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2  C O R I N T H I A N S  V E R S E - B Y - V E R S E  |  D R .  R A N D Y  W H I T E  
SESSION 12 | 2 CORINTHIANS 5:16-21 

2 CORINTHIANS 5:16-17 | NEW CREATURES IN CHRIST 
• Verse 16 –  

o There is a reality that we know one another after the flesh (you recognize me because 
I am a middle-aged bald-headed man). However, when we recognize the new life 
possible in Christ, and that people are capable of living not unto themselves, but unto 
him which died for them (v. 15), then it makes no sense to know (i.e.: judge) others 
after the flesh when they are now redeemed by the blood of Christ.   

o Even Christ Himself is not known after the flesh, for to do so would be to make the 
same error as those who hunt for "the historical Jesus," somehow separating Jesus the 
man from His true identity as Son of God. Pursuits of the "historical Jesus" inevitably 
focus on Jesus as carpenter, ancient Galilean, etc. 

• Verse 17 –  
o In the age of grace, I believe that in Christ is the best description of our spiritual 

state.  
o While the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of a Christian is debatable, as is the role of 

the Christian in the coming Kingdom, and even the immediate state of the soul after 
death (other than to be "present with the Lord"), the spiritual reality is that the 
Christian is in Christ, thus any judgment based on flesh is temporary and of little 
value.  

o What is the purpose of recognizing one another after the flesh (v. 16) when we are, in 
actuality, in Christ? 

2 CORINTHIANS 5:18-21 | THE MINISTRY OF RECONCILIATION 
• Verse 18 –  

o God hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ. It is important to recognize that 
reconciliation and salvation are not the same thing. 

o The word reconciled is καταλλάσσω [katallasso], a compound of kata (an intensifier to 
the ultimate degree) and allos (another), thus "he has totally brought us into another 
state of being." 

o A mini-study of reconciliation: 
§ A similar word (with the less-intensive prefix syn) is used in Acts 7:26 and 

translated set them at one. 
§ We are reconciled by the death of Jesus and saved by the resurrected life of 

Jesus (Rom. 5:10). 
§ The reconciliation required the physical death of Christ, on the cross (Eph. 

2:16, where one body is a reference to the corporeal body of Jesus, not the 
church). See also Colossians 1:20-21.  

§ The word is closely related to the common English usage of the word 
atonement (though atonement is improperly used of the work of Christ). See 
Romans 5:11 (where reconciliation would have been a more precise term than 
atonement). 

§ Reconciliation of gentiles did not come until the casting away of the Jewish 
nation (Rom. 11:15). This reconciliation was a gift of grace that came with the 
fall of the Jewish nation, and not a direct result. 

§ The same word is used of a divorced husband and wife who come back together 
(1 Cor. 7:11). 

o Summary: reconciliation is the word to describe what God has done to "reset" man's 
relationship to God. Now, man is once again free to enter into a relationship with God, 
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through Christ. Reconciliation is not salvation, which is offered by the resurrected 
Christ and requires a response on man's part. 

• Verse 19 –  
o To wit, is literally, "how that..." and refers to the ministry of reconciliation that Paul 

and his companions have been given (and presumably is passed on to all believers). 
o The ministry has to do with the work of God who, in Christ was reconciling the world 

unto himself.  
§ It is the entire kosmos that has been reconciled in Christ.  
§ This required that God would no longer be imputing their trespasses unto 

them.  
§ It doesn't take much study nor intellect to recognize that such a change (from 

imputation to non-imputation) is such a totally radical change as to require a 
dispensational view of man's relationship with God (Compare Deut. 24:16, Ezek. 
18:20, Jer. 31:30, which share a different view).   

§ These words describe the dispensation of grace, which will someday conclude. 
Compare, for example, Rev. 16:7, in which their trespasses are imputed against 
them. 

o If these words are true (dare we say they are not?), then it fundamentally changes the 
way we share the Gospel.  

§ We have typically worked to get people to understand they were a sinner, and 
then told them that Christ died for their sin.  

§ If indeed Christ has died for their sin, why do we allow their sin to be that 
which keeps them from salvation? The problem is not their sin, it is rather their 
lack of acceptance of a gift which God has paid for in Christ! 

• Verse 20 –  
o Paul claims that he and his companions are ambassadors for Christ (in Eph. 6:20, and 

ambassador in bonds). As ambassadors, the request was that the Corinthians would 
be...reconciled to God. 

o Why does one need to be reconciled to God (v. 20) who is already reconciled to God (v. 
19)?  

§ Grammar of these verses shows that God reconciled the world (active tense) 
and that the individual needs to be reconciled (passive tense). The individual 
does not actively reconcile but rather receives the reconciliation.  

§ When one has received this reconciliation, they are saved (Rom. 5:10, where 
being saved is something that happens after to those who have been 
reconciled). 

• Verse 21 –  
o The One who knew no sin is Jesus. Jesus became sin for us. That is, He became a sin-

offering, which is the full substitute for sin, as if the sin itself was on the altar.  
§ This figure of speech (sin=sin offering) is fairly common in the Hebrew, where 

it is seen in Genesis 4:7 (compare Exodus 29:14, where the the same word is 
rendered sin offering).  

§ The grammar in Genesis 4:7 requires a sin offering (a male lamb) lying at the 
door, and Cain had to take that lamb and provide it as a substitute for his sin. 
If Cain had done so, the lamb would have become sin for Cain, and Cain would 
have been restored to righteousness. 

o When we are in Christ (v. 17), we are the righteousness of God, that is, being 
covered in all that is Christ. 


