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Becoming New
Believers faithfully represent Christ by living as new creations  
reconciled to Him.

Session 11

2 CORINTHIANS 5:16-21; 6:1-2
MEMORY VERSE: 2 CORINTHIANS 5:21

READ 2 Corinthians 5:11:16-21;6:1-2, First Thoughts (p. 114), and Understand the Context  

(pp. 114–115). Notice the way Paul described how believers are made new in Christ. 

STUDY 2 Corinthians 5:16-21;6:1-2, using Explore the Text on pages 115–119. Look for words and 

phrases Paul used to describe the results of salvation. How do the words or phrases work together 

in Paul’s description? 

PLAN the group time using ideas under Lead Group Bible Study on pages 120–121 and More 

Ideas on page 122, in QuickSource, and on Blog.LifeWay.com/ExploretheBible/Adults/LeaderExtras. 

Consider using at least one of the More Ideas (p. 122) during this week’s group time.

GROW from expert insights on weekly studies through the Ministry Grid (MinistryGrid.com/Web/

ExploretheBible).

GATHER the following items:  Personal Study Guides. Make copies of:   PACK ITEM 13 

(Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark) as needed. Prepare to display the following Pack Item:  

 PACK ITEM 3 (Key Verse: 2 Corinthians 5:20). For More Ideas (p. 122):   A computer or 

smartphone to show Jason Gray’s video “I Am New”; and   Blank paper and markers. 
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Humans are relational by nature. Some of the greatest joys in life are 
found in healthy relationships. On the other hand, a broken or lost 
relationship can send us into depression or desperation. The closer the 
relationship, the greater the hurt if broken. 

(In PSG, p. 100) Can any broken relationship be fixed? Explain. How does 
the restoring of a once broken relationship change the people who were 
once at odds with each other? 

God created us to relate to one another, but He also created us to relate 
to Him. Our greatest need is to be reconciled to God. Sin has created a barrier 
that must be dealt with if we are to come into a right relationship with Him. 
Sin also creates barriers between people, and barriers must be removed if 
two sides are to come into agreement. In this week’s Scripture passage, we’ll 
see that Paul thought deeply about reconciliation and insisted that genuine 
reconciliation comes only through a right relationship with Jesus. Further, as 
you study this passage, keep in mind that churches that reconcile fractured 
relationships will be more effective in proclaiming the gospel message.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
2 CORINTHIANS 5:11–7:16

If you have been following these studies in 1 and 2 Corinthians, you may 
recall several factors that likely contributed to Paul’s focus on reconciliation 
in this section of his letter. For instance, one issue Paul addressed was the 
problem of church division (1 Cor. 1:10–4:21). Competing cliques in the 
church needed to put aside their differences and be reconciled. Then, in 
2 Corinthians, Paul addressed the difficulties between himself and certain 
people in the Corinthian church who had rejected his authority. Again, 
reconciliation was called for between Paul and the Corinthians. 

Yet there was a greater need than horizontal restoration of relationships. 
Even more important was for the Corinthians to understand—and be 
certain that they had received—vertical reconciliation. Thus Paul, inspired 
by the Spirit, put into writing important truths about what it means to 
come into a right relationship with God. He embedded this teaching in 
the first major section of the body of the letter, dealing with his ministry 
(2 Cor. 1:12–7:16). As part of his teaching about the purpose of his ministry 
(5:11–7:16), he included teaching on reconciliation, the basis of this 
week’s study.  

KEY DOCTRINE

Salvation
Regeneration, or the new 
birth, is a work of God’s grace 
whereby believers become new 
creatures in Christ Jesus.

BIBLE SKILL

Notice repeated words or phrases 
in a Bible passage.

Biblical writers sometimes 
used repetition of key words to 
emphasize a theme or message. 
Paul used word repetition in 
this session’s passage. Identify 
the term (verb and noun) he 
used five times in 2 Corinthians 
5:18-21. Think about what this 
repetition helps communicate in 
the overall passage. Look also 
at the other times the apostle 
used forms of this term in his 
letters (Rom. 5:10-11; 11:15; 
Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:20-22). What 
significance does this repeated 
term have for believers today?
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We can follow the development of Paul’s comments on the purpose of 
his ministry as follows:

• The ministry of reconciliation (5:16–6:2); the focal passage for  
this week’s study.

• The character of Paul’s ministry (6:3-13); a bold presentation of  
Paul’s extensive difficulties.

• Separation to God (6:14–7:1); a challenge for believers to reject 
partnerships with evildoers.

• Joy and repentance (7:2-16); Paul’s joy when he learned that the 
Corinthians had repented.

Our lesson concentrates on the verses in the first of these headings. 
As we consider the passage together, be on the lookout for the way Paul 
developed the following principle: Believers faithfully represent Christ by 
living as new creations reconciled to him.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
REBORN (2 COR. 5:16-17)

VERSE 16

In the preceding verses, the apostle described the meaning of Christ’s 
death (“he died for all,” 5:15) and the difference His death makes for 
those who have accepted His death in their place (they “might no longer 
live for themselves,” v. 15). Further, in Paul’s own case, “the love of Christ 
controls us” (v. 14). Paul was impelled by Christ’s love for him, proven by 
His loving sacrifice. 

This interpretation of the meaning of Christ’s death changed Paul’s 
perspective. First, salvation altered his view of others. He framed this 
change using a phrase that he did not use anywhere else in his letters, 
stating that he now did not look at others according to the flesh. In this 
phrase, he meant the typical way people think of each other; that is, 
according to appearances and according to the worldly prejudices by which 
people evaluate others as if bodily existence is all that really matters. From 
now on means from the time that his understanding of the meaning of 
Christ’s death had changed at his conversion. Paul now had a new, eternal 
perspective on people. He saw them as a new creation, as he noted in the 
next verse.

Paul explained that at one time he had also looked at Christ in a purely 
human way. Thus, according to appearances and the way Paul’s own culture 
evaluated Jesus, He was a false messiah who died under God’s curse (Deut. 
21:23; Gal. 3:13). After Paul understood that Jesus rose again and now 
lived eternally as Lord and Savior, however, he no longer looked at Jesus as 
he once did. No doubt the apostle was encouraging his readers to be sure 
that their evaluation of Christ and of all human beings was based not on a 
typical, worldly standard but by God’s eternal, heavenly standard. 

BIBLICAL 
ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Reconciliation: The Heart 
of Second Corinthians” and 
“‘Righteousness’ in Paul’s 
Writings” in the Spring 2018 
issue of Biblical Illustrator. 
Available at LifeWay.com/
BiblicalIllustrator.

2 CORINTHIANS 5:16

16 From now on, 
therefore, we regard no 
one according to the 
flesh. Even though we 
once regarded Christ 
according to the flesh, 
we regard him thus 
no longer.
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VERSE 17

So what was this new, heavenly standard that Paul had as he looked at others? 
Those who have trusted in Christ are now in Christ, in a vital relationship 
with Him. This means that they are a new creation. They have begun the 
transformation process that will culminate at the resurrection at the end of 
the age. All persons in Christ are to recognize the dramatic change that has 
happened to them and to the entire company of the redeemed. 

When he looked at unbelievers, he saw them as 
persons in need of the Savior.

They no longer belong to the order of old things. They belong to the order 
in which new things have come already. In Ephesians 2:10, Paul expressed 
it this way: “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good 
works.” This was also what the prophet Isaiah had foreseen: “Remember not 
the former things, nor consider the things of old. Behold, I am doing a new 
thing” (Isa. 43:18-19). When Paul looked at believers, he saw them as new 
creations. When he looked at unbelievers, he saw them as persons in need of 
the Savior. This reality permeated his ministry. 

(In PSG, p. 103) What actions and characteristics point to a person being 
made new as a result of faith in Jesus?

RECONCILED (2 COR. 5:18-21)

VERSE 18

The apostle shifted his attention, moving from salvation in terms of new 
creation to presenting it in terms of reconciliation to God. All this refers 
to the changes Paul had just described: new life and a changed perspective 
about Christ and others. God had taken the initiative in salvation, which 
means that He has reconciled us to Himself. 

In verses 18-21, Paul used a verb form or a noun form of “reconcile” five 
times. The original emphasis of this word was the establishment of harmony 
and peace between former enemies; hostilities had ceased; friendly relations 
now existed. The biblical teaching on salvation as reconciliation to God is 
unique to Paul (see also Rom. 5:10-11; 11:15; Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:20-22). 

The apostle declared the basis of reconciliation: through Christ, which 
he explained more completely in verse 19. Essentially, our Lord had won 
him over, overcoming his former hostility against God. He also spoke about 
the consequence of reconciliation: God had given him a message which he 
was compelled to share as his ministry, a theme he developed further in 
verse 20. This ministry was how he served others. God had called him to  
live as an instrument of peacemaking between God and humans through 
the proclamation of the good news. 

2 CORINTHIANS 5:17

17 Therefore, if anyone 
is in Christ, he is a new 
creation. The old has 
passed away; behold, 
the new has come.

2 CORINTHIANS 5:18

18 All this is from 
God, who through 
Christ reconciled us 
to himself and gave 
us the ministry of 
reconciliation;
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VERSE 19

What does it mean that reconciliation between God and mankind came 
through Christ? Paul explained. God Himself brought reconciliation about, 
and this impacted all the world. Its impact was not limited to a particular 
group or to a particular time. Rather, once and for all God worked through 
Christ’s death to remove the enmity between God and humanity. The 
hostility was caused by their trespasses. Our disobedience to God’s law had 
resulted in our becoming God’s enemies (Rom. 5:10). We could not just say, 
“I will no longer be God’s enemy.” Thus God Himself brought about the 
end of hostility by doing away with the cause of hostility. He resolved the 
problem of their trespasses, which Paul further explained in verse 21. 

The point Paul made here, however, is that if the cause of enmity has been 
removed, then reconciliation is possible. Even though the entire world was in 
view in what Christ did on the cross, individuals have not automatically been 
made right with God. The apostle was not making a case for universalism, 
the notion that everyone will be saved. He was clear that the message of 
reconciliation had to be proclaimed. People must hear about what God has 
done through Christ and then respond in repentance and faith. 

VERSE 20

In verse 18, Paul had noted that God entrusted him with “the ministry 
of reconciliation.” Here he explained further how this ministry worked 
on a day-to-day basis. Paul used plural forms (“we” and “us”) throughout 
2 Corinthians to refer essentially to himself (see comments on 2 Cor. 1:4, 
p. 96). We can assume, however, that in broad statements such as he made 
in this verse, he included the apostles as well as all others whom God has 
called to proclaim the gospel. By extension, this includes everyone who has 
received reconciliation with God. We too are His agents of reconciliation. 

The phrase we are ambassadors translates a single word, a verb used 
elsewhere in the New Testament only in Ephesians 6:20: “I am an ambassador 
in chains.” An ambassador was a representative of another. Ambassadors 
did not (and today, do not) speak on their own authority. They speak what 
they have been told to speak. Their own opinions do not matter. They do, 
however, speak with the authority of the one who sent them. Thus, Paul 
represented the kingdom of Christ to the peoples of the world. When he 
spoke, he was confident that God was making his appeal through us. Appeal 
is a form of a verb meaning “urge” or “beg” (Rom. 12:1; Eph. 4:1).  

Just as ordinary ambassadors often have been involved in seeking 
reconciliation between warring nations, so Paul longed for persons to be 
reconciled, but in a greater way. The apostle was the mouthpiece of God. 
He used emotional language; the verb translated we implore meant “beg” 
or “ask,” yet even more seriously than the verb translated “appeal.” It could 
even refer to urging God to act (“pray,” as in Matt. 9:38; 2 Cor. 8:4). Paul did 
not mean that he manipulated people, any more than we manipulate God 
when we pray; rather, he begged individuals to act for their own good. He 
was personally and emotionally engaged. 

He summarized his message with this brief imperative: be reconciled 
to God. Three points should be noted. First, reconciliation initiated by God 

2 CORINTHIANS 5:19

19 that is, in Christ 
God was reconciling 
the world to himself, 
not counting their 
trespasses against 
them, and entrusting 
to us the message of 
reconciliation.

2 CORINTHIANS 5:20 

20 Therefore, we are 
ambassadors for Christ, 
God making his appeal 
through us. We implore 
you on behalf of Christ, 
be reconciled to God.
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in Christ is not automatically extended. Second, Paul was not implying that 
the first readers were still unreconciled to God. He was describing for them 
his ministry. Third, those who hear the message must respond. They must 
repent and believe in order to be at peace with God.

VERSE 21

Many Bible students consider this verse to be one of the most significant 
summaries in Scripture of the meaning of Christ’s death. Paul was 
explaining the connection between Jesus’ crucifixion and reconciliation 
with God. The statement is both profound and paradoxical.

• He made. The initiator of reconciliation was God Himself. He began the 
peace initiative.

• Him … who knew no sin. Jesus was the sinless Son of God, yet also 
fully human. 

• To be sin. Jesus did not actually become a sinner on the cross. Rather, 
Paul meant that Jesus became an offering for sin (see Num. 6:14; Isa. 
53:4-5,10). 

• For our sake. Paul was using the language of exchange or substitution. 
Jesus took our sins upon Himself. The Old Testament sacrificial system 
had prefigured this (Lev. 5:5-10). 

• So that … we might become the righteousness of God. Here is the other 
side of the exchange. Believing sinners receive more than forgiveness 
of sins. They receive righteousness as a gift from God. As Paul had 
written, they are a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). 

• In him. Reconciliation occurs only for those who have been joined 
to Jesus Christ by faith. The benefits of His death are applied not 
universally but to those who receive it in the way God has instituted 
(1 Cor. 1:30). 

(In PSG, p. 106) How does being reconciled to God qualify a person 
to be an ambassador for the reconciliation available to others? 
What responsibilities does an ambassador carry and how do those 
responsibilities inform believers of God’s expectations for them? 

READY (2 COR. 6:1-2)

VERSES 1-2

Paul ended this part of the epistle by showing the Corinthians the 
implications of his ambassadorship and the message he brought. Again, 
he reminded them that he and God were partners; they were co-laborers. 
He had already noted that God was appealing through him (5:20); now he 
used a form of the same verb that he had used in 5:20 to reflect urgency 
(we … appeal). 

2 CORINTHIANS 5:21

21 For our sake he made 
him to be sin who knew 
no sin, so that in him 
we might become the 
righteousness of God.

2 CORINTHIANS 6:1-2

1 Working together 
with him, then, we 
appeal to you not to 
receive the grace of God 
in vain. 2 For he says, 
“In a favorable time I 
listened to you, and in a 
day of salvation I have 
helped you.”
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To receive the •grace of God in vain is to turn back from one’s profession 
of trust in Christ. The apostle believed that genuine believers will not lose 
their salvation (Eph. 4:30; Phil. 1:6), but he was not persuaded that all the 
persons connected to the Corinthian congregation had truly come to Christ. 
It’s essential for all who profess Christ to demonstrate that they possess 
Christ. If they falter and turn back from following Christ, their apparent 
receipt of the gospel will be shown to be empty. Pastors have sometimes 
expressed this truth with the catchy saying, “A faith that fizzles before the 
finish was faulty from the first.” 

“A faith that fizzles before the finish was faulty from 
the first.”

To strengthen his appeal, Paul referred to Isaiah 49:8 and applied the 
words of the prophet to his own time. In the original setting, the Lord 
was speaking. He was looking forward to the time beyond the captivity of 
Israel to a time of restoration. That time would be a favorable time. That 
time would be called a day of salvation. The words first had application to 
Isaiah’s first hearers. It was meant to offer them hope of restoration after a 
time of judgment. As the verse in Isaiah continued, the Lord promised “to 
restore the land, to make them possess the desolate inheritances.” It would 
all come to pass through the divine Servant, that is, the Messiah.

Paul believed that this time had already arrived with the coming of 
Jesus Christ. No longer was the acceptable time an unfulfilled promise. It 
had arrived now. Paul’s first readers, the Corinthians, were to realize that 
the present moment was a special time of God’s favor. They were already 
enjoying the time when divine blessing and favor had been poured out. The 
age to come, in many senses, had already arrived. 

We are called on to realize that Paul’s meaning extends to us as 
well. We are living in the era in which the Holy Spirit has been poured 
out, the new creation has arrived, and reconciliation with God is to be 
celebrated. This verse powerfully reminds us that the gospel is always to 
be presented with urgency. The time to act on God’s offer of salvation is 
when we hear the message of reconciliation. The acceptable time may not 
always be present. 

(In PSG, p. 107) What are some reasons people may give for waiting to 
accept the gospel? What can a believer do to emphasize to others the 
urgency for accepting Christ?  
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

LIST: As the group arrives, invite them to name occasions for which people send greeting 
cards. List the topics on the board (examples: birthday, Christmas, wedding, anniversary, 
graduation, birth, adoption, illness, death). Begin the session by asking volunteers to name 
the last greeting card they sent or received and the relationship it represented. Point out 
that humans are relational by nature. It seems that the closer the relationship, the greater 
the hurt if that relationship is broken.

DISCUSS: Can any broken relationship be fixed? Explain. How does the restoring of a once broken 
relationship change the people who were once at odds with each other? (PSG, p. 100) 

INTRODUCE: Summarize the last paragraph under First Thoughts (p. 114) to explain the 
need for reconciliation between God and humanity. 

TRANSITION: In this study, we’ll see that Paul thought deeply about reconciliation and insisted that 
genuine reconciliation comes only through a right relationship with Jesus. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

READ: As a volunteer reads aloud 2 Corinthians 5:16-17, encourage the group to listen for 
how Paul described the change in people that occurs through Christ. 

EMPHASIZE: Paul described the results of salvation in terms of being made new. Only through faith 
in Jesus can a person be made new and move away from what he or she once was. 

SUMMARIZE: Summarize the third paragraph under Verse 16 (PSG, pp. 102–103), which 
describes Paul’s conversion. 

EXPLAIN: Being saved, or born again, means that believers are now considered to be in Christ. 
At the same time, Christ is said to be in believers. Being united with Christ involves both aspects, 
revealing a complementary relationship between our being in Christ and Him dwelling in us.

ASK: What are the benefits of being united with Christ? How does being united with Christ change 
how a person lives daily? (PSG, p. 103)

COMPARE: Use information under Verse 17 (PSG, p. 103) to compare the old self with the 
new creation in Christ. Lead the group to read in unison 2 Corinthians 5:17. 

ASK: What actions and characteristics point to a person being made new as a result of faith in 
Jesus? (PSG, p. 103)

READ: Direct the group to read 2 Corinthians 5:18-21 in their Bibles, looking for forms of 
the word reconcile. 

DEFINE: Call on a volunteer to look up the definition of reconcile on an electronic device. Then 
share this definition from page 104 of the PSG: Reconciliation is the restoration of a relationship 
that has been broken or severed; it is the reunion of parties separated by the consequences of sin or 
wrongdoing. Point out that God initiated reconciliation with humanity, taking all the actions 
necessary for that reconciliation to happen. 
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DISCUSS: How does being reconciled to God serve as motivation for serving Him? What does 
God’s initiating this reconciliation reveal about God’s love for humans? How should the love God 
demonstrates motivate us to serve Him? (PSG, p. 105)

GUIDE: Search 2 Corinthians 5:20-21, and locate what God calls believers to do in light of 
His reconciliation. 

EMPHASIZE: Draw attention to Pack Item 3 (Key Verse: 2 Corinthians 5:20). Read the 
verse on the poster, and then say: We are ambassadors for Christ—to share His message of 
reconciliation. Who better to entrust this message of reconciliation than to those who have tasted 
of it for themselves! 

DISCUSS: How does being reconciled to God qualify a person to be an ambassador for the 
reconciliation available to others? What responsibilities does an ambassador carry and how do 
those responsibilities inform believers of God’s expectations for them? (PSG, p. 106)

EXPLAIN: Two definitions for an ambassador include (1) the highest-ranking representative of the 
president or leader to a specific nation or international organization abroad, or (2) a messenger or 
representative who tells or reveals truth. 

DISCUSS: How do these definitions help you understand God’s expectations for believers? 

READ: Direct the group to listen for the way Paul emphasized the urgency of reconciliation 
as a volunteer reads aloud 2 Corinthians 6:1-2. 

ASK: What are some reasons people may give for waiting to accept the gospel? (PSG, p. 107)

CLARIFY: Paul reminded his hearers that the time to act on God’s offer is when they hear the 
message. Stress that he did not imply that the Corinthians were in danger of losing their 
salvation. 

GUIDE: Lead the group to compare Isaiah 55:6-7 with 2 Corinthians 6:2, looking for 
references to readiness. Say: The message of reconciliation with God is too important to overlook 
or push off for another time. Ask: What can a believer do to emphasize to others the urgency for 
accepting Christ? (PSG, p. 107)

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

REVIEW: Invite volunteers to share insights gained as you call out the three section titles for 
this study (Reborn, Reconciled, and Ready). Then read the bulleted statements under In My 
Context (PSG, p. 108).

GUIDE: Call attention to the second question set under In My Context (PSG, p. 108): As a 
group, discuss how people seek to become reconciled with God on their own terms. What actions can 
your group take to help others know that reconciliation with God only comes through faith in Jesus? 
Select one or two ideas for follow-up during the week. 

PRAY: Use the third question set under In My Context (PSG, p. 108) as a prayer guide. Lead 
the group to list things God has provided. Close with a time of silence, leading them to 
reflect on someone with whom they need to make an urgent effort to share Jesus.
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PRACTICE
• Focus your mind on reconciliation. Do you need to seek reconciliation on a human 

level? How about in your church? Who do you feel led to approach about the need for 
reconciliation?

• Connect with the group this week, encouraging them to follow up on actions identified 
during Summarize and Challenge to help others know about reconciliation with God. 

• Reflect on how you have been made new in Christ. Thank God for making a way to be 
reconciled to Him.

MORE IDEAS
FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

To replace or supplement the Focus Attention activity, provide blank paper and markers. 
Lead the group to draw a picture or symbol that represents a restored relationship. Invite 
volunteers to share their art and its interpretation.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

• To supplement the discussion of 2 Corinthians 5:16-17, read aloud Acts 9:1-30, which 
describes Paul’s conversion experience. Invite volunteers to describe their life before 
Christ (old things) and life in Christ (new things). As time allows, show the online 
video of Jason Gray’s song, “I Am New.”

• To enhance the study of 2 Corinthians 5:18-21, refer to the Bible Skill on page 106 of 
the PSG. Use the activity to help group members recognize how Paul used repetition to 
communicate his message.  

• To enhance the conversation of 2 Corinthians 6:1-2, say: I was going to talk about 
procrastination during this session, but I never got around to it. Lead the group to brainstorm 
reasons people procrastinate. Discuss how these reasons can be overcome to emphasize 
the urgency of accepting Christ. 

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

Lead the group to reflect on the first question set to conclude the session (PSG, p. 108): Take 
time to evaluate your life, looking for “old” things you still struggle to put off. Ask God to help you live 
in light of the new life He offers through His Son. Read aloud 2 Corinthians 5:21, the memory 
verse for the week, and distribute copies of Pack Item 13 (Handout: Memory Verses Bookmark) 
as needed. 

SUGGESTED MUSIC IDEA

To remind the group of Christ’s sacrifice for believers’ reconciliation, lead them to sing 
“Grace Greater than Our Sin,” by Julia H. Johnston. 
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