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SUMMARY
For social climbers, an ambassador’s appointment is a coveted political plum. But, in fact, there are a lot more ambassadors out there than many people realize.

AT A GLANCE
“Ambassador of Christ” is hardly the job description most Christians imagine for themselves. But if we’ve become a church member, it means we’ve been handed our ambassador’s credentials. Representing Christ to the world is something we’re called to do. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “3179 Dilatant Compound,” March 21, 2004. 

“So we are ambassadors for Christ …”
—2 Corinthians 5:20a

[bookmark: _Hlk89077150]If you’re ever driving down Massachusetts Avenue in Washington, D.C., you’re sure to spy the large, stately mansions — magnificent in size and appearance — lining the street. Architectural styles vary widely from one building to the next, but those grand houses all have one thing in common: a colorful flag flying out in front.
None of those flags are the Stars and Stripes — even though this is the nation’s capital. American flags are a dime a dozen in Washington, D.C., but not on this street. These are the flags of foreign countries.
That section of Massachusetts Avenue is known as “Embassy Row.” This moniker alone is enough to explain why flags of so many nations are flying. Each of those imposing buildings is an embassy: a little piece of another nation, embedded there in the capital of the United States.
Were you to walk up to the door of one of those embassies and be admitted, you’d actually be leaving the jurisdiction of the United States — as long as you remain within the embassy compound. If a crime is ever committed inside an embassy, the Washington, D.C. police have no jurisdiction. Neither does the FBI. It’s up to the nation whose embassy it is to deal with the situation under its own laws.
These are time-honored principles, and, for the most part, they’re respected all over the world. Even in times of terrible political turmoil — even revolution — the embassies of other nations are generally left alone. We have seen that in recent months, as Taliban soldiers waited outside the U.S. Embassy in Kabul, until the last U.S. Marine guard had departed the compound.
Case in point: in 1956, as Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest, Hungary, the staunchly anti-Communist Roman Catholic cardinal, József Mindszenty, took refuge in the U.S. Embassy. The cardinal lived there for the next 15 years, never venturing out. Had he so much as set foot on the cobblestones outside, the Communist secret police would have arrested him instantly. But they dared not come into the embassy to seize him, because he was under the personal protection of the American ambassador.
One notable exception, of course, was what they call, in diplomatic circles, “the October Surprise.” In October 1979, radical Iranian students stormed the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and made hostages of everyone inside. Most were released soon after, but 52 embassy staffers were imprisoned in that building, without charges or trial, for 444 days. It was a scandalous breach of international law, and a large part of the reason why the United States still doesn’t have diplomatic relations with Iran more than a generation later. The invisible boundary that set the embassy compound off as a little piece of America had been transgressed.
So, why mention all this? Because it helps explain something the Apostle Paul says: “So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us” (2 Cor. 5:20). The “we,” of course, refers to Paul and his co-workers, but we can easily extend it to apply to all Christians, because representing Christ to the world is something we’re all called to do.
Bible scholar William Barclay observes that, in the Roman Empire, when it was time to form a new province, ambassadors played a key role. Let’s say the Roman army has just conquered a new territory. The military governor would rule it for a while, but eventually the Senate, back in Rome, would dispatch a team of 10 ambassadors to the place (it’s the same Greek word Paul uses here.) It would be the job of those 10 people “… [to determine] the boundaries of the new province, [to draw] up a constitution for its new administration, and then [return] to submit what they [have] done for ratification by the senate. They [are] the men responsible for bringing others into the family of the Roman Empire. So, Paul thinks of himself as the man who brings to others the terms of God, whereby they can become citizens of his empire and members of his family.” 1

Ambassadors of Christ
Do we, as Christians, see ourselves as that kind of ambassador? Do we see the church as an outpost of God’s love and justice in a territory that’s otherwise hostile — or at least indifferent — to the good news?
Think of that: the church is the embassy of heaven! Walk through these doors, into this place, and you’re leaving the United States of America — and even the community of nations — behind. Within these walls, different laws apply: the law of love, not the law of coercion; the law of justice, not the laws of “might makes right” and “look out for number one.”
That’s the church at its best, anyway. Not every church lives up to that ideal — and no church lives up to it all the time. The church is just as much a human institution as it is divine. It has more than its share of faults and foibles.
Paul knows that as well as anyone. His Corinthian letters are exercises in conflict resolution, as he seeks to cultivate the gift of unity in that deeply divided congregation. But Paul never abandons that ideal of the embassy of heaven — or of himself and his fellow-servants as its ambassadors.
“Ambassador of Christ” is hardly the job description most Christians imagine for themselves. But we surely are! We went into training for that duty the day we were baptized. We’re still in training, of course. Growing up into the full stature of Christ is a lifelong task, but if we’ve taken the step of becoming a church member, we’ve been handed our ambassador’s credentials. We come and go, shuttling between this church community and the world outside its walls. We travel freely in the world, rubbing elbows with Christians and non-Christians alike. Everywhere we go, we can expect to be viewed as Christ’s ambassadors, whether we like it or not.
Here’s a frightening thought. The only way some people will experience the love of God, in Jesus Christ, is if disciples like us demonstrate it for them. The words of the old hymn (old-fashioned as they are, speaking only of men) continue to be true for every sort of Christian:
Christ has no hands but our hands
to do His work each day;
He has no feet but our feet
to lead men in His way.
He has no tongues but our tongues
to tell men how He died;
He has no help but our help
to bring them to His side.2
The work of being an ambassador for Christ is crucially important. In this culture of ours — increasingly unchurched, and at times even hostile to Christian faith — what we do, or fail to do, in our human interactions can make all the difference.
There’s a familiar story about Mohandas Gandhi — the man who led India to independence from the British Empire and became renowned, the world over, as a man of deep ethical principle. When Gandhi was a young man living in London, he became fascinated with Jesus Christ. Once he told a friend how he had read the New Testament and discovered — in Jesus’ command to “turn the other cheek” — the foundation for his principle of nonviolent resistance.
“Then, tell me,” his friend asked him, “if you admire Christ so much, why don’t you become a Christian?”
Gandhi is said to have replied, with a twinkle in his eye: “When I meet a Christian who is a follower of Christ, I may consider it.” It sounds like the young Gandhi was searching for an ambassador of Christ, but never found one.
Think of the missed opportunity! If Gandhi had become a Christian, India — not to mention the world — could have been profoundly touched by the gospel. As it was, Gandhi became an example of deep, committed spirituality for people of all faiths. But what if it had been otherwise? What might have been, had he taken that further step?
Occasionally, we hear stories of people who do it right: who do manage, by the way they live their lives, to offer just a glimpse of what heaven must be like. Such a witness famously happened in 2006, in a little Amish village known as Nickel Mines, in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. 
A deranged man — a neighbor from outside the Amish community — walked into the village’s one-room schoolhouse with a gun and took a group of children hostage. A little while later, five young girls were dead: shot, execution-style, in the back of the head. Five others were wounded. The gunman himself committed suicide.
That would have been an unimaginable trauma for any community, but you would think it would have been especially devastating for a tight-knit, religious, nonviolent people like the Amish. The world watched to see how the elders of this radical pacifist community would respond.
What the world saw was a remarkable Christian witness. One of the first things the Amish did was reach out to the gunman’s widow and children. They brought them food: food, for the family of their children’s murderer! They raised money to help them pay their bills because, on top of everything else, that family had lost its principal wage-earner.
“We have to forgive,” an Amish woman told a reporter for the Reuters news agency, matter-of-factly. “We have to forgive him in order for God to forgive us.”
Ten days after the shootings, a bulldozer crashed through the walls of the Amish schoolhouse at Nickel Mines. Anyone who knows anything about the Amish knows bulldozers are not their style. They don’t use heavy machinery — and, besides, they’re a thrifty bunch. When demolishing a building, the men of the community typically descend upon it with nail-pullers and crowbars, laboriously salvaging as much lumber and nails as they can for other projects. It’s the opposite of a barn-raising. Yet, on this occasion, the Amish hired an outside, non-Amish contractor to drive his bulldozer through the building, reducing it to splinters. They wanted the world to see they were absolutely determined to forgive and forget — and quickly. To these radical Christians, that public witness was well worth the cost of hiring the bulldozer and forsaking the salvage value of the scrap lumber.
This is in sharp contrast to the sort of thing we typically see in the news after a tragic murder. Amid the sickening cavalcade of news stories about school shootings, how many times have we watched, on television, family members of murder victims sitting in the courtroom day after day, determined to see justice done, obsessed with making sure the perpetrator gets the harshest sentence allowed under the law? They just want to have “closure,” they tell the reporters. It’s their right, as crime victims.
The Amish idea of closure is evidently very different than that of most other people in our country. Maybe that’s because the Amish — in some ways — don’t live in our country. More than most Americans, their humble community is an embassy of heaven.
A pastor from that area told the story of sitting in the kitchen of the Roberts family — the gunman’s family — a short time after the shootings. There was a knock on the door. It was an Amish man, a neighbor. He said he had come on behalf of his community. That burly farmer walked right up to the gunman’s father, put his arms around him, and held him for an hour. Then he said, simply, “We will forgive you.” He and his community were as good as their word. Reflecting back on the experience later, the awestruck pastor concluded: “God met us in that kitchen.”3
There are all sorts of ways to be an ambassador of Christ. Once in a great while there may come the opportunity for a spectacular witness like that of the Amish farmer, but more often, what we have is a multitude of small opportunities to bear witness, in word or deed. Our manner of life — being good exemplars of the love of Christ — is vitally important. Yet, sometimes, there’s no substitute for offering an explicit, verbal invitation to become better acquainted with Jesus Christ.
The silent witness, to be sure, is powerful. But sometimes there’s no substitute for the words.
Palm Sunday and Easter will soon be upon us. Those are two days out of the year when a high percentage of people who don’t have much connection with a church are thinking about attending a worship service. Maybe they’ll make it there on their own, or maybe they won’t. But one thing will sure help: a thoughtful invitation from the ambassador, inviting them to the embassy gala.
There’s a higher purpose to it, of course, one that goes beyond just filling church pews. Our Second Corinthians passage explains that purpose.
Right after identifying himself and his co-workers as ambassadors for Christ, Paul says, “we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.” Whether our friends or neighbors make it to worship in the next couple of weeks is not the point. Getting here is just a means to an end. We’re inviting them, ultimately, not to walk into a building, but to be reconciled to God — to respond to our Savior’s gracious invitation to make their way back home, after far too much time spent wandering.
You can be a part of that joyous welcome. You, too, can be an ambassador!
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Notes:
1. William Barclay, Daily Study Bible, The Letters to the Corinthians (Westminster, 1975).
2. Annie Johnson Flint, “Christ Has No Hands But Our Hands.”
3. Lori Van Ingen and Jennifer Todd, “Community joins in grief, prayer for victims, gunman of West Nickel Mines School shooting,” Lancaster Online, October 4, 2006.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Joshua 5:9-12
What Does the Text Say?
In Joshua 5, the exodus scene is replicated, with a twist in the order of events. God had just miraculously dammed up the waters of the Jordan River in flood stage (Joshua 3-4) so the Israelites could pass through the Jordan’s riverbed on dry ground to enter the land God had promised them so many years before. Following the crossing, the entire assembly of Israel celebrated Passover in the holy land. The Israelites had to be reestablished as God’s covenantal people before they could properly conquer and occupy the land, which would become holy to (set apart for) the LORD. The Israelites had previously shown a lack of faith in the Lord by refusing an earlier command to go up and conquer the land; subsequently they had to wander for the rest of a 40-year period in the wilderness between Egypt and Canaan, and the first generation would die without entering the land. This is part of the background of Joshua 5:9’s “Today I [the Lord] have rolled away from you the disgrace of Egypt.” Gilgal was the location just west of the Jordan River yet east of Jericho where Israel encamped after crossing the Jordan (Joshua 4:19-20). But in Joshua 5, Gilgal signifies the removal of Israel’s former disgrace. After circumcision of all the nation and the memorial celebration of Passover, an abrupt change of diet ensues. No longer would the Israelites eat manna provided to them by God, but rather they would eat “the crops of … Canaan.” During their wilderness sojourn, the Israelites were nomadic shepherds; they would have had no means to grow grains from which they could make bread. So, they ate manna. But God would now employ a new way to provide for them. Immediately (“on that very day”) following the Passover celebration, Israel would begin eating the produce of the land of Canaan. Their wilderness nomadic journeys having ended, they would settle in the about-to-be conquered land that God would provide them, and they would begin a more fixed-location, crop-producing, agricultural life.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Greater Generation. God says that the “reproach” has been rolled away. Good thing, because this generation celebrating at Gilgal didn’t do anything to deserve the reproach in the first place. It was their parents’ faithlessness, not theirs, that had them growing up on a diet of manna and water and an occasional quail stew. Now, the next generation is about to take its national life to a new and exciting level. They cross the Jordan. The guys go through a rather painful medical procedure as a sign of their covenantal relationship with God. They’re done with camping and wandering around in a desert. They’re ready for real bread and some real food. They’re ready for houses, cable TV and Wi-Fi. They’re moving forward. Their parents were not the greatest generation, but they intend to be. So, the sermon could be a word of encouragement for those considering a break from tradition and convention, those who are fearful of where God may be leading them.

Psalm 32
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 32 teaches a simple lesson: Trying to conceal one’s sins from God is useless and brings needless (often physical) suffering. Confession of one’s sin brings God’s help and guidance toward the goal of a more righteous life. Two ancient translations of verse 2 — “Happy is the one … in whose spirit there is no deceit” — read the final phrase differently than does the Hebrew text (and the NRSV). The Greek translation of Symmachus reads: “In whose mouth there is no deceit.” The Syriac reads: “In whose heart there is no deceit.” Deceit (rimah) is often said to be in the “mouths” of humans. Micah 6:12 and Psalm 120:2 describe deceit on the tongue, and there are numerous references to the related word (mirmah) being on the lips of those who are dishonest (Psalms 24:4; 35:20; 52:6; 109:2). In verse 3, we hear that an illness has descended upon the psalmist because of unconfessed sin. Because the person remained silent (about his or her sin, presumably), physical symptoms resulted, which included a wasting away of the body (literally “bones”), groaning (possibly due to pain), and, in verse 4, what sounds like shortness of breath. The closing verses describe God as one who rescues and saves. You could read the verse: “You guard my escape from trouble, you surround me.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Spit It Out. One ancient translation of verse 2 reads, “In whose mouth there is no deceit.” That person is described as happy. Think of all the things that taste really bad. Sour milk. Diet colas. Think of the times when you were a kid and you tried to sneak something off your plate and into a napkin (you probably still do that). Was it liver? Sometimes, what’s in your mouth has a texture that’s strange to you, perhaps gristle or fat, or oysters or octopus, escargot, and so on. Ever been right in the middle of a yawn and a fly buzzes right into your mouth? You spit it out. The psalmist is saying that the “spit-it-out” reflex is the right one when it comes to sin and transgression. They’re like flies in the mouth. Get rid of this stuff. Confess this behavior. Spit it out. You’ll feel so much better.

Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32
What Does the Text Say?
Although the parable of the lost sheep is told also in Matthew 18:12-14, the parable of the lost coin and the prodigal son are two of the many parables that occur only in Luke. Other exclusively Lukan parables are the good Samaritan (10:29-37), the inopportune friend at midnight (11:5-8), the rich fool (12:16-21), the unjust steward (16:1-13), the rich man and Lazarus (16:19-31) and the unjust judge (18:1-8). All of these share the theme of the inclusion of those who are thought to be beyond God’s concern, as well as the rejection of those who are overconfident of God’s favor toward them. All those who are thought to be worthy of the rejection by society are shown to be worthy of inclusion in Luke’s gospel.
In the story of the prodigal son, the father allows the younger son to take his inheritance early and do what he wishes with it. And, well, you know how well that works out for him.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Who Is This God? Jesus is criticized here for the types of people with whom he associated. Jesus is constantly urging his hearers not to be either impressed or repelled by the social status of others (14:1-24). Luke’s overarching message is that God seeks all people to be believers and that God welcomes all who come seeking salvation. Seemingly sinful or seemingly righteous, Jew or Gentile, God welcomes all. On this occasion, Jesus tells three parables in response to this now familiar criticism: the parable of the lost sheep (15:4-7), the parable of the lost coin (15:8-10) and the parable of the prodigal son (15:11-32). All these stories share in common the theme of God’s seeking to save the lost, even those for whom others would have sensibly given up hope. For instance, a herdsman might consider one sheep out of a hundred to be an acceptable loss in a herd that size. Chalk up the sheep’s disappearance to predators and move on. Some women would not turn over a whole house just to find a lost coin, much less summon the neighbors to celebrate its discovery. But this is God being characterized, and like the father of the prodigal, God considers each recovered lost soul to be as precious as a beloved child whose loss is beyond compensation. So let us not be surprised that God loves us, each of us, and will move heaven and Earth, even send a Savior, to reach us and help us.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

On July 4, 1776, John Adams joined others from the Continental Congress in adopting the Declaration of Independence. Among other things, that document proclaimed the British monarch unfit to rule a free people. It excoriated the king for his “repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. … He has plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people.”
King George III, for his part, responded by proclaiming the rebellious colonists to be traitors. There was no love lost, in other words, between the two men.
Who could have imagined the scene that would unfold nearly a decade later, on June 1, 1785? On that day, King George formally received John Adams as Minister Plenipotentiary — as ambassador — of the fledgling nation that had dealt his kingdom a bitter and embarrassing defeat.
Once it would have been suicide for Adams to even set foot on British soil. But later, as ambassador, Adams could show up in the very presence of King George, knowing he would be not only safe, but welcomed with royal pomp and pageantry.
That’s because, as ambassador, he could expect to be treated not as a private individual, but as the official representative of his country.

##

On May 16, 2017, on a sidewalk outside the Turkish Embassy in Washington, D.C., 24 Turkish bodyguards attacked a group of pro-Kurdish protestors, beating some of them severely. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdòğan was visiting Washington at the time, for talks with President Donald Trump. He watched the confrontation from a distance.
It became an international incident. Outraged members of Congress called for the arrest of the Turkish security guards, who had ventured beyond the walls of the embassy in order to attack the protestors, whose right to free speech was protected by U.S. law. On June 6, the House of Representatives unanimously passed a resolution calling for the arrest and prosecution of all the Turks who had attacked the protestors. A few days later, two of the men were booked for assault, and arrest warrants issued for others.
The following March, after tense and very lengthy negotiations, all charges were dropped, just days before high-level meetings between Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and President Erdòğan.
At issue, of course, was the nature of the embassy itself, particularly where the boundary lies between Turkish and American administration.
Clearly, the assaults took place on American soil. But the State Department, eager to mend fences with a NATO ally, convinced law-enforcement authorities to exercise forbearance and end the prosecutions.

##

Some of Washington’s foreign embassies are all but closed to visitors, but others freely welcome American citizens to events that highlight their nation’s culture.
In a single year, the Swedish Embassy “hosted 95 events, including 11 concerts, 17 movie nights and 28 seminars on various topics, in addition to ongoing art exhibits and weekly family days.”
“Sultry tango music is the soundtrack” at the Argentine Embassy, which “draws crowds for free concerts featuring tango orchestras … as well as lessons for those who want to learn.”
“The French Embassy [is] best known for regular, free screenings of French films … concerts, wine tastings and … packed World Cup viewing parties that ended in a champagne-drenched celebration. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the embassy, though, is Le Café Descartes, a cafeteria and restaurant … run by Mark Courseille, a native of Bordeaux who served as pastry chef at Citronelle and Et Voila! The most popular order, says general manager Max Jacquet, is the three-course, $30 menu du jour, which might include butternut squash soup and sauteed sea scallops.”
The Embassy of Haiti — one of the smallest — is known as one of the most welcoming. “‘Come to the embassy and have a rum sour, Haitian-style, on us,’ says [Ambassador] Paul G. Altidor.” This embassy boasts a very personal touch: “If you come to the cooking class, I’m there with you as a student in the class. I could be the one giving you the tour of the embassy and explaining the artwork,” says the Ambassador.
—Fritz Hahn, “Hidden inside Washington’s embassies: A world of fun (and free) stuff to do,” The Washington Post, November 29, 2018.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/goingoutguide/hidden-inside-washingtons-embassies-a-world-of-fun-and-free-stuff-to-do/2018/11/28/df303ff6-ef3a-11e8-96d4-0d23f2aaad09_story.html.

##

The emperor of China sent ambassadors to a hermit living in the northern mountains. They were to invite him to become prime minister of the kingdom.
After many days of travel, the ambassadors arrived. The hermitage was empty! But nearby in the middle of a river was a half-naked man, seated on a rock, fishing with a line. Could this be the man the emperor thought so highly of? Enquires at the village proved it was. So, they returned to the riverbank and, as respectfully as they could, attempted to attract the fisherman’s attention.
The hermit waded through the river and stood before the messengers barefoot, arms akimbo.
“What is it you want?”
“Honoured sir, His Majesty the Emperor of China, having heard of your wisdom and your holiness has sent us with these gifts. He invites you to accept the post of prime minister of the realm.”
“Prime minister of the realm?”
“Yes, respected sir.”
“Me?”
“Yes, respected sir.”
“Is His Majesty out of his mind?” said the hermit as he roared with uncontrollable laughter to the discomfiture of the ambassadors.
When he was able to control himself, the hermit said, “Tell me — is it true that mounted over the main altar of the emperor’s chapel is a stuffed turtle whose shell is encrusted with sparkling diamonds?”
“It is, venerable sir.”
“And is it true that once a day the emperor and his household gather to do homage to this diamond-decorated turtle?”
“It is, sir.”
“Now take this turtle here, wagging his tail in the muck. Do you think this little fellow would change places with the turtle in the palace?”
“No, he would not.”
“Then go tell the emperor that neither would I. For no one can be alive on a pedestal.”
—Anthony De Mello, The Song of the Bird (Crown, 2016), 126-127.

##

Benjamin Franklin, tactless in his youth, became so diplomatic, so adroit at handling people, that he was made American Ambassador to France. The secret of his success? “I will speak ill of no man,” he said, “and speak all the good I know of everybody.”
Any fool can criticize, condemn and complain — and most fools do.
But it takes character and self-control to be understanding and forgiving.
“A great man shows his greatness,” said [Thomas] Carlyle, “by the way he treats little men.”
—Dale Carnegie, How to Win Friends and Influence People (Simon & Schuster, 2011).

##

The world has never before seen a ministry of reconciliation; it has never before heard a message of reconciliation. No wonder the Corinthians found Paul’s work hard to fathom. It didn’t fit any preconceived ideas they may have had. He was behaving like someone who lived in a whole new world.
This new world has a new king, and the king has ambassadors. Paul is not offering a new philosophy, though his message makes robust philosophical sense in its own way. 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 all the world with a message from its newly enthroned sovereign, a message inviting anyone and everyone to be reconciled to the God who made them, loves them, and has provided the means of reconciliation for them to come back to know and love him in return.
—N.T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: 2 Corinthians (London: SPCK, 2004), 65-66.

##

Another kind of reconciliation … needs to take place: reconciliation with the church. Many congregations are full of refugees from other congregations or denominations, people who have been injured or excluded by other Christian communities. They long to reconnect with God, but they are wary and defensive of the institutional church. During a new-members meeting, when I asked a young woman what she was looking for in a church, she replied, “A place where I won’t feel invisible.” Another man described being kicked out of a youth group after he was arrested for underage drinking. “I was looking for forgiveness, but all I got was judgment.” Before some people can be reconciled to God, they must first be reconciled with the church. For this to happen, the church and her leaders must name and confess the ways we have failed to be true ambassadors for Christ, or else we are guilty of putting obstacles in the way of sinners.
—Shawnthea Monroe-Mueller, in D. L. Bartlett & B. B. Taylor (Eds.), Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary: Year B, Vol. 2 (Westminster John Knox, 2008), 16–17.

##

COMMENTARY 
2 Corinthians 5:16-21
This text is part of a larger discussion by Paul on reconciliation between God and humans. In verses 14 and 15 immediately preceding this passage, Paul describes Christ’s death and some initial implications of this death. This discussion of implications, then, continues into verse 16, where the lectionary text begins. Verse 16 opens with a statement about knowledge of Christ. Throughout this section, Paul speaks using the first-person plural, “we,” in order to locate both himself and his audience in the same situation. This situation is that the means of knowing Christ have changed. While the NRSV’s translation “from a human point of view” (for kata sarkw) is understandable, a more literal translation, “according to the flesh,” may help to preserve a measure of the ambiguity that is present in the Greek. Is “according to the flesh” modifying “Christ” or “knew”? If it goes with the former, Paul could be highlighting the difference between knowing Christ in a pre-resurrection rather that post-resurrection state. If it goes with the latter, it would serve to emphasize a change in viewpoint and the method of acquiring knowledge. Given that Paul is writing to Christians in Corinth, who would likely never encounter the human Jesus, it is preferable to read “according to the flesh” as a modifier of “knew,” which serves to indicate a change in Paul and his audience’s perspective.
Verse 17 continues as an explanation of the implications of Paul’s discussion in verses 14 and 15. Just as a new covenant has been introduced (2 Corinthians 3:6), so too is everything being swept up into a new state of being. The language here may reflect a subtle allusion to Isaiah 43:19, which also promises newness. The use of the perfect tense here (“has become,” gegonen) may be telling. This tense is often used in Greek to describe an action that has been performed in the past, but which continues to have implications in the author’s present time. Thus, Paul may be highlighting the ongoing significance of Christ’s death. Although that action occurred in the past, the consequences of that action are felt even into the time at which he is writing this letter to the Corinthians. His exclamation “see!” suggests an excited sense of eagerness.
In verse 18, Paul introduces the key point of this passage: reconciliation. Paul begins here by painting a picture of reconciliation as the work of God. In the first part of the verse, Paul suggests that God is the first one to take the step toward reconciling humanity with God. However, as becomes clear by the second part of the verse, reconciliation is not the work of God alone, but rather, it must be shared with humanity as Christ provides humans with “the ministry of reconciliation.” Although Christ is the giver of this ministry, there is a subtle shift here at verse 18 from a more Christ-centered view that has been the perspective of verses 14-17 to a more God-centered view. Paul’s discussion of reconciliation here may pave the way for a similar discussion in Romans 5:10-11, in which Paul highlights reconciliation as something of a gift received from God. The emphasis on reconciliation may be a distinctly Pauline one as the words for “reconcile” (katallassw) and “reconciliation” (katallagh) only appear in Pauline writings.
Not unlike verse 18, verse 19 restates God’s reconciling action in Christ. However, there is a subtle shift of nuance here with the change in verb tenses. Whereas in verse 18 Paul writes that God “reconciled” (katallaxantoV, aorist tense) us, in verse 19 Paul writes that God “was reconciling” (hn … katallasswn, imperfect and present tense) the world. Though it is subtle, a slight difference in meaning may be detected. In verse 18, reconciliation may be envisioned as a distinct, punctiliar event. However, in verse 19, reconciliation may be understood as an ongoing process. Given that the only way of making this distinction is through the use of verb tenses, it is best not to push the difference too far. Nonetheless, it is worth suggesting that perhaps Paul was able to view reconciliation in both a punctiliar and a durative way.
In verse 20, Paul comes to the imperative of this passage: “be reconciled to God.” As is often the case for Paul, his imperative relies on what has already been said to be the case. In the first part of the verse, Paul makes the claim that “we are ambassadors for Christ.” Not unlike today, ambassadors in antiquity were commissioned with the solemn duty to represent, speak for, and make decisions on behalf of the person (usually of higher status) who sent them. The ambassador was imbued with the authority of the sender. Thus, for Paul to make a claim for ambassadorship for Christ suggests an immensely important role. Paul is, more or less, claiming that he and others included in the “we” are given the power to speak for Christ himself. It is in this role as ambassador, then, that Paul issues his exhortation to be reconciled to God. However, it is not clear who this exhortation is directed at — Corinthian believers or any (believing or unbelieving) audience. While the exact audience may not be entirely clear, it would seem odd for Paul to limit the work of reconciliation to the Corinthians alone, and thus, it may not be contrary to Paul’s intention to read this as an imperative for any audience.
Verse 21 provides a weighty theological conclusion to this passage. The notion of something sinless being made to bear sin may evoke sin offering imagery from the Old Testament, though Paul does not make such an allusion explicit. Paul similarly leaves implicit the seriousness of the claim that he is making. Though he does not precisely equate Christ and God in 5:19, the relationship is clearly a close one. Thus, for Paul to make the explicit claim that he “who knew no sin” (i.e., Christ) became sin is, essentially, to make the claim that God became sin. Such, then, is the work of reconciliation. In this verse, it becomes clear that reconciliation for Paul is not simply a gift to give away but is an act that requires the deepest involvement on the part of God for the sake of humanity.

CHILDREN’S SERMON 2 Corinthians 5:16-21
Hold up an e-mail, a letter and a telephone, and ask the children to tell you what these things have in common. They are all ways that people send messages to one another. Then point to a child and announce that this is the BEST way to send a message — to send a person. Tell them that the apostle Paul calls us “ambassadors for Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:20), which means that we are the people that God sends as the official messengers of Jesus. God wants us to represent Jesus in the world and tell people about what he has done. Then ask the children if an ambassador should be a friend or an enemy of the person who does the sending. A friend, of course! That’s why Paul says that we are to be “reconciled to God” — to be in a good relationship with God. Let them know that they can all be very special ambassadors of Christ, if they do their best to remain friends with God.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: God is waiting for us
People: With a tender heart and a searching question.
Leader: God is ready for us
People: With truth and wisdom from a deep well.
Leader: God is blessing us
People: With springs of living water.
Leader: God is sending us
People: To sing, pray and witness every day.
Leader: God is here …
People: Let the conversation begin.

Prayers — General 
You are never weary, O Lord, of doing us good. Let us never be weary of serving you. But as you have pleasure in the prosperity of your servants, so let us take pleasure in the service of our Lord, and abound in your work, and in your love and praise evermore. O fill up all that is wanting, reform whatever is amiss in us, perfect what concerns us, let the witness of our pardoning love ever abide in all our hearts.
—John Wesley (1703-1791)

Benedictions — General 
As we depart from this service, go with us, Lord,
As we go out of the church and into the crowd,
As we leave the cross on the altar to inform others of the Christ who died thereon,
As we leave our candles of light to go forth with the truth of the Light of the World,
As we leave the stained-glass windows and go forth to allow the light of Christ to shine through us,
As we get away from our walls of stone to go forth to break down walls of prejudice,
As we get out of the house of God and into the houses of all.
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Christ for the World We Sing
All Who Love and Serve Your City
Go Forth for God
Worship and Praise* 
Send Me (McClarney)
For the Sake of the World (Johnson, Riddle, Taylor)
I’m Your Servant (Ulugia)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourth Sunday in Lent, Cycle C
Joshua 5:9-12
Psalm 32
2 Corinthians 5:16-21
Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32
