Of Ministry and Ministers #12

“The Heart of Ministry” (part 1)

2 Corinthians 5:11-21

Few would disagree that the United States of America is as divided today as any time in our history. I’m not saying it’s the worst ever—those who lived through the Civil War would have something to say about that—but those on the politically left and right seem to be poles apart…and the gap seems to be widening as time passes.

What will it take for America to be united again? In a word, reconciliation. The two sides need to be brought back together, to see what they have in common, and to put aside their differences for the good of everyone. That almost occurred in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, when for a brief moment we truly were “one nation under God.” We were not Democrats or Republicans; we were Americans. Unfortunately, that quickly wore off and we were back to being the Divided States of America once again.

As we continue our study of 2 Corinthians, we have come to the last half of chapter five, verses 11-21. The key idea in this passage is reconciliation, but not between political parties or even between citizens of a country. This reconciliation takes place between God and mankind. Because of his rebellion, mankind was the enemy of God and out of fellowship with Him. Through the work of the Cross, Jesus Christ has brought mankind and God together again. God has been reconciled and has turned His face in love toward the lost world. The basic meaning of the word reconcile is “to change thoroughly.” It refers to a changed relationship between God and the lost world.

This concept of reconciliation is taken by some scholars to be the best way of understanding the atonement.
 Of the four main New Testament models or metaphors of the atonement (propitiation, redemption, justification, and reconciliation), reconciliation is arguably the most popular, because it is the most personal. And of the four main New Testament passages about reconciliation, this one in 2 Corinthians 5 is the fullest and most striking.

Reconciliation is also a very relevant concept in a generation that is tragically scarred by broken relationships. Since the essence of sin is that man goes his own way instead of God’s way, thereby forsaking God, the consequence of sin is to be separated from God, or to be God-forsaken. God gives us what we choose. In his love He always ultimately respects our freedom of choice. Therefore the urgent need is for us to be reconciled to God. However, as we will see, such reconciliation is exceedingly costly.

I have called this series, “Of Ministry and Ministers,” and in 2 Corinthians 5 we see this reconciliation spelled out by Paul and we see how this reconciliation becomes the heart of ministry. In verses 11-21 we see our motives, our ministry, and our message of reconciliation. (We will not be able to cover all of this tonight; this will be “part 1.”)

Our Motives for Reconciliation

First we see our motives for reconciliation in verses 11-15,

Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade men. What we are is plain to God, and I hope it is also plain to your conscience. We are not trying to commend ourselves to you again, but are giving you an opportunity to take pride in us, so that you can answer those who take pride in what is seen rather than in what is in the heart. If we are out of our mind, it is for the sake of God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you. For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. 

I say, “motives for reconciliation,” because there are two mentioned here. The first is found in verse 11: the fear of the Lord. Verse 11 begins with “Since, then…” or in some cases, “Therefore…” This shows a connection with the verses preceding it, and we saw in our last study that we will all appear before the Judgment Seat of Christ. Paul himself has a deep consciousness of the awe that should be inspired in the heart of every servant who will be required to give an account of his stewardship to his master. The remembrance of this fact fills him with a wholesome reverence for his divine Master and causes him to treat the ministry entrusted to him with the utmost seriousness.

Now, it isn’t that Paul was terrified or afraid, as we commonly use the words, but rather that he was awed by the thought of standing before a Being so holy, so morally superior, so removed from evil that in his presence all human boasting, all human pride, and all human arrogance would vanish as he stands in speechless humility before the One beyond understanding and with trembling lips gives full account of himself.
 It is with this awareness that he persuades men.

Note the word “persuade” used here. It is the Greek word peitho, meaning “to convince,” “to prevail upon,” or “to win over.” Paul’s means of persuasion were not through force, shame, deception, or theatrics, but by intelligent reasoning from the Scriptures.

Paul tried to persuade his listeners, but not for their applause. Although people were the targets of his persuasion, God alone remained the singular evaluator and gauge of his success.
 Yet it seems that Paul had in mind “those who take pride” in their own ministries in verses 12-13. These words sound strange to us, and unless we understand Paul’s opponents there in Corinth we will probably misinterpret what he is saying.
Paul’s opponents took pride “in what is seen,” which he explains as being “out of [their] mind” in verse 13. This is the translation of the Greek term ekstasis, from which we get our English word “ecstasy.”
 This is a word often associated with speaking in tongues, something we learn from 1 Corinthians had become a real issue in the church. 

It seems that the new ministers were seeking recognition on the basis of bizarre religious trances or gibberish, doubtless as a sign of their inspiration by God. Paul’s admission “if we are out of our mind,” in verse 13 is written to anticipate a possible charge from the opponents that Paul also was in this condition. Did he not “speak in tongues more than all” of them, according to 1 Corinthians 14:18? Paul’s reply is that his tongues is something private; it is for God alone, presumably as an expression of personal devotion. It is not done to support his apostolic claims.
 So for Paul, the mark of authentic ministry was not ecstatic experience but public ministry in his “right mind”—in essence the passionate, sober, Biblical style with which he persuaded others.
 Although this may sound as if Paul is commending himself to them again, all he aims to do is to provide the Corinthians with the ammunition needed to answer his critics.

And so the first motive for reconciliation is that of loyalty: a responsibility to share the truth with others. Instead of tacitly accepting others’ beliefs and actions in an “I’m okay, you’re okay” fashion, the looming reality of the judgment seat of Christ motivates us to persuade others to accept Christ.
 

The second motive is seen in verse 14: “For Christ’s love compels us…” The great compelling motive in his life since conversion is that of love; not love originating in himself, but the love which originates and ends in Christ.
 The idea is that Christ’s love completely controls and dominates Paul so that he has no option but to preach.
 It is worth noting that prior to his conversion the compelling force in his life had been murderous bigotry. Now love has taken the place of hate at the center of his being.

We, too, have this internalized, compelling force that “controls us”—the love of Christ. Most people have nothing of the kind, no driving passion in life, no overarching purpose or plan for the decisions they make and the priorities they set. They do whatever seems expedient or pleasurable, living for their momentary, self-serving interests.

Christ’s love for us and ours for Him now defines our lives. In the grip of this love, our outlook on the world changes. Three themes determine our choices and our paths: First, Jesus Christ died for all mankind, not just a select few. Second, since all people are dead spiritually, they all need someone—Jesus—to give them new life. Third, once we have given Him our lives, we no longer desire to live for ourselves but for Him.

John Stott writes in his excellent book, Our Guilty Silence,
If loving obedience to God and His Christ is our first evangelistic incentive, loving concern for men is the second. To love my neighbor is to seek and to serve his highest good. Understand that man’s highest good is more than the basic necessities of food, clothing and shelter. It is not even health of body and mind or harmonious integration into society. It concerns his relationship with God, in whose image and likeness he has been made.

It is because man is fundamentally a spiritual being that he cannot live by bread alone. He has a deeper hunger than baker’s bread can satisfy. If we know this, and if we also know the gospel that can introduce him to “the true bread from heaven” (John 6:32), we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve. The neglect of my neighbor’s spiritual needs, on whatever pretext, is incompatible with the claim to love him. Such neglect is criminal irresponsibility. To suppress the good news in silence is to incur guilt.

We are motivated—driven, if you will—by our loyalty to Christ and the love of Christ that flows through us to others, particularly the lost. We want to see reconciliation between God and mankind.

Paul goes on in verse 14 to write, “…we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died.” This may sound strange—“one died for all, and therefore all died.” Curious logic? A seemingly more reasonable expression would be, “One died for all, therefore all did not die.” Or “One died for all, therefore all lived.”
 Those statements sound sensible, but that’s not what Paul wrote. If he had, we might be led to believe in universalism—that everyone is saved by the substitutionary death of Christ on the cross. Yet Jesus was clear in His teaching that not everyone will be saved; in fact, according to Christ only a minority of people will be saved. The whole of Scripture agrees with this. So what does Paul mean?

The most plausible way to understand “all died” is as a death to our old way of life. This is supported by the sequence “all died…those who live” (which also suggests that not all will live). Death to sin and self is a familiar theme in the teaching of both Jesus and Paul. This is the meaning of Jesus’ words in Luke 9:23, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me,” and Luke 14:27, “Anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.” In the first century, a cross meant only one thing: death. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer famously wrote, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”

Paul also writes in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me,” and echoes similar statements in Romans 6, Ephesians 2, and Colossians 2. Where there is no radical change of attitude toward life and self, there is no conversion.

Verse 15 continues, “And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.” What does this mean? First, it means that our life is not our own. We have been bought with the price of Christ’s death and therefore are called to serve not self but Christ. Freedom is an illusion. We like to think along the lines of William Ernest Henley: “I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul.” The fact of the matter is that we were created to serve, not to be served. If we are not serving Christ, we are serving another master. To live for self is to serve sin. To live for Christ is to serve him—or as we say today, to allow Christ to be Lord of our life. The difference is between treating Christ as a houseguest and serving him as the house owner. Robert Munger in My Heart—Christ’s Home
 pictures the latter in terms of going to the safe-deposit box, taking out the title deed to our life and signing it over to Christ for eternity. The central thought is a transference of ownership.
 As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “Christ died that we might live through Him and for Him, and that we might live with Him.”

So we see our motives for reconciliation: taking seriously the fact that we will give account for our lives as Christians at the Judgment Seat of Christ; our loyalty to Christ; and the love of Christ that led Him to the cross overflowing through us to the lost. In our next message we will consider the ministry and message of reconciliation that, along with these motivations, forms the heart of ministry.
As we conclude this evening, do we take seriously our accountability to Christ? Yes, we are saved by grace and not by works, but we have a responsibility to obey Jesus, and His last command was to go into all the world and proclaim the good news to all people. 
Yet our motivation should not only be duty. We ought to be marked by love—love for Christ and love for others. And we need not try to manufacture this love ourselves—we allow the Holy Spirit to generate His love to flow through us to others. The greatest expression of love is to offer what others need most, and that is the good news “that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them” (2 Corinthians 5:19).
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