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Community

‘BEHOLD, HOW good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!” (Ps. 133.1). In the
following we shall consider a number of directions and precepts that the Scriptures provide us for
our life together under the Word.

It is not simply to be taken for granted that the Christian has the privilege of living among other
Christians. Jesus Christ lived in the midst of his enemies. At the end all his disciples deserted him.
On the Cross he was utterly alone, surrounded by evildoers and mockers. For this cause he had come,
to bring peace to the enemies of God. So the Christian, too, belongs not in the seclusion of a
cloistered life but in the thick of foes. There 1s his commission, his work. The Kingdom is to be in the
midst of your enemies. And he who will not suffer this does not want to be of the Kingdom of Christ;
he wants to be among friends, to sit among roses and lilies, not with the bad people but the devout
people. O you blasphemers and betrayers of Christ! If Christ had done what you are doing who would
ever have been spared?’ (Luther).

‘I will sow them among the people: and they shall remember me in far countries’ (Zech. 10.9).
According to God’s will Christendom is a scattered people, scattered like seed ‘into all the kingdoms
of the earth’ (Deut. 28.25). That is its curse and its promise. God’s people must dwell in far countries
among the unbelievers, but it will be the seed of the Kingdom of God in all the world.

‘I'will . .. gather them; for I have redeemed them:

. . . and they shall return’ (Zech. 10.8, 9). When will that happen? It has happened in Jesus Christ,
who died ‘that he should gather together in one the children of God that were scattered abroad’ (John
11.52), and it will finally occur visibly at the end of time when the angels of God ‘shall gather
together his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other’ (Matt. 24.31). Until then,
God’s people remain scattered, held together solely in Jesus Christ, having become one in the fact
that, dispersed among unbelievers, they remember Aim in the far countries.

So between the death of Christ and the Last Day it is only by a gracious anticipation of the last
things that Christians are privileged to live in visible fellowship with other Christians. It is by the
grace of God that a congregation is permitted to gather visibly in this world to share God’s Word and
sacrament. Not all Christians receive this blessing. The imprisoned, the sick, the scattered lonely, the
proclaimers of the Gospel in heathen lands stand alone. They know that visible fellowship is a
blessing. They remember, as the Psalmist did, how they went ‘with the multitude . . . to the house of
God, with the voice of joy and praise, with a multitude that kept holyday’ (Ps. 424). But they remain
alone in far countries, a scattered seed according to God’s will. Yet what is denied them as an actual



experience they seize upon more fervently in faith. Thus the exiled disciple of the Lord, John the
Apocalyptist, celebrates in the loneliness of Patmos the heavenly worship with his congregations ‘in
the Spirit on the Lord’s day’ (Rev. 1.10). He sees the seven candlesticks, his congregations, the seven
stars, the angels of the congregations, and in the midst and above it all the Son of Man, Jesus Christ,
in all the splendour of the resurrection. He strengthens and fortifies him by his Word. This is the
heavenly fellowship, shared by the exile on the day of his Lord’s resurrection.

The physical presence of other Christians 1s a source of incomparable joy and strength to the
believer. Longingly the imprisoned apostle Paul calls ‘his dearly beloved son in the faith’, Timothy to
come to him in prison in the last days of his life; he would see him again and have him near. Paul has
not forgotten the tears Timothy shed when last they parted (I Tim. 1.4). Remembering the
congregation in Thessalonica, Paul prays ‘night and day . . . exceedingly that we might see your face’
(I Thess. 3.10). The aged John knows that his joy will not be full until he can come to his own people
and speak face to face instead of writing with ink (Il John 12).

The believer feels no shame, as though he were still living too much in the flesh, when he yearns
for the physical presence of other Christians. Man was created a body, the Son of God appeared on
earth in the body, he was raised in the body, in the sacrament the believer receives the Lord Christ in
the body, and the resurrection of the dead will bring about the perfected fellowship of God’s
spiritual-physical creatures. The believer therefore lauds the Creator, the Redeemer, God, Father, Son
and Holy Spirit, for the bodily presence of a brother. The prisoner, the sick person, the Christian in
exile sees in the companionship of a fellow Christian a physical sign of the gracious presence of the
triune God. Visitor and visited in loneliness recognize in each other the Christ who is present in the
body; they receive and meet each other as one meets the Lord, in reverence, humility, and joy. They
receive each other’s benedictions as the benediction of the Lord Jesus Christ. But if there 1s so much
blessing and joy even in a single encounter of brother with brother, how inexhaustible are the riches
that open up for those who by God’s will are privileged to live in the daily fellowship of life with
other Christians!

It is true, of course, that what is an unspeakable gift of God for the lonely individual is easily
disregarded and trodden under foot by those who have the gift every day. It is easily forgotten that the
fellowship of Christian brethren 1s a gift of grace, a gift of the Kingdom of God that any day may be
taken from us, that the time that still separates us from utter loneliness may be brief indeed. Therefore,
let him who until now has had the privilege of living a common Christian life with other Christians
praise God’s grace from the bottom of his heart. Let him thank God on his knees and declare: It is
grace, nothing but grace, that we are allowed to live in community with Christian brethren.

The measure with which God bestows the gift of visible community is varied. The Christian in
exile is comforted by a brief visit of a Christian brother, a prayer together and a brother’s blessing;
indeed, he is strengthened by a letter written by the hand of a Christian. The greetings in the letters
written with Paul’s own hand were doubtless tokens of such community. Others are given the gift of
common worship on Sundays. Still others have the privilege of living a Christian life in the
fellowship of their families. Seminarians before their ordination receive the gift of common life with
their brethren for a definite period. Among earnest Christians in the Church today there is a growing
desire to meet together with other Christians in the rest periods of their work for common life under
the Word. Communal life is again being recognized by Christians today as the grace that it is, as the
extraordinary, the ‘roses and lilies’ of the Christian life.

Through and in Jesus Christ



Christianity means community through Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ. No Christian community is
more or less than this. Whether it be a brief, single encounter or the daily fellowship of years,
Christian community is only this. We belong to one another only through and in Jesus Christ.

What does this mean? It means, first, that a Christian needs others because of Jesus Christ. It
means, second, that a Christian comes to others only through Jesus Christ. It means, third, that in Jesus
Christ we have been chosen from eternity, accepted in time, and united for eternity.

First, the Christian is the man who no longer seeks his salvation, his deliverance, his justification
in himself, but in Jesus Christ alone. He knows that God’s Word in Jesus Christ pronounces him
guilty, even when he does not feel his guilt, and God’s Word in Jesus Christ pronounces him not guilty
and righteous, even when he does not feel that he 1s righteous at all. The Christian no longer lives of
himself, by his own claims and his own justification, but by God’s claims and God’s justification. He
lives wholly by God’s Word pronounced upon him, whether that Word declares him guilty or
innocent.

The death and the life of the Christian is not determined by his own resources; rather he finds both
only in the Word that comes to him from the outside, in God’s Word to him. The Reformers expressed
it this way: Our righteousness is an ‘alien righteousness’ a righteousness that comes from outside of us
(extra nos). They were saying that the Christian is dependent on the Word of God spoken to him. He
is pointed outward, to the Word that comes to him. The Christian lives wholly by the truth of God’s
Word in Jesus Christ. If somebody asks him, Where is your salvation, your righteousness? he can
never point to himself. He points to the Word of God in Jesus Christ, which assures him salvation and
righteousness. He is as alert as possible to this Word. Because he daily hungers and thirsts for
righteousness, he daily desires the redeeming Word. And it can come only from the outside. In himself
he is destitute and dead. Help must come from the outside, and it has come and comes daily and anew
in the Word of Jesus Christ, bringing redemption, righteousness, innocence, and blessedness.

But God has put this Word into the mouth of men in order that it may be communicated to other men.
When one person is struck by the Word, he speaks it to others. God has willed that we should seek
him and find his living Word in the witness of a brother, in the mouth of a man. Therefore, a Christian
needs another Christian who speaks God’s Word to him. He needs him again and again when he
becomes uncertain and discouraged, for by himself he cannot help himself without belying the truth.
He needs his brother man as a bearer and proclaimer of the divine word of salvation. He needs his
brother solely because of Jesus Christ. The Christ in his own heart is weaker than the Christ in the
word of his brother; his own heart 1s uncertain, his brother’s is sure.

And that also clarifies the goal of all Christian community: they meet one another as bringers of the
message of salvation. As such, God permits them to meet together and gives them community. Their
fellowship is founded solely upon Jesus Christ and this ‘alien righteousness’. All we can say,
therefore, 1s: the community of Christians springs solely from the biblical and Reformation message
of the justification of man through grace alone; this alone is the basis of the longing of Christians for
one another.

Second, a Christian comes to others only through Jesus Christ. Among men there is strife. ‘He is
our peace’, says Paul of Jesus Christ (Eph. 2.14). Without Christ there is discord between God and
man and between man and man. Christ became the Mediator and made peace with God and among
men. Without Christ we should not know God and could not call upon him, nor come to him. But
without Christ we would also not know our brother, nor could we come to him. The way is blocked
by our own ego. Christ opened up the way to God and to our brother. Now Christians can live with



one another in peace; they can love and serve one another; they can become one. But they can continue
to do so only by way of Jesus Christ. Only in Jesus Christ are we one, only through him are we bound
together. To eternity he remains the one Mediator.

Third, when God’s Son took on flesh, he truly and bodily took on, out of pure grace, our being, our
nature, ourselves. This was the eternal counsel of the triune God. Now we are in him. Where he 1is,
there we are too, in the incarnation, on the Cross, and in his resurrection. We belong to him because
we are in him. That is why the Scriptures call us the Body of Christ. But if, before we could know
and wish it, we have been chosen and accepted with the whole Church in Jesus Christ, then we also
belong to him in eternity with one another. We who live here in fellowship with him will one day be
with him in eternal fellowship. He who looks upon his brother should know that he will be eternally
united with him in Jesus Christ. Christian community means community through and in Jesus Christ.
On this presupposition rests everything that the Scriptures provide in the way of directions and
precepts for the communal life of Christians.

‘But as touching brotherly love ye need not that I write unto you: for ye yourselves are taught of
God to love one another . . . but we beseech you, brethren, that ye increase more and more’ (I Thess,
4.9, 10). God himself has undertaken to teach brotherly love; all that men can add to it is to remember
this divine instruction and the admonition to excel in it more and more. When God was merciful,
when he revealed Jesus Christ to us as our Brother, when he won our hearts by his love, this was the
beginning of our instruction in divine love. When God was merciful to us, we learned to be merciful
with our brethren. When we received forgiveness instead of judgment, we, too, were made ready to
forgive our brethren. What God did to us, we then owed to others. The more we received, the more
we were able to give; and the more meagre our brotherly love, the less were we living by God’s
mercy and love. Thus God himself taught us to meet one another as God has met us in Christ.
‘Wherefore receive ye one another, as Christ also received us to the glory of God’ (Rom. 15.7).

In this wise does one, whom God has placed in common life with other Christians, learn what it
means to have brothers. ‘Brethren in the Lord’, Paul calls his congregation (Phil. 1.14). One is a
brother to another only through Jesus Christ. I am a brother to another person through what Jesus
Christ did for me and to me; the other person has become a brother to me through what Jesus Christ
did for him. This fact that we are brethren only through Jesus Christ is of immeasurable significance.
Not only the other person who is earnest and devout, who comes to me seeking brotherhood, must I
deal with in fellowship. My brother is rather that other person who has been redeemed by Christ,
delivered from sin, and called to faith and eternal life. Not what a man is in himself as a Christian, his
spirituality and piety, constitutes the basis of our community. What determines our brotherhood is
what that man 1s by reason of Christ. Our community with one another consists solely in what Christ
has done to both of us. This is true not merely at the beginning, as though in the course of time
something else were to be added to our community; it remains so for all the future and to all eternity. I
have community with others and I shall continue to have it only through Jesus Christ. The more
genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the more will everything else between us recede, the
more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and his work become the one and only thing that is vital
between us. We have one another only through Christ, but through Christ we do have one another,
wholly, and for all eternity.

That dismisses once and for all every clamorous desire for something more. One who wants more
than what Christ has established does not want Christian brotherhood. He is looking for some
extraordinary social experience which he has not found elsewhere; he is bringing muddled and
impure desires into Christian brotherhood. Just at this point Christian brotherhood 1s threatened most
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