Of Ministry and Ministers #12

“The Heart of Ministry” (part 2)

2 Corinthians 5:16-21

Tonight we continue our message on “The Heart of Ministry” as found in the second half of 2 Corinthians chapter five. In our last study we discovered our motives for reconciliation, namely the knowledge of upcoming judgment (both for us as believers and for unbelievers); Christ’s love which has flowed over and through us and onto those around us; and our love and loyalty to Christ for all He has done.  

Our Ministry of Reconciliation

Let’s move on to our ministry of reconciliation as described in verses 16-19, 

So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them.
Paul begins by stating, “So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view.” What is he saying? By “worldly point of view” he means those typically worldly distinctions, such as race, gender, wealth, or social status.
 Throughout human history mankind has discriminated against those who look, talk, and live differently from the majority. We have made strides in our own society in this regard, but we still have a long way to go. Sadly, though, these attitudes are all too often found in the church as well as the culture. This should not be! Christians are not to evaluate people based on mere physical appearances like age, gender, or ethnicity but based on their eternal destinies. We must see and evaluate things according to their heavenly, spiritual realities—not their mere earthly, physical, racial, and temporal appearances.

So how should we view others? Simply put, every person is an eternal soul created in the image of God for whom Christ died. It does not matter what color their skin, whether they are male or female, their ethnic, economic, or educational background. It does not even matter what they believe or how they sin! Every person is an eternal soul created in the image of God for whom Christ died. Until we have that firmly fixed in our minds, we cannot carry out a ministry of reconciliation. Our whole outlook needs to change so that we view people as sinners who can be saved by the gospel of Jesus. This radically alters our perspective on ourselves as well: we now view our own purpose in life as Christ-centered in response to divine grace.

Notice the last half of verse 16: “Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer.” Prior to his conversion, Paul’s knowledge of Christ had been worldly, formed in accordance with external and mistaken standards; but his conversion had meant the transformation of his knowledge of Christ.
 Many still view Jesus in this way, looking for what they can get out of Him for themselves instead of seeing Him as God the Son, worthy of our worship, love, and loyalty. True reconciliation with God changes on view on everything!
Verse 17 is a well-known verse to many: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” There is nothing superficial about salvation. Believers in Christ have not just turned over a new leaf. They have not simply managed to carry out a New Year’s resolution past February. Nor have they been brainwashed into some kind of cultish lifestyle in which their every move is determined by some guru on high. Rather, they are truly changed from within—transformed!

Most people do not realize that Paul is alluding to a very important Old Testament passage, Isaiah 65:17: “For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth; and the former things will not be remembered or come to mind.” This text refers specifically to the renewal of creation that will come about after Christ returns and perfects this world, cleansing it from its wickedness and radically restoring and surpassing its original intention. Peter writes in 2 Peter 3:13, “According to His promise [in the Old Testament Scriptures] we are looking for new heavens and a new earth, in which righteousness dwells.” In Revelation 21-22, we catch a marvelous glimpse of this new condition.

In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul applies this imagery to the redeemed believer, indicating the stunning, radical, dramatic transformation that God designed to take place when a believer says “I do” to Jesus Christ. When Christ invades a life, He performs a miraculous act of re-creation, similar to the extreme overhaul of creation itself that He will perform at the Second Coming. He brings into being something new. When this new life is born in us by the work of the Holy Spirit, not by human works, we will be transformed from the inside out, changing our priorities, our relationships, and our actions.
 In both Romans 12:2 and in 2 Corinthians 3:18, Paul uses a Greek word that is translated in English, “transformed,” and it is the basis of our English “metamorphosis,” the process by which a caterpillar becomes a butterfly. That is changing from the inside out! And this is the biography of every Christian!

When Paul declares that for the Christian old things have passed away, the tense of the verb (aorist) points back to a definite moment or event, namely, the experience of the new birth. It is then that the old things—the distinctions, prejudices, misconceptions, and enslavements of the former unregenerate way of life—assume the character of pastness. “The new has come”: note the tense again (this time perfect), indicating that the old things became and continue to become new; for the newness of God’s new creation is not a newness that in course of time grows old and outmoded; it is a newness that is everlastingly new.
 In Revelation 21:5 God says, “I am making everything new.” Again the tense is not past or future, but present—He is making and will continue to make new.
This is wonderful news, but news we are not to keep to ourselves. Paul continues in verses 18-19, “All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them.” We who have been reconciled to God are now tasked with the ministry of reconciliation of others who are still separated from Him.
Notice how verse 18 begins: “All this is from God.” This means that God is the author of the reconciliation. There are eight main verbs in this paragraph, all of which have God as their subject. The whole initiative was His. So no account of the atonement is biblical that takes the initiative away from God and gives it to Christ or, indeed, to us.
 Paul writes in Romans 5:11, “We also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.”
 God is always the One who saves.
Paul goes on to write, “…who reconciled us to himself through Christ…” This shows that Christ is the agent of the reconciliation. Both verse 18 and verse 19 speak of God reconciling in or through Christ.
 He is our Savior. It is what Christ has done, not what man does, that brings about reconciliation.
 We read in Ephesians 2:4-5, “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.”
Finally we see that we are the ambassadors of the reconciliation. The ministry of reconciliation has now been committed to us.
 This is an amazing statement. The reconciled become reconcilers. Paul is the only New Testament writer to use the Greek noun katallagē (reconciliation) and Greek verb katallassō (to reconcile).

Reconciliation comes full circle: it proceeds from God and returns to God. Thus all begins and ends in God. In Christ God’s holy and loving work of reconciliation has been accomplished once and for all. It is because the way of reconciliation now stands wide open that the ministry of reconciliation has been committed by God to His servants. There is no service to mankind more crucial and urgent than the exercise of this ministry.

Our Message of Reconciliation

Finally, we see in verses 19-21 our message of reconciliation,

And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

The ministry of reconciliation is primarily the proclamation of what God has done.
 Christ’s ministers are, in fact, His messengers: declarers of reconciliation, not agents of it. We do not save anyone; only God saves through Christ. Yet God has chosen to use us in a crucial role in reconciliation—we are the means of communicating the good news. This is both a wonderful privilege and an awesome responsibility; we are under obligation to proclaim God’s grace to the world.

You see, reconciliation is both an accomplished fact and a continuing process. Although it is a done deed as a result of Christ’s work on the cross, it nonetheless must be personally appropriated. This is where the messengers of reconciliation fit into the picture. We function as God’s agents in proclaiming what has been accomplished.

Paul uses the imagery of an ambassador to describe the messengers of Christ. Think of it—the church is heaven’s embassy on earth! And we are Christ’s ambassadors! We are ambassadors for a nation without borders, an invisible kingdom without currency, a King whose throne is in heaven and who reigns spiritually through the hearts of His people.

Ambassadors represent their homeland and its messages, promoting its policies to the people among whom they live. Their country is often judged by their actions as their deeds are watched and their words scrutinized. The same is true for us. As ambassadors, we represent Jesus to those around us, even though they do not acknowledge Him as their own sovereign Lord.
 The courtesy, the consistency, the clarity, and the persuasiveness of the ambassador are all necessary qualities in a church if it is going to make favorable impact for Jesus Christ to the world.

An ambassador acts and speaks not only on behalf of but also in the place of the sovereign from whom he has received his commission. It is his duty to proclaim faithfully and precisely the message entrusted to him by his sovereign. Accordingly there is a real sense in which the voice of the ambassador may be said to be the voice of the sovereign he represents. Here, therefore, Paul boldly uses this analogy: when Christ’s ambassador pleads it is equivalent to the voice of God pleading through him. His message, his authority, his power are all given to him by his Lord.

The message of reconciliation cannot be delivered in a detached and cold manner. The language Paul uses is deeply emotional and passionate. “Through us,” he declares, “God appeals to men and women, Christ implores them.” This message can never be proclaimed coldly or with a “take it or leave it” attitude.
 I don’t think it is a stretch to say that our task as ambassadors is to “beg” others on behalf of Christ.
 We don’t water down the message to make it more palatable, but we deliver it with the urgency that it deserves.
What is the message we bring? “Be reconciled to God.” Sounds simple enough, but two things need to be noted. First, the verb is passive. It is not that we must reconcile ourselves to God; rather, we are to “be reconciled,” that is, accept what God has already achieved.
 We must be clear, though, that while reconciliation is available to all, but each must personally receive it.
 Second, the gospel minister’s job is not to bring about reconciliation but to announce what has already occurred. In a real sense, we are the town crier proclaiming a news item of earth-shaking significance. In fact we take on the role of the herald each Christmas when we sing the well-known lines by Charles Wesley: “Hark! The herald angels sing, ‘Glory to the newborn king! Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled!’”

Paul concludes with a fuller explanation of how this reconciliation took place. One author notes, “What you are about to read may well be the most profound sentence in the Bible. It expresses the Christian gospel in all its richness, depth, and awesome mystery. Here, in a few brief words, is the basis of our peace with God and all our hopes for the future.”

Verse 21 reads, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” In these few direct words the Apostle sets forth the gospel of reconciliation in all its mystery and all its wonder. There is no sentence more profound in the whole of Scripture; for this verse embraces the whole ground of the sinner’s reconciliation to God and declares the incontestable reason why he should respond to the message. To proclaim: “Be reconciled to God” is not good news unless it is accompanied by a declaration of the ground on which reconciliation has been effected and is available. Preaching that omits this truth is neither scriptural nor evangelical.

The verse is made up of simple words that most of us easily comprehend, yet the ramifications are indeed profound. What does it mean that Jesus “had no sin”? And how did God make Jesus “to be sin for us”? What does it mean that, “in him we might become the righteousness of God”? 

The key to interpreting this verse is in understanding how Paul wrote it. He used parallelism, a common Jewish means of poetry in which the second line relates to the first. In this case, he used antithetical parallelism, in which the second line is the opposite of the first. We must interpret the first line so that the second is understood this way.

Let’s consider the opening words: “God made him who had no sin…” We know that “him” refers to Jesus, and He is described here as not having known sin. The niv “had no sin” is actually “knew no sin” in the original Greek (ton mē gnonta hamartian). The verb ginōskō (to know) denotes personal acquaintance with something. Christ did not possess the knowledge of sin that comes through personal experience. He did not sin either in thought or in action.
 The significance of this is made clear in other passages, such as Hebrews 4:15, where He is described as “one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin;” in 1 Peter 2:22, “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth;” and in 1 John 3:5, “And in him is no sin.” 

This sinlessness of which these passages speak refers to our Lord’s incarnate life here on earth. To wish, as some commentators have done, to move it back to His pre-existent state prior to the incarnation is not only unwarranted but also pointless. That as God He is without sin goes without saying; but what is of vital importance for us and our reconciliation is that as Man, that is, in His incarnate state, Christ knew no sin, for only on that ground was He qualified to effect an atonement as Man for man.

Furthermore, it is important to notice that Paul does not say that God made Jesus a sinner; for to conceive of Christ as sinful, or made a sinner, would be to overthrow the very foundation of redemption, which demands the death of an altogether Sinless One in the place of sinful mankind. But God made Him sin: that is to say that God the Father made His innocent incarnate Son the object of His wrath and judgment, for our sakes, with the result that in Christ on the cross the sin of the world is judged and taken away. In this truth resides the whole logic of reconciliation.

What we have in this verse is an exchange. In exchange for our sins, Jesus offers to give us his perfect righteousness—that is, when we place our faith in him, He credits our spiritual bank accounts with his own perfection. This is the glorious exchange that the gospel offers to everyone who will receive it.
 I like how Michael Green puts it: “Jesus became what we are, in order that we might become what He is. Christ entered into our humanity and doom on the cross so that He might be able to offer believers the seamless robe of His perfection.”

So how does this happen? To be reconciled to God requires that a person ask God for the forgiveness He has provided in the death of His Son. God will surely forgive; there is no doubt about it. But we must ask, and this means humbly acknowledging our need for forgiveness by God.
 So if you are hearing these words tonight and are still alienated from God, I beg you, be reconciled to God! Accept the exchange Christ made at the cross—let Him take your sins, and in its place receive His righteousness.
This is the heart of ministry. Our motives come out of love and loyalty to Christ as we allow His love to flow through us. Our ministry is that of Christ’s ambassadors, representing the kingdom of heaven to this fallen world, declaring His appeal to the lost. As ambassadors, He has sent us into the world to declare peace, not war. “Be reconciled to God!” If the unsaved reject us and our message, it is Jesus Christ who is actually rejected. If they respond to our message, they receive forgiveness of sin and eternal life! What a great privilege and an awesome responsibility it is to be heaven’s ambassadors to the rebellious sinners of this world!
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