Homiletics Analysis: 2 Corinthians 5

Content & Intent

This Text — Content:

Second Corinthians 5 occupies the center of Paul’s extended defense of his apostolic
ministry (2 Cor. 1-7), following his description of the treasure-in-jars-of-clay paradox
(chapter 4) and anticipating his appeal for relational reconciliation with the Corinthians
(chapters 6-7). The chapter divides into two major movements. The first (vv. 1-10)
addresses the believer’s confident posture toward death, the intermediate state, and the
final judgment — grounding that confidence in the Spirit as down payment and the
knowledge that whether presentin the body or absent, the believer’s aim is to please
Christ who will judge all. The second movement (vv. 11-21) grounds apostolic ministry —
and the entire Christian life — in the controlling love of Christ, which compels
ambassadors of reconciliation to carry the word that God was in Christ reconciling the
world to Himself, not counting men’s trespasses against them. The passage reaches its
climaxin the great exchange of verse 21: the sinless Christ made sin so that we might
become the righteousness of God.

This Text — Intent:

God is seeking through this passage to do two closely related things simultaneously: to
stabilize believers against fear of death, judgment, and bodily suffering by anchoring them
in resurrection hope and the Spirit’s guarantee; and to re-orient the entire Christian life —
and Christian ministry in particular — around the controlling, compelling love of Christ and
the world-altering news of reconciliation. Paul’s intent is not merely to instruct but to
compel —the word sunechei (v. 14, “controls” or “compels”) names the dynamic at work
in the passage itself. The passage aims to produce in the reader the same compulsion that
drove Paul: a life re-oriented from self-concern to gospel proclamation, from fear of death
to confident hope, from old-covenant evaluation of persons to new-creation perception —
all because of what God accomplished in Christ at the cross.

Subject Sentence: Christ’s reconciling death re-orients the entire Christian life — from
fear to confidence, from self to others, from old to new.

Primary Claim: Because God has fully reconciled sinners to Himself through Christ and
guaranteed their resurrection, believers are freed from fear of death and judgment and
compelled — by love, not duty — to carry that reconciling word to a world that does not yet
know it is forgiven.



Interpretive Evaluation

The impermanent earthly tent (v. 1) and the heavenly dwelling: A significant interpretive
question concerns what Paul means by “a building from God, a house not made with
hands, eternalin the heavens” (v. 1). Three readings compete: (1) The resurrection body —
the glorified body believers will receive at the resurrection (the majority Reformed reading).
(2) An intermediate heavenly state — a temporary spiritual existence between death and
resurrection. (3) A heavenly dwelling distinct from bodily resurrection (a reading
occasionally favored by those with a more Platonic or Gnostic-adjacent anthropology). The
Reformed reading is most defensible: Paul’s consistent anthropology elsewhere (1 Cor. 15;
Rom. 8:23; Phil. 3:21) emphasizes bodily resurrection, and the language of “clothing” and
“putting on” (vv. 2-4) tracks directly with 1 Corinthians 15’s language of the resurrection
body. Paulis not expressing relief at escaping the body — he explicitly says he does not
want to be “unclothed” (v. 4) but clothed over, which resists any Platonic reading that
prizes disembodied existence. The intermediate state exists (v. 8, “away from the body and
at home with the Lord”) but Paul treats it as an interim condition, not the final hope.

“We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ” (v. 10): Arminian and some
Baptist readings emphasize this verse to suggest that the believer’s eternal destiny
remains contingent on the judgment — that “what he has done in the body” (v. 10) could
result in loss of salvation. This overreaches. The passage neither says nor implies this.
Paul’s own posture is one of “confidence” (v. 6, 8) and “aim” (v. 9) — not anxiety. The
judgment seat (bema) language is better read as the evaluation of the believer’s
stewardship and ministry, not the determination of their eternal standing. Romans 8:1 (“no
condemnation”), Romans 8:33-34 (“who shall bring a charge...?”), and 1 Corinthians 3:12-
15 (judgment of works, but the builder himself “will be saved, but only as through fire”)
together confirm that the bema is not the basis for eternal judgment of the believer but for
the assessment of their service. The Reformed reading affirms this while also taking
seriously that the judgment is real, consequential, and motivating — Paul runs toward the
bema, not away from it.

“God was reconciling the world to Himself” (v. 19) and the scope of atonement: This
verse is often cited in support of unlimited atonement — that Christ’s death provisionally
or actually secured reconciliation for all humanity without remainder. Arminian and some
Baptist readings press “the world” to mean every individual person without exception. The
Reformed reading does not minimize the universal scope of the announcement — the
gospel word goes to all without distinction, and Paul’s “all” language in vw. 14-15is
emphatic. However, the “not counting their trespasses” (v. 19) must be read in light of the
explicit call to “be reconciled” (v. 20) — which presupposes that the reconciliation
becomes effective through faith-reception of the message, not prior to it. The Reformed
reading acknowledges the genuine universal announcement of reconciliation while holding
that its effective reception is through the faith God grants. The word must still be



proclaimed because the world does not yet know this reconciliation is available — that is
the entire thrust of the ambassador metaphor.

“Become the righteousness of God” (v. 21): Roman Catholic readings have sometimes
interpreted this as the believer becoming intrinsically, morally righteous through grace —a
transformation of nature rather than an imputation of status. This misreads the structure of
the exchange. The parallelis precise: Christ was made sin — not made sinfulin his
character or nature, but treated as sin, bearing its penalty; correspondingly, we become
the righteousness of God — not morally righteous by infusion, but declared righteous by
the same forensic reckoning. The imputation structure is the only reading that preserves
the symmetry and makes theological sense. Luther, Calvin, and the Reformed tradition
uniformly read verse 21 as the locus classicus for justification by imputed righteousness.

Key Canonical Support

¢ Romans 8:1, 33-34 — “No condemnation... who shall bring a charge?” — grounds
the believer’s confidence before the judgment seat in the completed work of
Christ’s justification; corroborates the Reformed reading of v. 10.

e 1 Corinthians 15:42-54 — Paul’s extended treatment of the resurrection body as
the believer’s final hope directly illuminates the “heavenly dwelling” of v. 1 and the
“swallowed up by life” language of v. 4.

e Isaiah 53:4-6, 10-11 — The suffering servant who “bore our sins” and “was crushed
for our iniquities” provides the Old Testament grounding for the great exchange of v.
21; God’s purpose to justify “the many” through the servant’s substitutionary
bearing of sin.

e Colossians 1:19-22 — “God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things...
through the blood of his cross” — the closest parallel to 2 Cor. 5:18-21, confirming
the scope, ground, and goal of the reconciliation Paul announces.

e Romans 5:10-11 — “We were reconciled to God through the death of his Son” —
provides the Pauline grounding for reconciliation language and confirms that itis
God who initiates and accomplishes reconciliation, with humanity as the recipient.

Aim: To anchor believers in the resurrection hope and imputed righteousness that free
them from fear of death and judgment, and to compel them — by the love of Christ — into
the ministry of reconciliation as the controlling purpose of their lives.

Content Table

Verse(s) Content Notes

5:1 The earthly body is a “We have” — present tense;



Verse(s)

Content

Notes

5:2-4

5:5

5:6-8

5:9-10

5:12-13

5:14-15

temporary tent; believers
possess a permanent
heavenly dwelling already
secured

Believers groan under
present suffering, longing to
be clothed with the
resurrection body — not
unclothed (death alone) but
over-clothed (resurrection)

God has prepared believers
for this very thing and given
the Spirit as the arrabon
(down payment / guarantee)

Therefore believers are
“always of good courage” —
whether in the body (absent
from the Lord’s visible
presence) or away from it
(present with the Lord)

The governing aim: to be
pleasing to Christin all
circumstances, knowing all
will appear before the bema
for evaluation of deeds

Knowing the fear of the Lord,
Paul persuades men — his
conduct is transparent
before God and, he hopes,
before the Corinthians’
conscience

Paulis not commending
himself but giving the
Corinthians grounds to
answer his critics; whether
in ecstasy or sobriety, his
ministry is for God and for
them

The love of Christ
compels/controls Paul: one

the dwelling is already
theirs; contrast tent
(temporary, fragile) with
building (permanent, divine)

Explicitly resists a Platonic
disembodiment hope;
“swallowed up by life”
echoes 1 Cor. 15:54

Arrabon = a deposit that
obligates the full payment;
the Spirit’s presence now is
the guarantee of the
resurrection body to come

The intermediate state is
acknowledged but not
elaborated; the pointis
confidence in both
conditions

Not salvation-anxiety but
service-motivation; the
judgmentis real but
approached with aim, not
fear

Transition: Paul now
defends the integrity of his
ministry in light of coming
judgment

Addresses the criticism that
Paul’s “out of his mind”
(possibly his visionary
experience or passionate
proclamation) disqualifies
him

Sunechei — controls,
presses, constrains; this is



Verse(s)
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5:16

5:18-19

5:20

5:21

died for all, therefore all
died; Christ died so that
those who live might live for
Him, not for themselves

Paul no longer evaluates
anyone by worldly/fleshly
standards — not even
Christ; the resurrection
changed the entire frame of
reference

In Christ the new creation
has come: the old has
passed, the new has come

All this is from God, who
reconciled us to Himself
through Christ and
entrusted to us the word of
reconciliation; God was in
Christ reconciling the world,
not counting trespasses

Believers are therefore
ambassadors for Christ —
God making His appeal
through us; “be reconciled
to God”

The ground of all
reconciliation: the sinless
Christ was made sin for us,
so thatin Him we might
become the righteousness
of God

the engine of Paul’s ministry
and of all Christian life

“Regarded Christ according
to the flesh” — likely refers
to a pre-conversion
messianic expectation, now
superseded

Not merely personal renewal
but cosmic-eschatological
claim; Paulis announcing a
new-age reality

The origin of reconciliation is
entirely God; the
commission follows from
the accomplished fact

The appealis urgent,
personal, and authorized;
ambassador speaks for the
king

The great exchange —the
theological foundation of the
entire chapter and of Paul’s
gospel; substitution and
imputation in one verse

Divisions Table
Division
1

Verses
5:1-5

5:6-10

Label

The Guaranteed Future:
Resurrection Body and the
Spirit’s Down Payment

Confident Aim: Walking by



Division Verses Label

Faith Toward the Judgment
Seat

3 5:11-15 Compelled by Love: The
Engine of Apostolic —and
All Christian — Ministry

4 5:16-19 New Creation, New
Perception, and the Word of
Reconciliation

5 5:20-21 Ambassadors of the Great
Exchange

Subject Sentence & Primary Claim (restated)

Subject Sentence: Christ’s reconciling death re-orients the entire Christian life — from
fear to confidence, from self to others, from old to new.

Primary Claim: Because God has fully reconciled sinners to Himself through Christ and
guaranteed their resurrection, believers are freed from fear of death and judgment and
compelled — by love, not duty — to carry that reconciling word to a world that does not yet
know it is forgiven.

Applications (Five)

1. [Mind/Belief] The Spirit’s presence in your life right now is not decoration — it is a legally
binding guarantee of your resurrection body. Paul’s word arrabon is a commercial term: a
down payment that obliges the full payment. If you have the Spirit, God has already
committed Himself to your complete and final redemption. You are not hoping He will
come through; He has already begun. Let that reframe how you think about your current
suffering — itis not evidence that God has abandoned the project; itis the groaning of a
person who carries the down payment inside them and is moving, inevitably, toward the
fullness.

2. [Affections/Worship] Paul says the love of Christ compels him — not the duty of Christ,
not the example of Christ, not the program of Christ. The question verse 14 puts to every
believeris: what is actually controlling your life? What is the sunechei — the force pressing
onyou, narrowing your options, determining your direction? Most Christians live under the
compulsion of reputation, security, comfort, or approval. Paul has been seized by
something else entirely. Ask God to do what theology alone cannot — to make the love of
Christ the actual operating force of your daily existence, not merely its stated motivation.



3. [Will/Behavior] The most practical implication of verse 16 — “we no longer regard
anyone according to the flesh” — is that you have at least one person in your life you have
written off, reduced to their worst moment, or categorized by their social, political, or
moral profile. New creation perception means you are called to see that person as
someone for whom Christ died and to whom the word of reconciliation has been
addressed. Name the person. Ask what it would look like to see them the way God sees
them — not counted against them, potentially in Christ.

4. [Mind/Belief] The judgment seat of Christ (v. 10) is not a threat to be avoided but a
destination Paul runs toward — “we make it our aim” (v. 9) is the posture of a man who
knows his standing is settled and whose only remaining question is stewardship. If the
bema fills you with dread rather than focus, that is a diagnostic: either you have not yet
grasped that there is “no condemnation” for those in Christ (Rom. 8:1), or you are
confusing the evaluation of your service with the determination of your standing. Get those
two things sorted — your justification is not on the table at the bema; your faithfulness is.
Live accordingly.

5. [Will/Behavior] You are an ambassador — and ambassadors do not set their own
message, hegotiate the terms of the treaty, or stay home. The word Paul gives in verse 20 is
urgent, present-tense, and personal: “be reconciled to God.” If you carry this word, you are
authorized by the King to say that to someone this week — not as your opinion, not as an
invitation to consider religion, but as the King’s own appeal. Identify the person. Find the
moment. Carry the word.

Theological Importance

Theological Importance: Second Corinthians 5 is one of the most theologically dense
passages in Paul’s letters, containing within twenty-one verses a doctrine of the
resurrection body, the intermediate state, the final judgment, the atonement, justification,
and the new creation. Its central theological contribution is the integration of these
doctrines: the resurrection guarantees (through the Spirit) the ultimate destiny that frees
believers from fear in the present; the love expressed in Christ’s substitutionary death (v.
21) is the compelling force that re-orients human life entirely; the new creation
announcement (v. 17) is not a personal improvement program but an eschatological
declaration that the age of Christ has invaded the present world. The great exchange of
verse 21 — perhaps the clearest single-verse statement of substitution and imputation in
all of Scripture — is not the chapter’s conclusion but its foundation: everything Paul says
about life, death, ministry, and mission rests on the fact that God treated the sinless Christ
as sin and treats those united to Him as righteous.




Reformed Theological Significance

Reformed Theological Significance: This passage is foundational for Reformed
soteriology at multiple points. Verse 21 is the locus classicus for the doctrine of imputed
righteousness — Calvin, Luther, and the Westminster Standards all draw on its exchange-
structure to articulate justification as a forensic declaration, not a moral transformation.
The arrabon language of verse 5 grounds the Reformed doctrine of the Spirit’s sealing and
the perseverance of the saints — God’s down payment is not revocable. The reconciliation
announcement of verses 18-21 displays the Reformed insistence on definite,
accomplished atonement paired with universal, urgent proclamation: God has reconciled
(accomplished fact) and the appeal goes out to all (universal scope of the embassy). The
ambassador metaphor itself reflects the Reformed understanding of the ministry of the
Word as the means by which God’s accomplished reconciliation is proclaimed and
received — God makes His appeal through us, which is why preaching is not optional
decoration but the mechanism of the gospel’s application. Finally, the “new creation”
declaration (v. 17) grounds the Reformed theology of regeneration as a sovereign,
eschatological act of God — not a human decision to improve, but the intrusion of the new
age into a person’s life through union with Christ.

Main Takeaway

God has done everything necessary to bring you safely through death, through judgment,
and into eternal life — He proved it by treating His own Son as the sin-bearer so you could
be declared righteous, and He sealed it by putting His Spirit inside you as the down
payment on your resurrection body. You owe no debt to fear, no allegiance to self-
preservation, and no apology for urgency. You carry a word from the King to people who
don’t yet know they can be reconciled. Live like the ambassador you are.

Preaching/Teaching Pitfalls

e Splitting the chapter and losing its unity. The most common homiletical error is
preaching verses 1-10 (resurrection hope) and verses 11-21 (reconciliation) as
separate sermons with no visible connection. The chapter’s architecture is
deliberate: the settled confidence of vw. 1-10 produces the compelled outward
focus of w. 11-21. Preachers who split the chapter produce either a comfort
sermon with no mission or a mission sermon with no root. The connection —
“knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade” (v. 11) —is the hinge that must be
preserved.

e Reducingverse 17 to personal self-improvement. “If anyone isin Christ, heis a
new creation” is one of the most individualized and domesticated verses in popular
Christianity — read as “you get a fresh start” or “God helps you become a better



version of yourself.” Paul is not announcing a self-improvement program. He is
making a cosmic-eschatological claim: the new age that God promised has arrived
in Christ, and anyone in Him stands within that new world. The application is far
more radical than moral renovation.

Making the judgment seat of Christ (v. 10) either too terrifying or too trivial.
Some preachers (particularly in contexts with a revivalistic tradition) use the bema
to re-introduce salvation-anxiety, implying that believers’ eternal destiny hangs on
this evaluation. Others dismiss it as inconsequential. Paul does neither — he
approaches it with aim and with sobriety (v. 11, “knowing the fear of the Lord”),
motivated by it without being terrorized. The preacher should hold that tension: the
bema is real, consequential, and motivating precisely because our standing is
secure.

Preaching verse 21 without the exchange structure. “He made him to be sin” is a
violent, astonishing statement, and preachers often soften it into “he identified with
sinners” or “he took on human brokenness.” The verse will not bear that softening
— Paul says God made the one who knew no sin to be sin, and the parallel demands
that our becoming “the righteousness of God” carries the same weight: a status
imputed, not a quality infused. Preach the exchange at full strength or the gospel
itself is weakened.

Using “ambassador” (v. 20) as a program recruitment metaphor. The
ambassador metaphor is frequently domesticated into an appeal to join a ministry
program or to “represent Christ well in your daily life.” Paul’s use is far more urgent
and specific: the ambassador carries the king’s own words, speaks with the king’s
authority, and delivers a message with an immediate demand — “be reconciled.”
The appealis not “live a good witness” but “deliver the word.” The preacher should
resist converting this into lifestyle evangelism or general Christian niceness.

Skipping or flattening verse 16’s epistemological revolution. “We no longer
regard anyone according to the flesh — not even Christ” is among the most

profound anthropological and epistemological statements in the New Testament.
The new creation (v. 17) produces new perception: people are no longer categorized,
written off, or reduced by their social, moral, or ethnic profiles. In polarized cultural
contexts, this verse has enormous concrete application that goes underdeveloped
because preachers rush past it toward the more familiar territory of vv. 17-21.



