
THE CORPORATE CHRIST 
 

“I am Jesus *of Nazareth+ whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:5) 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
New Testament scholars call attention to an extraordinary conception of Jesus Christ in the Pauline 
Letters as a corporate, a more-than-individual personality. Even the evangelist Luke, in the Acts of 
the Apostles documents this important Christological datum in the threefold account of Paul’s 
Damascus experience. 
 
Jesus, in his self-identification in the vision, makes no distinction between himself and his 
persecuted followers: “I am Jesus *of Nazareth+ whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:5; 22:8, 26:15). 
C. D. F.  Moule believes that this Christological datum sheds new light on Paul’s understanding of 
the meaning of Jesus: 
 

 “A person who had recently been crucified, but is found to be alive, with ‘absolute’ life, the 
life of the age to come, and is found, moreover, to be an inclusive, all-embracing presence-
such a person is beginning to be described in terms appropriate to nothing less than God 
himself... personal indeed but transcending the individual category.” 

 
 This perplexing phenomenon, which Pauline scholars today call the “Corporate Christ”, has the 
merit of being undeniably early, with evidence occurring largely in the proto-Pauline Letters. 
 
My interest in this phenomenon has been sparked by my readings of T. W. Manson’s collective 
interpretation of the “Son of Man”, in the Book of Daniel and in the Gospels, and of the ongoing 
Christological researches along this line of interpretation, especially P. S. David’s “Collective 
Messianism”. 
 
I propose to examine, albeit summarily, the expressions that embody the phenomenon of the 
Corporate Christ. I will also delve into the possible influence of Paul’s Jewish background on his 
conception of Christ as an incorporative personality. And finally, I will make a preliminary attempt 
to identify the meeting points between Paul’s corporate Christ and the collective ‘Son of Man”. 
None of the ideas I offer purports to be conclusive. This article only lays the ground for a more 
extensive research and reflection on the subject. 
 
THE INCORPORATIVE EXPRESSIONS IN THE PAULINE LETTERS 
 
1. The Phrase “In Christ” 
 The prepositional phrase “in Christ” together with those allied to it, is a peculiarly Pauline 
expression that occurs one hundred sixty-four times in the writings of the apostle. Not all the 
occurrences though convey the idea of incorporation; in some instances, the preposition “in” 
brings out an instrumental of descriptive sense. 
 
In this section I will limit my discussion to those expressions that unambiguously bear the meaning 
of incorporation in Christ. I propose for consideration the following passages: 
 
a.   There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. (Rom 8:1) 

  
b.   Greet Andronicus and Junia, my relatives who were in prison with me; they are    
      prominent among the apostles, and they were in Christ before I was. (Rom 16:7) 
 
c.   For as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. (1 Cor 15:22) 
 
 



d.   So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, 
       everything has become new! (2 Cor 5:17) 

 
e.   More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ 
      Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, 
      in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that   
      comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God  
      based on faith. (Phil 3:8-9) 

 
f.   And I was still unknown by sight to the churches of Judea that are in Christ. (Gal 1:22) 
 
g.   Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi.   
      (Phil 1:1)  
 
h.   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. (1 Thes 2:14) 
 
The following may be inferred from the passages cited: 
 
a.   The common expression “in Christ” implies that Christ is the sphere, the locus, where believers   
       find themselves; their very existence and status as Christians are said to be “in Christ”. 
 
b.   While not precluding Jesus Christ’s direct relations with individual Christians, Paul does not view  
      him as a mere individual, but rather as an inclusive personality: one in whom Christians are   
      incorporated. Believers are “in Christ” because they are “in his corporate personality.”       
 
c.   A Christian is not “in Christ” as a lone and isolated believer, but finds him/herself with others in 
      Christ. For Paul, being “in Christ,” was a communal conception and not a solitary state of  
      individual possession. It was no flight of the “alone to the Alone”, but rather a life shared with   
      those who, with him, had responded to Christ.  (To be continued) 
 
  
From the book by Bernardita Dianzon, FSP:  Glimpses of Paul and His Message                                                            


