Paul’s Ministry
Excerpts from “The Church Epistles” by E.W. Bullinger (1905)
Introduction

The Turning Away (Apostasy)

When the Apostle Paul preached the good news concerning Christ and His Church, at Ephesus, his ministry continued in Asia for the space of two years (Acts 19:10). We read that the Word of God grew mightily and prevailed, and that “all they which dwelt in Asia heard the word of the Lord Jesus.” And yet, at the close of his ministry, and of his life, he writes his last Epistle to Timothy, when he says, “I am now ready to be offered, and the time of my departure is at hand” (2 Timothy 1:15): “This thou knowest that all they that be in Asia have turned away from me.”
We are told, on every hand, today, that we must go back to the first three centuries to find the purity of faith and worship of the primitive church. But it is clear from this comparison of Acts 19:10 and 2 Timothy 1:15, that we cannot go back to the first century. No, not even to the apostle’s own lifetime.

This turning away could not have been merely personal; but must have included his teaching also. For in chapter 2:18, he speaks of those “who concerning the truth have erred.” In 3:8 he speaks of those who “resist the truth.” In 4:4 he speaks of those who “turn away their ears from the truth” and are “turned unto fables.” It was Pauline truth and teaching from which all had “turned away.”
It was this turning away from the truth as taught by the Holy Spirit through Paul, especially as contained in the epistles to the Ephesians, that led necessarily

(1) To the loss of the teaching concerning the Mystery; that truth concerning the one Body of Christ. The effect of this was at once to put everything wrong ecclesiastically, and to make room for all the various and different “Bodies,” so-called, with all the consequent divisions and schisms of the church. Instead of recognizing “the One Body” which God had made, men set about making their own “Bodies” and Sects! And with this ecclesiastical confusion came the loss of the truth as to the Christian’s perfect standing in Christ as having died and risen in Him.
(2) Next, after this, went the truth of the Lord’s promised return from heaven, and of resurrection, as the one great and blessed hope of the church. Other hopes, or rather fears, came in their place, and “death and judgment” took the place of those lost hopes. Having lost the truth of what God had made Christ to be unto us, and the joy as to our standing thus given, in looking for that blessed hope, preparation for death and judgment was the necessary result, and therefore

(3) The next thing to go was the truth as to what God had made us to be in Christ; and “justification by faith” and by grace was lost. The way was now open for the full tide of error to come in; and it came in, like a flood, with all the corruption and superstition which ended in centuries which have the significant description ‘the dark ages.”

Everyone is familiar with that term, and with the fact. But what were the dark ages? How did they come? They were not brought on suddenly by some untoward event. There must have been some cause, something that made them possible. The corruption is historical. The Eastern churches today are in similar darkness. And the Western churches, where the Reformation has not removed it, are in the same darkness.

Partial Recovery

The Reformation itself – what was it, but the beginning of recovery of these great truths? The remarkable fact is that the recovery of these truths has taken place in the inverse order to that in which they were lost.

Justification by grace through faith was the first great truth recovered at the Reformation. This was the truth over which that great battle was fought and won, though the victory was far from complete. For not until the nineteenth century had well begun did the Lord’s return from heaven begin to become again the blessed hope of His church. In later years the subject has become more and more precious to increasing numbers. But this great and “blessed hope” is not yet really learned, because it ought to be the natural outcome of truth received and held, instead of being treated as an independent subject artificially produced. It must come from the heart into the life, and not be merely held and retained in the head, if it is to be productive of the blessed results seen in the Thessalonian church. It must be learned experimentally as a vital and essential part of our standing as Christians, and not be studied as if it were an extra subject, in order to produce Thessalonian fruit. Hence, it is that we more often see prophecy taken up as a study, rather than as the result of waiting for God’s Son from heaven.

The last of the three truths to be recovered is the truth taught in Ephesians; and it is only in our own day that we see any real sense of the loss, with any real effort to recover it. The truth of the Mystery, as it was the first to go, so, it seems, is the last to be recovered.

It is with the hope of doing something to recover this truth that these papers have been written on the Church Epistles. May the Lord use them to bring back vital truths to their proper place, that their power may be felt in the hearts and seen in the lives of an increasing number of the members of the Body of Christ.

Little is Known Concerning “The Church Epistles”

The cause of all the confusion around is that thousands of those who profess to be Christians know little or nothing of these Church Epistles. There is no other profession which they could enter without being able to pass a satisfactory examination in the text-books set forth for that purpose. There is no position in life that anyone could apply for without being asked how much one knew of its duties and responsibilities. But the Christian “profession” is treated in quite a different manner, and as quite a different matter. Anyone may undertake that, and all the while be totally ignorant of these Church Epistles. “The Creed, the Lord’s Prayer and the Ten Commandments” are considered as sufficient for Christian position and profession. Hence the almost total neglect of these Epistles. The four Gospels and the Sermon on the Mount are taken as the essence of Christianity, instead of the Epistles specifically addressed to Churches. Hence the great ignorance of Christians as to all that God has made Christ to be unto His people, and all that He has made them to be in Him. Not knowing their standing in Christ, and their completeness and perfection in Him, they are easily led into error concerning their state and their walk. Many, who know they are justified by grace, yet seek to be sanctified by works.
Nothing but full knowledge of what is revealed for our instruction in these Church Epistles will effectually deliver us from all the new doctrines and schools of thought which find an entrance into our midst. May the great Head of the Body, the Church, own this effort, and use it and bless it to the deliverance of many from all the variable winds of doctrine, and build them up in their most holy faith.

From “The Seven Church Epistles”

Differentiation of Paul’s Letters
The words of Christ, and the words of Paul are equal in weight and importance, inasmuch as both are recorded and given to us by the same Holy Spirit; and are therefore equal in authority. …

That there is a difference is clear. But this difference arises from failing to rightly divide the word of Truth as to the various Dispensations of which it treats.

What He said on earth is necessarily of the highest importance to us dispensationally as showing how, through His rejection by His people Israel, “the salvation of God  has been sent to the Gentiles” (Acts28:28). But that teaching was given to special persons under special circumstances, and it must be interpreted and applied accordingly. It was not designed as a compendium of instructions for the Church of God, for the Church was not then being formed, and, as a matter of fact, the churches to whom the epistles were addressed did not at that time possess the four Gospels as we have them. On the contrary Christ expressly said, “I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now. Howbeit when He, the Spirit of truth, is come, He will guide you into all truth: for He shall not speak of (or from) Himself; but whatsoever He shall hear, that shall He speak; and He will show you things to come. He shall glorify Me: for He shall receive of Mine, and shall show it unto you. All things that the Father hath are Mine: therefore said I that He shall take of Mine, and shall show it unto you” (John 16:12-15). …
Some would tell us to go back to the first three centuries to find primitive Christianity in its purity. But these Scriptures (Acts 19:19; 2 Timothy 1:15) show that we cannot even go back to the first century. The only successors the Apostles know of were likened to “grievous wolves” (Acts 20:29).

Structure of the Epistles

The seven churches to which the Holy Spirit addressed His epistles by Paul are Romans, Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians. The other epistles are “General” (John), or are addressed to “Hebrews” or “to the Twelve Tribes” (James), or to “the Dispersion” (Peter), or to individuals (Timothy, Titus, Philemon and 2 John).

In [the Church Epistles] we have the perfect embodiment of the Spirit’s teachings for the churches. These contain the “all truth” into which the Spirit of Truth was to “guide” us. …

[Speaking of those within the Body of Christ] Every word of Scripture is for him and for his learning, but every word is not about him. But these epistles are all about him and about the special position in which he finds himself placed with reference to the Jew and the Gentile; the old creation and the new; the flesh and the spirit, and all the various phenomena which he finds in his experience. …

… Three of these epistles stand out distinct from all the others as being treatises rather than epistles; and as containing so much more doctrinal matter as compared with that which is epistolary … These three are Romans, Ephesians, and Thessalonians.
And the four are placed between these three in two pairs, each pair containing respectively “Reproof” and “Correction” in contrast to the other three, which contain “Doctrine and Instruction” (according to 2 Timothy 3:16).


ROMANS (Doctrine and Instruction)



CORINTHIANS (Reproof)




GALATIANS (Correction)


EPHESIANS (Doctrine and Instruction)



PHILIPPIANS (Reproof)




COLOSSIANS (Correction)


THESSALONIANS (Doctrine and Instruction)

From “The Seven Church-Epistles as a Whole: Their Inter-Relation
ROMANS stands first, as containing the A B C of Christian education. Until its great lesson is learnt we know nothing …

Man is shown to be utterly ruined and helpless, and ungodly sinners of the Gentiles and Jewish transgressors are alike made to know themselves as lost, and how they are justified by God. The doctrinal portion, consisting of the first eight chapters, shows what God has done with “sins” and with “sin,” and how the saved sinner has died with Christ, and is risen with Christ – made a son and heir in God in Him.

This is where EPHESIANS starts from. It begins, not with man, but with God. It approaches its great subject not from man’s necessities, but from God’s purposes. It is occupied not so much with what the saved sinner is made in Christ, but with what Christ is made to be unto him. … It is not so much the knowledge of ourselves which is the subject here, but the knowledge of God and of His purposes in Christ. …

In Romans the saved sinner is shown as dead and risen with Christ: in Ephesians as seated in the heavenlies in Christ. …

The first pair (Corinthians and Galatians) follow Romans because they exhibit departure from its special teaching. The second pair (Philippians and Colossians) follow Ephesians because they exhibit departure from its special teaching.

So that we have the whole course of church teaching; the complete curriculum of Christian education, set before us as a whole, positively and negatively.

In the three (Romans, Ephesians and Thessalonians), we have “doctrine” and “instruction.” In the four (Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians and Colossians) we have “reproof” and “correction.” … The first of each pair (Corinthians and Philippians) exhibits practical departure, while the second of each pair (Galatians and Colossians) exhibits doctrinal departure. …

In THESSALONIANS we find “Doctrine and Instruction.” Not only dead and risen with Christ (as in Romans), not only seated in the heavenlies with Christ (as in Ephesians); but “caught up to meet the Lord in the air, so to be for ever with the Lord.” In Romans, justified in Christ; in Ephesians, sanctified in Christ; in Thessalonians, glorified with Christ. No “reproof.” No “correction.” All praise and thanksgiving. A typical Church. And now we see another reason why Thessalonians comes last. There are no Epistles beyond this, because there is no higher truth to be taught. The consummation is reached. This is the highest Form in the school of grace.
From “The Cause of “the Present Distress”
Departure from the teaching of the Pauline Epistles was the beginning of apostasy in the Church – the commencement of the dark ages. The Reformation was an awakening to a sense of this disobedience, but it was only “in part;” and the condition of the Protestant Evangelical Churches today exhibits as sad a condition, from another point of view, as the Church before the Reformation, and needs another Reformation, as great, though of another kind and in a different direction.

To see the root causes of this confusion we shall have to go back to the beginning, and see what Paul’s ministry really was, and was intended to be. It is recorded in Acts 13-28. It is not taken up until after the record of Peter’s ministry is closed.

Paul (Acts 13-28) proclaims to Jews and Gentiles alike, perfection, apart from all ordinances, in union with Christ, in whom dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily. He preaches Christ as the Head of His body, the Church. He declares “all the council of God” (Acts 20:27). He “fully preaches the word of God” (Colossians 1:25). Paul’s ministry completes the testimony which thus, in connection with the Parable of the Great Supper, ends in grace; while the ministry of Peter and the Twelve, in connection with the parable of the Dinner, ends in judgment. See Matthew 22:7 where we have the significant words: “He sent forth his armies, and destroyed those murderers and burned up their city.”
This refers to the destruction of Jerusalem, while the Third ministry (begun by Paul) to the Gentiles is carried on after that destruction, during the National rejection, and while Jerusalem lies desolate. No words could more distinctly express the present dispensation of Grace to the Gentiles given to the apostle Paul.

After speaking the Parable of the Great Supper, the Lord first lays down the great truth that those who receive Him must be prepared to give up all connected with Judaism (Luke 14:26-27), as exemplified by Paul in Philippians 3, where all that he once counted as “gain” he counted as dross and loss for Christ’s sake.

This is followed by three solemn illustrations as to this coming change in the dispensation, ending with the words (v 35), “he that hath ears to hear, let him hear.” They are the “Tower,” the “King,” and the “Salt.” These are given after the rejection of Israel had been spoken of in verse 24. Three solemn warnings are conveyed by these as to the folly of claiming the apostolic commission and authority when not possessing apostolic power: the warning which Christendom did not heed, and the error into which it has fallen.
The Building of the Tower (Luke 14:28-30)
The Lord gave authority and power to His apostles to gather a people to His great supper (Luke 9:1; Mark 16:15-18; Luke 24:47-49; Acts 2:38 and 15:14). This was connected first of all with Jerusalem (Acts 1:4), and with Himself as the King of Israel and Lord of all. This authority and power ceased with the apostles to whom they were given, and they never were and never could be transmitted by them to others.
The apostles exercised this authority and power. They baptized; and, by the laying on of hands, they conferred miraculous gifts; but they could not transmit to those recipients the authority and power to give those gifts and signs to others. And when the ministry of the kingdom ended, Paul’s ministry of “the gospel of the grace of God” was to be continued and carried on among Jews and Gentiles alike, calling out the members of Christ’s Spiritual Body until that Body should be completed.

By this illustration of the “Tower” the Lord warns us not to claim this apostolic authority, unless we have the power to complete the work by the laying-on-of-hands, and the bestowal of miraculous gifts, which were the inseparable signs of that power and that authority. In other words we are not to begin to “build” unless we are able to “finish.”

Instead of this, men soon began to build the Church upon the foundations of the Kingdom; they began to  build this Tower, and they went to war with the great enemy. They assumed to act in “apostolic succession,” but were destitute of its authority and power. The result of this attempt to build the Tower is another Babel (Genesis 11), and it will now soon end in another Babylon (Revelation 17). That which claims to be the continuation of the ministry committed to the twelve apostles becomes “Babylon, the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth.”
The Lord Jesus sent forth His apostles to proclaim the Kingdom of God, with power and authority over all devils (Luke 9:1). This was the proof that the Kingdom of God was come to Israel (Luke 11:20). The Lord warns men not to proclaim the King or the Kingdom unless they have power to cast out Satan, the great king who is opposed to them. If they have not this power, their true course is to act as ambassadors, seeking the peace of those who are afar off.

The parable teaches plainly the change in the character of the gospel as sent to the Gentiles by Paul from its character as addressed by Peter and the Twelve to Israel. To Israel it proclaimed the Lord Jesus as the King, by His apostles as the heralds of His authority and power; but not to the Gentiles, afar off, the ministers of the Gospel are ambassadors of Christ, desiring His enemies to be reconciled to God.
Those, therefore, who in any sense lay claim to the figment of “Apostolic Succession,” and those also who, while they reject it, yet ignorantly assume the continuation of the apostolic ministry (after the authority, and power, and sign-gifts have alike ceased), are trying to build this Tower, but are unable to finish it. Nay, worse, far worse than this, this building results in another tower of Babel – for confusion is the meaning of its name, and confusion is what we see everywhere around us. They are unable to cope with the great king with whom they contend: they “forsake” not those things that they have (v. 33), and they cannot be, the Lord Jesus says, “My disciples.” They may pretend to be the Apostles’ successors, but are not Christ’s disciples.

The great lesson for us lies in the fact that the apostasy of Christendom began in the departure from the teaching committed to Paul concerning “The Mystery,” or the great Secret concerning the Church of God as the Body of Christ, “the pillar and ground” of all Church truth.

Ordinances are the Test!

Paul’s “teaching” declares that Christ is made of God the Head of the Church, which is His Body, and that true believers are the “members of Christ,” indwelt by the “one Spirit,” wherewith, by the “one baptism,” they have been baptized by the “one Lord,” into the “one Body” (Ephesians 4); that these members of Christ are sanctified in Christ; and are called by God into fellowship with His Son; that they are one Spirit with Him, and are “the temple of the living God.”

For these, “Christ hath abolished in his flesh, the law of commandments contained in ordinances.” Colossians 2 gives us their true standing. They are “complete in him” (v. 10). Hence, their circumcision is that which is “made without hands,” being “the circumcision of Christ” (v. 11); and if their circumcision is effected without hands, then, of necessity their baptism must be of the same character. Their baptism is Christ’s burial (v. 12): for them, ordinances are “blotted out” and “taken out of the way” (v. 14), and they are asked Why, if they died with Christ from the rudiments (i.e. religious ordinances) of the world, Why are they “subject to ordinances after the commandments and doctrines of men?” (v. 20, 22). Thank God, there are those who thus know there completeness and perfection in Christ.

But there are thousands who have not this wondrous knowledge. The eyes of their understanding are not enlightened (Ephesians 1:18). They are led by those who claim to be successors of the Apostles, and who claim to continue – not Paul’s ministry, but that of the Twelve!

And What Was “The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles?”

In 1883 there was published, under this title, a MS., then recently discovered in the library of the Patriarch of Jerusalem, at Constantinople. The date of the MS. was June 13th, 1056: but all scholars are agreed that it is a copy of a work which was originally written in the last quarter of the first century. Its existence had long been known, for it had been quoted by the Sub-Apostolic Fathers, Barnabas (A.D. 71), and Hermas (A.D. 100), and by Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 192). Eusebius (H.E. 3:2), A.D. 330-340, mentions it as well-known in his day, and classes it among the “controverted books” of the Canon. The work consists entirely of moral precepts, and rules as to prayer, fasting, baptism, and the Eucharist, and ends with a solemn reference to the coming of the Lord and the resurrection of the dead.

We cannot, of course, believe that this was the actual teaching of the Twelve. But this is what it had degenerated into before the close of the first century. We can well understand why all Sacramentarians should hail the appearance of this ancient writing: and, instead of seeing in it the corruption of Christianity, and the commencement of the Apostasy, should welcome it, and make it the ground of their own “teaching.” But it shows a lack of discernment indeed for others to speak of this Didache, or “Teaching of the Twelve,” with approbation, and to see in it a model for the present day, instead of a departure from Primitive Christianity.
Alas! The teaching of Paul was soon apostatized from, and even the teaching of the Twelve “was corrupted.” That corrupted teaching may be summed up by two words,
Morality and Ordinances

Is not this exactly what we see around us on every hand today? Holding fast to these two, the other two have been abandoned and practically lost, viz., (1) the coming of the Lord, and (2) resurrection as the hope of the Church! This was the cause, the beginning, of the apostasy of Christendom: this it was that led up to and brought on “the dark ages”: and this is the secret cause of “the present distress” in the churches.

The ministry of Paul is rejected, and the ministry of the Twelve is still carried on by those who, though destitute of the Apostles’ authority and power, impose on their hearers “the commandments and doctrines of men,” and put them in subjection to “ordinances”: and, worse than that, they add “commandments” … “touch not, taste not, handle not.”

Christianity, today, has woefully degenerated. Ordinances have become more and more positive in their character; preaching is everywhere being set aside, while even morality itself becomes more and more negative. For the most part it consists in abstinence from this or that; and in vows and pledges and badges. It is “touch NOT, taste NOT, handle NOT”: but “all are to perish with the using”; and all are characteristic of the ministry which is now being everywhere exercised.
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