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Living in the new world 

2 Corinthians 5.16-21  (Isaiah 65.17-25) 

 

A sermon preached at an ordination service. 

 

Last year there was a double cd released called “The Best Folk Album Ever” which being a child of 

the 60s and a lover of folk music I had to have – because of course all the best folk songs came out in 

the 60s. Among the many on it was one by Seekers which was a very big hit for them “There's a new 

world somewhere” which had some biblical overtones, “a new world somewhere they call the 

promised land”, although it ended up being just a new world inhabited by you and me “If you will 

hold my hand”.  Then a few years later the Mamas and Papas had an even bigger hit with “There's a 

new world coming and it's just around the bend.” The hope for a new world resonates with peoples 

longing all the time, especially when this world is pretty challenging, and it was certainly a theme 

which resonated with we children of the 60s who wanted something different from the divided war 

torn world we grew up in. 

 

But of course for a new world to be born there needs to be a new way of living that goes with it if that 

is to become a lasting reality, and not just be another wistful dream that fades away with the morning 

mist. This is true in so many stages of life.  

 It is true when a couple have their first baby, as I have witnessed at close hand over the past 

couple of years as my children begin their families, and particularly my 3 week summer holiday 

this year in Brisbane spent entirely being granddad and becoming granddad again.. A whole new 

chapter has opened in their lives and nothing will ever be the same again. Quite a shattering 

experience, especially over the first 6 weeks or so, and of course some sadly never quite manage 

to cope with the new way of living required – some tragically ending up in our courts as we 

witness with increasing frequency.  

 It is when people move from one country to another. A new language to be learned. New laws 

apply. A whole lot of new customs to be adopted. If you speak the old language, live by the old 

laws, don’t practice the new customs, you won’t fit in – even in a country as close to ours in 

language and customs as Australia, as was evidenced in a recent news item on research carried 

out that some Kiwis moving there have changed their accent to avoid being ridiculed. But in more 

distant places it won’t just be ridicule, you won’t know what’s happening. You’ll be out of synch 

all the time. 

 

But that, Paul implies, is what the Corinthian Christians are still doing. He is appealing to them to see 

the world with the new eyes of the gospel, instead of expecting everything, including his own style of 

ministry, to conform to the patterns and customs of the old world they were used to. The old world he 

says is a merely human world. Paul uses one of his favourite phrases for this which literally means 

according to the flesh; but he doesn’t mean ‘flesh’ as in a ‘physical body’ but as in an old merely 

human way of living which is passing away and will one day come to an end, as will the bodies we 

now have. A new world, a whole new creation, that which had been foretold by prophets such as 

Isaiah and awaited for centuries by God’s people, has now come about through the death of Jesus in 

the flesh in that sense and the resurrection of Jesus in a new body, gloriously real but not corruptible 

and passing away (this is what Paul has been setting out in the end of the previous chapter and first 

half of this chapter). The challenge of the gospel is to live boldly and hopefully in this new world 

which has been birthed and Paul’s challenge to the Corinthians is to recognise that that’s what he is 

doing and what they need to do. To put it bluntly this is what God is on about and you need get on 

board. 

 

He begins by describing, in sweeping terms, the view from where he is now. He is on the threshold of 

the new creation itself, and everything looks different because everything is different. When he looks 

at other people, other Christians, himself, anyone he sees them in a new way from how he had before. 

All this comes about because he came to see the Christ, the Messiah, in a new way. Previously all his 

dreams of a Messiah were concentrated on a purely human ideal of a Messiah who would raise an 

army and conquer the enemies of God, build the Temple of God and establish the human kingdom of 
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Israel to rule over the world. And because Jesus was crucified on a cross by the Romans rather than 

conquering them therefore he was a false Messiah and those who followed him were heretics who 

deserved to be thrown in prison, and Paul dedicated himself zealously to that task.  

 

The astronomer Copernicus who was the first to understand that the earth was not at the centre of the 

universe but the sun, has lent his name to what we call a “Copernican revolution’ as a description of 

that kind of radical reorientation of our thinking, and for Paul his Damascus road experience was the 

equivalent. When he encountered the risen Christ that day it completely transformed how he viewed 

both Jesus and other people. As a consequence of his realising who Jesus is and what Jesus has done 

as God’s true Messiah, he says From now on therefore we regard no one from a human point of 

view because, as he puts it in v17, one of the great summaries of the Christian faith, if anyone is in 

Christ there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see everything has become new. 

 

It is an amazing thought. Paul is saying he no longer saw people around him from the divisive 

contested categories of this fallen ‘fleshly’ merely human world. In a sense he did not see people as 

they were but as the transformed persons they had become in Christ. As he was to put it in his letter to 

the Galatians, as neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female. Sure if you looked at them 

from a merely human point of view there was someone who was ethnically Jewish or Greek, socially 

a slave or a free citizen, gendered as a man or a woman. But that was not primarily who he saw 

anymore. They were all equally part of and full participants in God’s wonderful new creation. To be 

in Christ Paul is saying, to recognise who Christ really is and what he has done for us, is like waking 

up out of a dream. You blink and behold the old has disappeared, the new has come. The old criteria 

by which you classified people humanly and gave them greater or lesser value, placing them in 

different categories on the various hierarchies that existed and so being of more or less worth have 

disappeared. They are all part of the one new family of all the children of God, brothers and sisters of 

Christ and of each other, the new humanity made up of people from every tongue and tribe, every 

kind of people reconciled together so that the old divisions become irrelevant in their new identity. 

 

As one of the very good new younger theologians of today expresses it “In Christ God constitutes a 

peculiar people that makes us a new polis, a new religio-political reality, that is marked by the 

obliteration of social class and aristocracies of blood.” Do you really think the church that Jesus 

founded, this new community that is witness to and foretaste of the new creation God has birthed,  has 

grasped hold of what this means and begun to live into this whole new world? Do you think it is 

closer now than it was then? What would it mean if we really did grasp hold of it and begin to live it 

out? 

 

Paul goes on to spell out what it means for us in the next few verses. Notices how often he uses the 

word reconciliation. All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has 

given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is in Christ, God was reconciling the world to 

himself… and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for 

Christ… we entreat you be reconciled to God. Five times. There is much debate as to what Paul’s 

central concern in his writings was, and for Protestants like us ever since Martin Luther and the 

Reformation we have seen it as being about justification by faith. However increasingly scholars are 

seeing that Paul’s central concern is actually concern for the unity of the new people of God which 

has been created on the single criteria of faith in Christ, rather than ethnicity or socio-economic status 

or gender or cultural practices or whatever. And I think that is right. And one, if not the key term, Paul 

uses to talk about this is reconciliation.  

 

The word reconciliation was used in Paul’s time as a diplomatic and political term to refer to the 

harmony established between enemies by making a peace treaty. In other words it means to make 

peace between two warring parties, to put an end to the things that divide them and begin to live and 

work together in harmony again. And of course one way this is used in the NT, and especially in Paul, 

is to tell us that this is what God has done for us in Christ. Notice he starts off by saying All this is 

from God. The gospel is not about human beings finding their own way to God. What’s good news 

about that? It is about God in an act of sheer mercy and grace coming to us. It is God’s initiative, what 
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God has done in Christ, as he puts it in v21 by making him to be sin who knew no sin so that in him 

we might become the righteousness of God, that is be put into a right relationship with God, to be 

justified, because the sin which alienated us from God had been taken away by Christ so reconciling 

us to God, a fact we give thanks for every time we share together in bread and wine. 

 

But that is only half the equation, because when Paul talks about the reconciliation Christ has brought 

about, he talks of it not only in terms of our reconciliation with God, but also reconciliation with one 

another. Maybe this is why Paul exhorts these Corinthian church members to be reconciled to God. 

They are at war with each other fighting over all kinds of things; 

 which minister they followed and so which party they belonged to 

 whether they could eat certain kinds of food or not;  

 what social functions they could attend 

 whose gifts were most important; 

 what kind of behaviour was immoral and what was not 

And at war with Paul also. I wonder what kind of list of issues we might find if Paul was to write a 

letter to the Presby church in NZ, or here in Kaikorai for the matter.  

 

And maybe the reason is because they, like us, are not fully reconciled with God, because if they were 

then this would naturally flow over to their being reconciled with their brothers and sisters in Christ. 

This theme runs all through the NT. 

 Jesus himself made it clear in Matthew 5 (23-24) that we cannot find peace with God unless we 

are first reconciled and at peace with our neighbours.  

 Paul in Ephesians 2 that reconciliation  with God in Christ will lead to reconciliation of the two 

parties, Jew and Gentile, who are at enmity with each other. The wall that divides them has been 

taken down.  

As many have pointed out the cross points two ways, not just one:  

 vertically to picture that the Christ who died on it has reconciled us with God and  

 horizontally to picture that he has reconciled us with each other. 

If I can make a sweeping generalisation over the past century or so evangelicals have tended to focus 

on the first, our relationship with God,  and ignore the second, our relationships with one another,  

while liberals have tended to do the reverse, focus on the horizontal and ignore the vertical. But as  

one NT scholar puts it to be in Christ is not just descriptive of a reconciled relationship with God but 

also of “an existence in which social, racial and other barriers within the human family were done 

away with. A new set of criteria applies now for human relations. In the church social distance must 

no longer be the order and a sense of oneness and equality must prevail when previously honoured 

differences seek to intrude themselves”. To do the latter is in Paul’s terms to regard people from a 

human or fleshly point of view. 

 

So this is what we are called to be as the church of Jesus Christ, the beginnings of God’s new 

creation, his new world which began when Jesus died to take that enmity on to Godself and grows as 

people of every tribe and every culture and every gender and every social or economic status become 

part of this reconciled new community. And how does that happen. It happens Paul says as we live 

out our calling of becoming ambassadors for Christ, passing on this message of reconciliation in 

both deed and word, inviting other people also to be reconciled to God which will lead to their being 

reconciled with each other. As Tom Wright puts it “The great symphony of reconciliation composed 

on Calvary needed to be copied out into orchestral parts for all the world to come and play.” And so 

twice he calls us to this. The world has never before seen a ministry of reconciliation, it has never 

before heard a message of reconciliation. 

 

The world has a new sovereign, and this sovereign like all rulers has ambassadors, those who speak 

on their behalf. Paul is not offering a new philosophy, though his message makes robust philosophical 

sense. He is not inviting people to try out a new religious experience, though anyone who believes his 

gospel will have experiences they had never imagined. He is going into the world with its newly 

enthroned sovereign, with a message inviting anyone and  everyone to be reconciled to the God who 
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created them, who loves them, even when they alienated themselves from God, and has provided the 

means in Christ for them to come back to know and love God and be loved and known in return. And 

as they experience that love so they are freed up to be able to be reconciled with and to love those 

from whom they were previously alienated. This is what we are called to live out and carry to others.  

 

Many people today question whether the gospel or church have any relevance now. But isn’t this what 

people in our world, in our communities, in our families, divided and at war over all kinds of human 

divisions – race, beliefs, gender, economic status, social class – need to hear. Won’t it be welcomed as 

good news. In the pressures of everyday living, when we struggle to provide for our families, to find a 

sure path through the economic minefields, to fend off the slings and arrows fired at us, our tendency 

may instinctively be to strike out at another, to draw into our exclusive circles for protection from the 

other – and sadly we see many churches doing this. But this text here requires us to pause and see that 

Christ is calling us to a different way. No one is beyond the circle of Gods’ love in Christ. If we are in 

Christ – a part of his family, a beneficiary of his death and resurrection, a guest at his table - then we 

must see others in a new way, no longer regarding them from a human point of view as somehow 

different, strangers, aliens, enemies, but as equally valued brothers and sisters reconciled to us in 

Christ. And as we see them in a whole new way so we live that out in our new and reconciled 

relationships.  

 

Andrew it for this wonderful ministry of being an ambassador for Christ by proclaiming and living 

this message of reconciliation in a particular way that you have been being prepared for and this 

graduation indicates you are ready for. But I want to stress in saying this that all of we who make up 

this church of Jesus Christ, including you here in Kaikora1 are equally ambassadors of Christ, 

ministers of this message of reconciliation, with whoever might be your minister in the future. It is a 

message that needs to be lived out together as well as preached in words, to be seen as well as heard, 

because it is only when the people of Kaikorai, of Dunedin, of NZ, see a lived out demonstration in 

their midst of what God has done in Christ that they will come themselves to be willing to believe that 

the words they hear might indeed be true and, even more, significant for them. They need to see 

reconciled people living reconciled lives, people who are part of God’s new world living in a whole 

new way.  

 

Andrew your particular ministry as an ambassador of Christ in this is to represent Christ in faithfully 

proclaiming the word and administering the sacraments so that the gospel of Jesus Christ is seen and 

heard in all its fullness and so this community is transformed into the witness to and picture of what 

God is doing in Christ by the Spirit to bring to fullness the new creation he began on Good Friday and 

Easter Sunday. 

 

May God give you grace to be faithful to the Christ who calls you and empowers you. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


