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Discussion Guide

•

Using

A Community Called Reconciliation

•

Connecting:

•

Read 2 Corinthians 5.14-6.2 aloud. Pause and
read the text once more.
According to Paul, what are the everyday, reallife implications of the atoning work of Jesus on
the cross? Seek to find as many as possible.
Do you think that most followers of Jesus grasp
these implications and their significance? Could
you explain?
Paul argues that when atonement begins to
take root in the realities of everyday life, things
change in how we see the world (verse 16) and
in how we interact with the world (verse 20)
because we begin to share in God’s work in the
world (verse 18-19). In your mind, what might

45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

•
•

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

Do you ever get the sense that you were made for
more, to do something of greater significance?
Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

•

the notes, discuss the concept of
reconciliation and its use in the letters of Paul.

it look like for a person of faith to live in this
way? What might it look like for a community of
faith to live in this way?

What might have to change for individuals and
communities of faith to take up this way of life?
What, if anything, prevents this from being
done?
Consider closing by discussing what it might
look like to step toward the everyday realities
brought about by atonement and how you might
encourage one another on this journey.

Context and Background

Reconciliation
Reconciliation is a word used rarely in Scripture. In
classical usage, the word was used to refer to the
restoration of understanding between people after the
experience of hostility or displeasure. It was rarely
used in religious contexts. However, the concept of
reconciliation was common in most pagan religions
with the god being the object of reconciliation; that
is, through the offering of sacrifices, the gods were
reconciled to people.

In Scripture, Paul is the only author to use the term
reconciliation, in both its noun and verb forms. His
usage of the term lies at the heart of his understanding
of the gospel, and appears to be his effort to provide
greater understanding to two themes found in the
Gospels and Acts: the need for forgiveness and
God’s unrelenting pursuit of those in need of such
forgiveness. (Matthew 6.12; Luke 15; 19.10; 23.34;
Acts 2.38). In Paul’s mind, God’s forgiveness of Sin
involved more than passing over wrongs done by people
but was God’s way in dealing with the consequences
of wrongs done, consequences which affected the
relationship between God and people. According to
Paul, the presence of Sin created a separation between
God and people. This separation was no mere distancing
within the relationship, but a severe rupture which
created enmity between people and God (Roman 5.10;
Ephesians 2.1, 12; 4.18). However, unlike pagan
gods who waited on people to make things right in the
relationship, God took the initiative and pursued the
restoration of the relationship with people through the
sacrificial death of Jesus on the cross (Romans 5.10).
In this sacrificial death, Sin and its consequences were
dealt with by God making it possible for people and God
to be reconciled in their relationship (Romans 5.10; 2
Corinthians 5.18-21). Thus, in Paul’s letters, God is
always the reconciler and people are always those who
are reconciled.

As

we read Paul, we must make sure to trace his
thinking about reconciliation back to the Gospels and
Acts if we are to properly understand the points he
is making in his letters, and if we desire to place his
thought within the life, ministry, and message of Jesus.
With the idea of reconciliation, Paul is not creating
new theology or even developing the first Christian

theology. He is seeking to get behind the gospel concepts
of forgiveness and God’s radical pursuit of people with
this forgiveness which Jesus proclaimed. Paul is simply
asking what needs to be forgiven. Why does this need
to be forgiven? And, by what means does God pursue
people, in order to grant this forgiveness? His answer is
wrapped up in the concept of reconciliation.

If we are not careful to root Paul’s thinking within the
message of Jesus, the result will be that we will hold to
the message of Paul and the sacrificial death of Jesus
as the essence of the gospel, neglecting the message and
life of Jesus himself. However, to lose the message and
life of Jesus is to lose half of the gospel, a point Paul
himself makes. In a description of his gospel ministry,
Paul notes that he held forth the life and message
and sacrificial death of Jesus as central to the gospel
(1 Corinthians 2.2). When we lose contact with the
message and life of Jesus and substitute the writings of
Paul as the distillation of the gospel, we often make the
gospel about propositional truth and discipleship about
learning these truths, a trend which has grown since
the advent of the Reformation. However, when we root
Paul’s propositions about the gospel within the life and
message of Jesus, these truths which Paul distills become
grounded in a real life lived which makes discipleship
about living these truths rather than knowing these
truths. Paul tries to make this connection in each of
his letters as he seeks to lead his churches to real-life
application in the parenetic (application) sections of
his letters. However, these portions of his letters are
often disconnected from his theological teaching in
much the same way that Paul’s theological teaching is
disconnected from the life and message of Jesus.

The Text

2 Corinthians 5.14-6.2:
Made for more
Paul’s second letter to the church in Corinth is a letter
in which he is fighting for the church in Corinth and
his role as a legitimate shepherd of the congregation.
Teachers have come to Corinth who have cast doubt upon
Paul’s calling as an apostle because of the presence of
suffering in his ministry (2 Corinthians 1.6-11; 1012). It seems that they reasoned that no one who was
an apostle or follower of Christ should experience the
difficulties Paul himself was experiencing if they were

truly favored by God. In response, throughout the
letter, Paul argues that the external appearances and
experiences on the journey of faith do not matter so
much as what God is doing inside the person of faith
(2 Corinthians 4.16-18). Therefore, the believers in
Corinth should not judge Paul and his ministry by the
outer appearance of suffering (2 Corinthians 5.16).
In 2 Corinthians 4, Paul begins the defense of his
ministry which involves the presence of suffering and
seems to baffle the Corinthian believers. In chapter
5, he argues that a life which is free from such
experiences is longed for and possible in the presence
of Christ. However, while living in the present world,
such experiences were common, creating a tension
between a desire to be free from such suffering even
as one experienced these sufferings (2 Corinthians
5.1-10). Yet, it is because of Paul’s reverence for
God that he continued forward in his ministry, even
if the Corinthians did not fully understand what they
witnessed (2 Corinthians 5.11-13).
Having described the presence of suffering in his
ministry, Paul then turns to the nature and content
of his ministry. Paul’s ministry was driven by the love
Jesus had demonstrated for Paul and Paul’s response
of love in return. This loving overture of Christ was
none other than his sacrificial death for all people
which summed up the death deserved by all people in
the one death of Christ. Here Paul uses the metaphor
of substitution to refer to the atoning work of Jesus
upon the cross. With this metaphor, Paul makes the
point that because of Sin, people are deserving of
death, a point Paul makes elsewhere (Romans 6.2123). However, in his death on the cross, Jesus took
upon himself the death deserved by all people, dying in
their place so that their penalty was paid. In his death,
all died.
Paul understood this action of Jesus taking upon
himself the death deserved by all people to be an act
of love which required a response, in his mind, the
choice to give up self-direction and live for the one
who had died in his place. Paul’s reasoning is clear.
Jesus’ work on the cross freed people not just from
the consequences of their Sin, but it gave people the
freedom to live in a new way, a way directed by Jesus
himself. While not stated explicitly, it is hard to miss
the undercurrent of God’s creative intentions in Paul’s
thinking. In the beginning, people were created in

the image of God to do the very work of God (Genesis
1.26-28). People were created like God to live for him.
Through Jesus’ sacrificial death, God’s original purposes
for people are made possible once again, and it is the
acceptance of this purpose which constitutes a proper
response to the sacrificial death of Jesus.
With God’s original purposes for people now available,
the way Paul understands life itself has changed. He
can no longer understand the world through what
he sees around him in terms of culture or experience.
Rather, he must now understand all of life through the
redemptive purposes of God, purposes which are about
restoring creation; that is, in light of what God has done
through the cross, Paul must now understand and live
in the world as if God’s redemptive work was already
complete! This explains why Paul behaves as he does,
even when his circumstances seem to run contrary to his
message and calling. He is living out his created purpose,
doing the work of God, as if God’s redemptive work were
already completed. He is living for what he was made to
do in a world he was made to live.
Paul notes that this work which has made it possible for
him to live for what he was made to do as if he was living
in the world he was made to live only by God. God has
done this work through the reconciling work of Jesus
on the cross. And, it is in this reconciling work of God
that Paul has found his purpose of doing the work of
God. He too is called into a ministry of reconciliation.
God has dealt with Sin through the person of Christ so
that people might be reconciled to him, a reconciliation
which makes it possible to step into one’s created purpose
which explains what Paul is doing. He has stepped into
a ministry of reconciliation which involves not the act
of reconciling people and God but that of declaring that
such reconciliation has been made possible by God in
Christ. This proclamation of reconciliation is not simply a
verbal proclamation but one which Paul embodies, diving
into the chaos and turmoil of life as God’s physical
representative (ambassador). It is in Paul’s work and
presence that God issues his appeal for reconciliation.
This is possible because the work of God upon the cross
has made it possible for Paul and all who are reconciled
with God to live the righteous life of God.
With this in mind, Paul then urges the Corinthians to
respond to God as he has responded. The very point of
what God has done is to clear the way for people to take
up their created purpose as their relationship with him

is restored. This will mean that the Corinthians may
experience circumstances like that of Paul. Life may
not be easy. However, this is the calling upon their life
and congregation, and the present is the time they must
respond.

Real life with Blake:
Atonement. I am made right in my relationship with God,
but for what? If God and I are good, then how does that
work out in my life today? For so many years, I didn’t
have an answer to this question. I didn’t even know if
there was an answer. Certainly no one could give me
one, or one that was satisfactory. I got the impression
that because of what Jesus had done, I was supposed to
be good and nice because that is what Jesus’ people were,
good and nice. I don’t have anything against being good
or nice. It just seems that Jesus’ death on the cross is a
high price to pay so I can be good and nice. Surely, there
has to be more, and there is.
On my journey of faith, I am coming to realize that Jesus’
death on the cross was a high price to pay because it
made possible something incredibly precious: real life,
a life with purpose. In the beginning, you and I were
made to live, really live. We were made in the image of
God to do the work of God as we lived with God. This
was our purpose. In a moment, all of that was lost, the
relationship with God severed as was the life of doing
God’s work. We lost our purpose, but then it was
restored. In Jesus’ death on the cross, a way was made
back to God and with it a way back to the purpose for
which we were created. We can once more live with and
for the one who made us; that is, it is possible once more
to live with God doing the work of God. It is possible to
have purpose.
Sounds wonderful, and it is, but it changes everything.
For starters, it changes how I view and interact with the
world. The rules have changed for me. I can no longer
take things as they are and respond in kind. I must now
see things not as they are but as they are meant to be
and must respond in a way which moves situations and
my context to what should be rather than what is. I
do this not with my words but with my person, diving
headlong into the chaos of what is, demonstrating with
my actions, my attitudes, and my words that a new way of
life is possible, a way which is with God doing the work
of God we were created to do from the beginning, a life
of purpose.

Real life with You:
What are we here to do? What is our purpose? We spend
much of our lives trying to answer these questions, many
of us never really finding a satisfactory answer. This is
because our answers are often far off the mark, dealing
with our own accomplishments and achievements,
making a name for ourselves in some way. However,
our purpose has nothing to do with making a name for
ourselves. From the beginning our purpose was rooted in
making a name for God, living with him doing his work
as those created in his image. This purpose was lost as
our relationship with God was ruptured by Sin, but
atonement makes it possible once more. The real-life
application of atonement is that we no longer have to
live for ourselves, trying to find our purpose in making
a name for ourselves. We can once more live with God
doing his work as those created in his image. However,
if we step into this real life application of atonement,
it will change everything for us. First, it will change
how we view the world. No longer will we be able to
see the world as it is. Instead, we will only be able to
see the world as it is meant to be through God’s eyes of
redemption and restoration. Seeing the world as it is to
be, rather than it is will lead us to join our lives with
God’s, doing his work of moving this world to what it
is meant to be, and this will require much of us. It will
require more than our words. It will require our bodies.
We will plunge headlong into the chaos and turmoil of
what is, our bodies becoming living invitations, beacons
of hope to a broken world that life can be different, that
it can be lived with purpose once more.
This week, we encourage you to pay attention to your
life by asking the following question: For what am I
living? As you go through your day at school or at
work, as you interact with family and friends, as you
seek entertainment and more, ask what the point of it
all is. What are you trying to accomplish with how you
are living your life? As you ponder the answer to this
question, ask yourself what life might look like if you
were made for more, something greater? If this more
were available, would you willingly step into it? Talk
with God about your responses.
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