering the prophets, driving
out Paul and his co-workers, and hindering Paul
and his co-workers from proclaiming the gospel
to the Gentiles. Asserting that the suffering itself
was the activity being imitated begs the question.
As Jo-Ann Brant rightly observes, “The equation
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of ‘imitation’ with suffering affliction ignores the
fact that the Thessalonians were engaged in some
activity that incurred the opposition of others.”

This opposition endured by the Thessalonians,
however, was not a surprise. Paul reminds the
church in 1 Thessalonians 3:3-4, “Indeed, you
yourselves know that [persecution] is what we are
destined for. In fact, when we were with you, we
told you beforehand that we were to suffer perse-
cution; so it turned out, as you know.”

The Thessalonian Christians did not elicit such
persistent persecution by secret adherence to a
new religion. Apparently, just as in the Philippian
community, a dimension of their Christian faith
was publicly known and offensive to non-believ-
ers. When persons in Thessalonica believed the
gospel, they did not suddenly develop a personal
habit that made people want to hurt them; they
suffered because people knew they had aligned
themselves with a new religion that was offensive
to the surrounding culture. The offensive word of
God and rejected Messiah was made audible and
visible through the Thessalonian church.

Other passages in Paul’s letters to the Thes-
salonians confirm that the surrounding pagans
were aware of the Thessalonians’ faith and actively
opposed them. When Paul describes the adversar-
ies of the Thessalonians, the chief characteristic he
highlights is their non-acceptance of the gospel.
For example, in 2 Thessalonians 1:8, Paul describes
them as “those who do not know God” and “those
who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.” In
2 Thessalonians 2:10, Paul says that the church’s
opponents have “refused to love the truth and so be
saved,” and in verse 12, the apostle adds that they
“have not believed the truth but took pleasure in
unrighteousness.” In rejecting the Thessalonian
church’s offer of life, the surrounding pagan cul-
ture did not respond in apathy, but repulsion and
a God-hating pagan revelry. The gospel, believed
and proclaimed by the Thessalonians, was offensive.
Indeed, the suffering of Christians in Thessalonica
showed that their opponents were not simply set
against a new religious group, but against God and

his word. Thus, God’s ultimate condemnation of
these opponents is righteous and a cause for cel-
ebrating divine victory over his enemies (2 Thess
1:4-10; cf. Phil 1:28).

In summarizing the Pauline passages examined
above, we should note that Paul describes both
the apostles and the churches as undergoing God-
ordained suffering. For the purposes of our study,
this suffering is important because it reveals that
the offensive, self-diffusive gospel was effectively
progressing through the early Christians. Asnon-
believers became aware of Christians’ adherence
to and proclamation of the gospel, they opposed
the church. Also, our study on suffering has dem-
onstrated the continuity between the apostles’
ministry and the church’s ministry. The apostles
suffer in their mission; the church experiences
similar suffering.

While Paul speaks of his personal sufferings as
a means whereby Christ’s atoning death is made
visible to his converts (2 Cor 2:14-17; 4:8-12), he
never speaks explicitly of the church’s suffering in
this way.** Nevertheless, Paul does speak of the
church’s suffering as directly paralleling his own
apostolic missionary suffering (2 Cor 1:6-7; Phil
1:29-30; 1 Thess 2:13-16).** It is likely that Paul
would agree that the church’s suffering also had
this missiological function.* That s, the church’s
suffering was not only evidence that its members
were making known the gospel, but also a means
of making it known.*¢ If this is indeed Paul’s view,
itis in continuity with the gospel traditions which
present persecution as an opportunity for Chris-
tians to testify to the gospel before non-believers
(Mark 13:9; Luke 9:23-27; 12:4-12; 21:12-13).%

It should be noted that Paul never says that
Christians should actively seek suffering. Chris-
tians are, however, to welcome persecution if
the alternative is being ashamed of the gospel (2
Tim 1:8). In his remarks on suffering, Paul again
presents us with a classic “theological tension.”
Although the suffering of Christians is ordained
by God in a general sense (Phil 1:29), particular
instances of suffering are something that Paul
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and others can legitimately seek and pray to avoid
(Acts 22:25-29; 2 Cor 1:8-11; Phil 1:19; 1 Tim 2:1-
4; cf. Matt 10:23; 24:9, 15-22). The deciding fac-
tors as to whether one should embrace suffering
or avoid it are (1) God’s will (Phil 1:29-30), (2) the
effect on others’ salvation or sanctification (Phil
1:23-25; Col 1:24-25; 2 Tim 2:8-11), and (3) the
glorification of God (2 Cor 4:15). Analogous to
Jesus’ death on the cross, the suffering of Chris-
tians brings about good (i.e., their sanctification
and others’ salvation) while not excusing or con-
doning the unjust treatment they receive (Rom
5:3-5; 8:18-19; 2 Thess 1:5-11; cf. Jas 1:2-4; Acts
2:23; 3:18-19; 4:10, 27-28; 5:28).4

CONCLUSION

Because both the mission of the apostles and
the life of the church are defined by the presence of
the dynamic gospel, there is an unmistakable par-
allel between Paul’s description of his own gospel
ministry and that of his churches. When all ele-
ments of this parallelism (not just overt references
to “proclamation”) are taken into account, it seems
reasonable to conclude that Paul thought of all but
the non-repeatable functions of his apostleship
as devolving upon the churches. Paul viewed the
church as continuing his apostolic mission (minus
non-repeatable functions).* We would expect
nothing less than such missionary activity from
an entity defined by the same self-diffusing gospel
as its apostolic founder.

The social ramifications of the gospel’s progress
become especially evident in Paul’s remarks on suf-
fering. Because Christian identity is fundamentally
determined by the self-diffusive, offensive gospel
and the rejected Christ, all believers can expect
to face the same opposition that their Lord did. It
is through this suffering, however, that God has
chosen to magnify the glory of his word and dem-
onstrate the nature of its object, i.e., the crucified
Christ (2 Cor 4:7-15; 6:3-10; 11:23-12:10).

In the end, the consistent pattern of suffering
that we find in the early church (which parallels
the suffering of the apostles) is a powerful argu-

ment for the church’s missionary nature. The
unwavering hostility of the outside world towards
early Christians demonstrates that the dynamic
(and offensive) gospel was progressing effectively
through its adherents.
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ing in the Mission of Paul,” in The Mission of the Early
Church to Jews and Gentiles (eds., Jostein Adna and
Hans Kvalbein; Tiibingen: Mohr, 2000), 165-84.

“Thus, Norbert Schmidt is correct to conclude, “On
the pages of the New Testament we do not find an
explicit theology of mission, but the implicit com-
mission initially given to the Apostles can be found
in many forms with respect to the Church” (Norbert
Schmidt, “The Apostolic Band—A Paradigm for
Modern Missions?” [Th.M. thesis, Trinity Evangeli-
cal Divinity School, 1985], 77).
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