
1 
 

 

Pentecost 3rd Sunday “Guaranteed by the Spirit” 2 Cor 5 5 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. 

In 2 Cor.  5:1–10, Paul uses a number of strong, balanced contrasts: “at home” vs 

“away from;” “earthly home” vs “heavenly dwelling;” etc. to illustrate the 

separation that characterizes this life. Hoping for the future body, which is from 

God in the heavens, not made with hands, and eternal, we live in present bodies, 

which are earthly, temporary, and separated from full communion with Christ. 

While this separation is stated as a fact, it is not absolute. Indeed, we are always 

of good courage for through the first installment of the Spirit, we are linked with 

Christ. The Spirit whom the Father has given, and is still giving, is the present 

guarantor of our future salvation. A further operation of the Spirt is that we 

“know” the nature and condition of our present pilgrimage. 

In Paul’s writings, the Christian way of life is closely linked to baptism. Through 

baptism we receive the Spirit and participate in the death and resurrection of 

Jesus. Baptism then puts to an end walking in sin, gives victory over “human 

ways”, and puts the “walk in the flesh” in the past. We are now controlled by 

Christ and his Spirit (2 Cor 5:14). 

Armed with this knowledge, Paul encourages us to persevere through hardships 

and to proclaim God’s offer of forgiveness and reconciliation in the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ (5:11–17) for us. Just as we do not consider Jesus from 

a human perspective but through the eyes of faith, so we do not look at one 

another from the world’s point of view. All who are in Christ are now a new 

creation. 

In a world in which the future can appear to be frightening either because of past 

sins or present confinements, this text brings a strong word of hope: all is not as it 

seems. No matter the circumstances of our lives and our world, God is doing a 

new thing through the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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Also in this reading, Paul employs two dominant themes: 1) new creation and 2) 

reconciliation. The question is, are these the same thing? Or does reconciliation 

correlate with justification, while new creation correlates with sanctification? I 

would suggest that new creation and reconciliation are two ways of saying the 

same thing.  

Starting from the end of the passage, we read, “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 Cor 5:21). This is the kind of passage Lutherans are comfortable with. It 

describes Jesus as a sacrificial victim, fulfilling the sacrifices of the Old Testament, 

and consequently bestowing righteousness upon us. 

But does this mean that salvation is essentially a matter of bookkeeping? Are we 

saved when God makes a correcting entry in his ledger on account of Christ? This 

seems to be the image that is behind much Lutheran preaching on God’s 

forgiveness. Likely that is because this image makes it very clear that salvation is 

accomplished by Christ alone, not by us. That point, however, does not exhaust 

the biblical witness about the forgiveness of sins. 

Paul is working with a different set of images to describe Christ’s sacrifice. He 

starts by saying, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation” (2 Cor 5:17). The 

Greek is more emphatic than the English translations are: εἴ τις ἐν Χριστῷ, καινὴ 

κτίσις (“If anyone is in Christ—new creation.”) I take the liberty of making this an 

exclamatory sentence here because the lack of any connecting words highlights 

the term new creation, suggesting that this is the key term in the reading. So, we 

could render it: “If anyone is in Christ, voila’! New creation!” 

What would it mean, then, to understand reconciliation under the heading of new 

creation? I would suggest that these themes can be combined with the concept of 

a new identity. Our identities are determined by what God says of us. He created 

the world by speaking, and He recreates by speaking as well. When God 

reconciles us to himself by forgiving our sins, he is not employing an accounting 

trick, but he is giving us a new identity. We are a new creation because He says 

we are. 
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A new identity brings with it a new way of looking at the world. Paul says, “From 

now on, therefore, we regard no one according to the flesh. Even though we once 

regarded Christ according to the flesh, that is in a worldly way, we regard him 

thus no longer” (2 Cor 5:16).  

Our new identity in Christ makes a difference in how we view Christ and others. 

Paul mentions a number of examples of this in the verses preceding our text. He 

speaks of being of good courage in the face of the burdens of life (2 Cor 5:1–10). 

He also speaks of the heart being more important than outward appearances (2 

Cor 5:12). This text gives us a more expansive understanding of the forgiveness of 

sins, that is: “Where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation.” 

1 Corinthians 1:30 says, “And because of God you are in Christ Jesus, who became 

our wisdom from God, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption.” 

He, Jesus Christ puts us in the middle of Himself, I with you Am, to become our 

righteousness, sanctification, and salvation. Thus we see that our salvation is 

completely passive. Jesus Christ is our justification and our sanctification. And that 

means, dear brothers and sisters, that whenever we feel undeserving and 

unworthy to be children of the Heavenly Father, new creatures, born again for 

good works, remember that even our sanctification is God’s work upon us and for 

us. 

The conundrum is this: If we are dead in our sins, and daily our sins are ever 

before us, how is it that we are sanctified? How is it that Jesus, our Savior is made 

to be sanctification for real, every-day, rebellious sinners like us who are either 

filled with despair, or unbelief, or convinced that we must work our way to the 

sanctified life? How exactly do the unholy become holy? 

Luther actually makes the answer to this perfectly clear. If you are like me, you 

probably have forgotten or failed to apply to yourself the words of the Small 

Catechism’s explanation of the 3rd article of the Apostles’ Creed: 

I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, 

my Lord, or come to Him; but the Holy Ghost has called me by the Gospel, 

enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith;  
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even as He calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian 

Church on earth, and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one true faith; in 

which Christian Church He forgives daily and richly all sins to me and all 

believers, and at the last day will raise up me and all the dead, and will give 

to me and to all believers in Christ everlasting life. This is most certainly 

true. 

The Holy Spirit is never to be confused with the power of human spirit or of free 

will. We can say two things about the passivity of the Christian in his own 

sanctification: First, belief in Christ is the sanctifying deed of the Holy Spirit; and 

second, the Holy Spirit is the only actor in sanctification. 

Luther says in Bondage of the Will:  

God has taken my salvation out of the control of my own will and put in 

under the control of His will, and promised to save me, not according to my 

working or ruling, but according to His own grace and mercy. Therefore, I 

have comfortable certainty that He is faithful and will not lie to me. 

In the Large Catechism,  

Luther says: Just as the Son obtains dominion by purchasing us through His 

birth, death and resurrection, so the Holy Spirit makes us holy through the 

communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body 

and the life everlasting. 

The Holy Spirit makes true in us the very words of Jesus, “I with you Am.” We are 

“in Christ” through Word and sacrament. The Holy Spirit and Jesus Christ are the 

only ones involved in our Justification before God and our subsequent 

sanctification. We are purely passive in all this. We sinners are “done to” by God 

Himself.  

The Holy Spirit does Himself to us through the proclamation of Christ crucified for 

the forgiveness of sins, for you and me, in preaching and the sacraments. This is, 

indeed, the office and work of the Holy Spirit: To begin and daily increase 

holiness on earth through these two means: the Christian Church and the 

forgiveness of sins (Gerhard Forde). 
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Don’t let the devil deceive you into thinking that the words begin and increase are 

where we get our foot in the door, such that we can actually work with God in 

this matter of sanctification! Don’t try to replace the Holy Spirit with our old man. 

Holiness begins when this old man is put to death and buried. 

Growth in sanctification is not a moral process, but our progress to death. 

Holiness and immortality are not accomplished through morality but through the 

death of the old man and resurrection to new life. 

Our progress in sanctification, if we can call it that, is that we are being shaped 

more and more by the totality of grace coming to us! The progress is in the steady 

invasion of the new, of God’s Kingdom coming to and in us. It is God who is 

progressing in on His creation, upon individual sinners like you and me through 

His work, through Word and sacrament. 

In summary, if you doubt, take heart! One cannot doubt what one doesn’t 

believe. I don’t doubt that men cannot be women. I know it isn’t true. So it is with 

Christianity. In our fallen state, we will have doubts. We cannot know God apart 

from faith and that faith comes by hearing the Word of God. It is not a product of 

our intellect, although our intellect can be used to support the historical fact of 

Jesus Christ. 

So, do you feel unworthy. Join the club! We are all unworthy! It is for the 

unworthy that Jesus came, lived, died, and rose again that we may live. Do you 

despair of the righteousness that Christianity seems to require? Do you think you 

don’t fit the class of do-gooders that Christians seem to be? Think again! All the 

work was done by God through Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. It is done for you 

with no merit or worthiness on your part…ever.  

That is the Good News of the Gospel. There is no fine print. There are no further 

requirements, no credit card necessary, no cards to fill out, no promises on your 

part. It is a one-party contract, signed, executed and completed by God Himself. 

And that gift comes to you through Word and sacrament, right here, right now! 

Amen! Praise Jesus! And may the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior 

Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit abide with you to life everlasting. 

Amen! 


