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Brian Brock and Bernd Wannenwetsch, (2016, 2018) The Malady of the Christian 
Body: A Theological Exploration of Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, Volume 1.  
Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 253 pages. isbn: 978-1-4982-3418-4 (pbk). $34.00; 
£26.00; AU$47.00. The Therapy of the Christian Body: A Theological Exploration 
of Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, Volume 2. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books,  
283 pages. isbn: 978-1-4982-3352-1 (pbk). $35.00; £27.00; AU$48.00.

In this two-volume work, Brock and Wannenwetsch spend a commenda-
bly modest amount of time on hermeneutical throat-clearing, such is their 
desire for getting to grips with the text of Paul. The interpretative impulses 
of the authors emerge through the lengthy reading: a resolute attention to 1 
Corinthians as an epistle written by an apostle, and so of communicative rel-
evance to us now; dexterity with linguistic points of detail, allowing for the 
nrsv translation to be critiqued at various points, and for new perspectives to 
be brought to bear; a relationship with historical questions that is not antag-
onistic in any way, but nor is it servile, precisely because the primary empha-
sis is on the text’s present communicative force; a resolute Christological 
focus, with Christ as the source of all virtues and the church as the embod-
ied ‘instantiation’ of these virtues (Vol. 1, p. 38); an interest in pastoral ques-
tions, but not in the manner of an ‘applied’ reading; a positioning between the 
dead-ends (as the authors see them) of theological liberalism and the kinds of  
counter-cultural, theological contrarianism that can be alluring to some. This 
latter interpretative impulse links to one of the key ecclesiological principles 
driving these 2 volumes. The authors are transfixed by the kind of culture and 
people that Paul would have us see the church is. It is this – not the church as 
some kind of contrast society – which beguiles Brock and Wannenwetsch.

A moral-theological reading of 1 Corinthians depends, the authors assert at 
one point, upon being immunised against our propensity to distance ourselves 
from the original addressees of 1 Corinthians, by emphasising our differences. 
There is a mode of reading, the authors diagnose, which is fixated on the his-
torical gap to the extent that it cannot see the points of continuity between the 
Corinthians and the church now. At various points, the authors pass pungent 
observations on contemporary culture through their reading of the text, aiding 
the reader to see the pastoral points of connection. It is notable that this pas-
toral focus is a stronger presence in the first volume, dealing with chapters 1–9, 
than in the second volume. This lack of parity between the volumes is regretta-
ble, as this aspect is undoubtedly a strength of their reading.

Over their 2 volumes Brock and Wannenwetsch cover 1 Corinthians in great 
detail and it is only possible in this short review to focus on some select parts 
of the work. The exposition of 1 Corinthians Chapter 1 sets out many of the 
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emphases that recur in the two volumes. The church is a body, a fellowship of 
the Son (and not an association of people who have summonsed themselves 
to hang out with like-minded individuals). The church is ‘an essential part of 
Christ-following’ (Vol. 1, p. 10) and followers of Christ, through Paul’s letter, are 
not being called to be what you are, but rather to ‘become what you have been 
given to become’ (Vol. 1, p. 12). The authors consistently refute a moralistic 
reading of 1 Corinthians, emphasising instead a focus on the ecclesia and Paul’s 
encouragement that the Corinthians (and contemporary ecclesial readers) 
should be gripped by what they are becoming, through God’s grace. Members 
of the church are therefore called to live out the life that has been and is being 
bestowed on them through the Spirit. Unity, for example, is something not to 
be created, but to be found through the conflicts and differences of the church. 
Accordingly, ‘union does not simply negate division … but allows for differ-
ences and creative tension in a communion whose participants are “members 
of one communion”’ (Vol. 1, p. 26). Diversity is not to be dissolved into a ‘higher’ 
form of unity for the Corinthians, and so not for us either.

Readers of Ecclesiology will doubtless be drawn to 1 Corinthians 11 and 12, 
chapters which have left a deep impression on Christian practice and liturgical 
performance. Fittingly, these chapters occupy a considerable amount of space 
in the second volume. One of the first aspects that the authors wrestle with is 
Paul’s counsel on how women should comport themselves in church (11.2–16), 
verses that are variously constitutive of church practice today or, in complete 
contrast, are ignored with an embarrassed silence. The irony that verses that 
cause so much embarrassment are followed by verses on the Lord’s Supper 
that are taken with near unanimity as constitutive for all Christian practice 
is well observed. Here, and in their reading of Paul’s later counsel on how 
women are to speak in churches (1 Cor. 14), the authors draw heavily on Lucy 
Peppiatt’s biblical scholarship. In their reading of Paul’s counsel on women 
and head coverings in church the authors reject the default option of arguing 
that as the advice is contextually specific it cannot have anything to say to any 
other context. Such a stance would be anathema to the intention of listening 
to Paul as an apostle and to reading an epistle with abiding communicative 
force. Paul’s motivations are to keep in balance a de-sexualised church where 
men and women each have ministries, but where there is also an alertness to 
the semiotics of hair and its sexual potential to disrupt the church’s worship. 
Female members’ care of their hair is therefore a form of service to men who 
are members of the same body, ‘a way of respecting the way in which sexual 
attraction operates in the other sex’ (Vol. 2, p. 42). It is hard not to see this, here 
and elsewhere in the authors’ reading of Paul on women, as a form of comple-
mentarianism. The authors’ wrestling with difficult texts is commendable, but 
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rather more wrestling with those who are alert to the damaging potential of 
these verses would have been appreciated.

The reading of Paul’s counsel for how believers are to comport themselves 
in gathering for the Lord’s Supper offers a compelling vision of the church as 
a re-imagined kind of society. The authors re-read 1 Corinthians 11.18, reject-
ing the nrsv’s translation of gathering ‘as the church’ in favour of gathering 
‘in the church’ (a reading much more faithful to the Greek), which places the 
emphasis less on the sociological fact of people gathering and more on the 
kind of distinct space the church, as body of Christ is (not as a building). This 
generates the question: when the church gathers, do members serve the whole, 
or do they remain in their subgroups (as in those who eat and drink ahead of 
the others)? Do we imagine Eucharist as something we elect to participate in, 
or an act that is constitutive of the very body of Christ? The problems with 
the eucharistic celebration of the Corinthians is not that they have the wrong 
intentions (the authors consistently react against moralistic readings of the 
text) but that in maintaining their social divisions when coming together, for 
example by replicating the hierarchies of life outside the church, they are not 
really celebrating the Eucharist at all. Indeed, those who sow or replicate divi-
sions through their celebration of the Lord’s Supper bring destruction on them-
selves. The Eucharist, through its proclamation of Christ’s Lordship over our 
lives, is profoundly material and calls for a re-imagining of our social arrange-
ments. Church is something done and this doing is bound to the Eucharist. 
Faithful eucharistic practice is an act of discerning the body, nothing more and 
nothing less.

Overall, what does the church look like in Brock and Wannenwetsch’s read-
ing of 1 Corinthians? The church begins and ends by knowing that its founda-
tion is in Jesus Christ. Such a community is not a contrast-society or an enclave, 
but a centrifugal society that is continually redrawing and rediscovering where 
its boundaries lie. The church is not analogous to the body of Christ. It is the 
body of Christ. In their reading of Paul’s ‘body’ language in 1 Corinthians 12 the 
authors rail against monarchical conceptions of church life and authority, even 
down to the employment of organists and organs in worship in contemporary 
church life. The organ, with its thundering propensity to lead and overpower 
the church’s worship, allows us to forget that the church is the convening of 
people bearing a multitude of gifts. One of the appealing parts of the reading 
here is the ecumenical range of the critique. No church, be it of a more clerical 
bent or reliant on praise bands, is spared the critique that it has sidelined Paul’s 
vision of a church as hosting and holding together a whole variety of spiritual 
gifts.
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These two volumes are certainly theological interpretation at work. The text 
is the continual focus (not what lies behind the text, nor the worlds created by 
the text, nor what others have said the text says). Moreover, the subject mat-
ter throughout is what God has done and is willing the church to see what it 
has become through grace. The style of writing is dense, and the footnotes are 
sparse which is frustrating for those who want to see the inspirations for the 
directions that the authors take and don’t take. One of the paths not taken by 
the authors, which to this reviewer is a misstep, is an appreciation of the force 
of Paul’s apocalyptic thinking (for example, brought out strongly by Gaventa 
and Ziegler in their work). Eschatology, in general, is an underplayed theme in 
the commentaries. In terms of the denseness of the writing style this raises a 
host of general questions about the role of commentaries as servants to Paul’s 
writing. One thinks of Calvin’s commentaries and the commitment he had to 
clarity, precisely because for him the biblical text was clear. Calvin had a set-
tled sense of for whom he was writing his commentaries, namely the preachers 
of the word. Commentaries nowadays have less of a settled ministry.
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