
Page #1 

      

 

FROM THE PULPIT 
 North Shore Congregational Church

 

“The Ministry of Reconciliation” 
Rev. Dr. Martin W. Hall – Preaching 

2 Corinthians 5: 11-21 

March 12, 2017 

 
There’s a story of two shop-owners who existed right across the street from one another.  It is an 

understatement to say they were bitter rivals.  Whenever one did something, the other did 

something else to top it – they were embattled every day of their existence.  When one put up a 

new banner, the other replaced their store sign.  When one upped the ante by putting in new 

windows, the other set up an entire outdoor display in front of their shop.  This went on and on 

for years between these two shop owners.  The odd thing, however, was that the two weren’t 

even competitors, at least in the commercial sense.  One was a pet store, while the other sold 

hardware.  Their battle wasn’t over market share or prices, their constant one-upmanship wasn’t 

to enhance their own businesses.  No, their warfare was because of an argument the two had over 

a parking spot some fifteen years before. 

 

The story, however, is that an Angel of God appeared to one of the shop-owners with a promise.  

‘Beloved child of God,’ the angel declared, ‘I have been instructed by the Lord to grant you one 

wish.  No matter how extravagant your wish may be, you will receive it.  However,’ the angel 

continued, ‘whatever you receive, the other shop-owner will receive two-fold.’  The man paused 

and thought for a while, and, suddenly struck by his own brilliance, the man joyfully replied, 

‘Lord, I pray that you strike blind in one eye.’ 

 

The ‘ministry of reconciliation.’  It’s a concept that comes up here, in Paul’s second letter to the 

Corinthians, that has always grabbed my attention.  Reconciliation is a word often used in 

theological concepts, but biblically, it is really the property of Paul.  Reconciliation is not a word 

that is a significant part of the Old Testament and it is not in the Gospels.  Reconciliation, which 

is intended by Paul to mean the restoration of community or the restoration of fellowship with 

another, is a term that comes pretty much exclusively from the Pauline letters – and in many 

ways the concept climaxes right here in 2 Corinthians as Paul proclaims the ministry of 

reconciliation.  For me, then, to understand Paul’s very concept of the ministry of reconciliation, 

we have to understand the context of the Corinthian church – one in which so much of what Paul 

was trying to preach was being forgotten and lost. 
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So, I want to start by reviewing the circumstance of the church to which Paul is writing.  The 

church in Corinth at the time of this letter, stated succinctly, is a mess.  First and foremost, it is 

clear in Paul’s writings that the people of the church have strayed in their own lives.  Corinth, as 

a city, stood at the crossroads of major trading routes in the first century.  Half way between 

Athens and Sparta, and right on the northern coast of the Peloponnesus peninsula that stood in 

the Mediterranean Sea between Rome and places such as Jerusalem and Egypt – Corinth was a 

hotbed of activity and trade in the first century.  Because of that, however, as was the case for 

many of the cities that served as such trade centers, life in the city, when it came to the question 

of morality, left much to be desired.  Life for the people of Corinth included a number of things 

that could be classified as being of a ‘lude and lascivious’ nature.  And, what we see in Paul’s 

letters to the Corinthian church is that unfortunately (albeit not necessarily surprisingly), this 

nature of immoral activity had made its way into the church.  As we read the letters to the church 

in Corinth we hear of problems with divorce, relationships, sexual immorality, excessive 

indulgence, the list goes on.  So, in light of what he knows is happening in the Corinthian 

Church, much akin to our starting this Lenten journey with the concepts of remorse and 

repentance, Paul is calling these people to the carpet on their shortcomings in their personal 

lives. 

 

As he does that, however, he also reminds them that, “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation.” And, “that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 

against them.”  You see, it’s imperative to note here that, as Paul was demanding the turning of 

these people to a life more consistent with the mandate and example of Christ (remorse and 

repentance), he was also reminding them of the core of our faith – which he terms as 

reconciliation.  In the midst of his conviction of these people, Paul was reminding them that their 

sins are not counted against them and that, although they have strayed from God’s precepts in the 

manner in which they live, they are forgiven and reconciled (restored to community) with God 

through Christ.  Paul’s core message in this portion of his letter to the Church in Corinth, swept 

up in amoral indulgences, begins with the call to remorse and repentance because of the promise 

of reconciliation to God through the grace and love of Christ.  ‘Turn to God,’ Paul says, ‘because 

God has already turned to you!’ 

 

It’s a great message and a foundational piece of our faith – that we live in light of God’s grace, 

not in an attempt to earn it.  But, I think it is fascinating to note that Paul does not stop there.  

Unfortunately, the problems for the Corinthian church did not limit themselves to the arena of 

individual immorality.  The community of the church as a whole, the fellowship, was broken.  

The church of Corinth was battling, internally, over all sorts of things.   

 We read of stories of competing allegiances.  Some claim to be of Paul, others claim 

allegiance to Apollos – both sides are missing the point that they should be claiming their 

allegiance to Christ. 

 We hear stories of battles over women in the church.  The role they should serve, and 

even whether or not they should wear head coverings, are points of contention for the 

various groups within the church. 

 We even hear stories of how they have corrupted the Lord’s Supper.  In the early church 

the Lord’s Supper was not as we know it, it was a banquet, a celebration of the story 

shared through great food and drink.  But, even that banquet was destroyed.  The richer 

members, who arrived first, were eating their fill and drinking to the point of drunkenness 
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before the later, and less affluent, members of the church even arrived.  Thus, some 

would get drunk while others went hungry. 

 

Paul’s letters to the church in Corinth repeat this theme in which we see that the church was 

riddled with conflict and mistreatment between one person and another.  And, it’s in light of that 

circumstance that Paul’s proclamation of the reconciling nature of our faith did not stop at the 

statement that we are reconciled to God through Christ.  Paul, instead, makes forgiveness and 

reconciliation (the restoration of community) the very stance of our faith.  God “has committed 

to us the message of reconciliation.”  Paul says, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as 

though God were making his appeal through us.”  “God…gave us the ministry of reconciliation.”  

In other words, put plainly, Paul proclaims that the primary ministry of the church is the 

reconciliation of people to God, and to one another, through the power of grace, forgiveness and 

love. 

 

You see, for Paul, and throughout Scripture, forgiveness (which is the foundation for 

reconciliation) is two-fold.  At the core of our story of faith is the fact that we are forgiven and 

reconciled (restored to community) with God.  However, that same truth is carried forward 

through what Paul names as our ‘ministry of reconciliation.’  At the core of our history of faith is 

our reconciliation with God, but the core of the continued story of our faith is our proclamation 

of our reconciliation with God and our enacting of the ministry of reconciliation with one 

another.  Mark Hopper, in a commentary on this particular passage, put it in the words quoted as 

our Call to Meditation today: “Jesus took upon himself all that estranges us from God.  In doing 

so, he makes it possible for us to experience a new relationship with God based upon trust and 

love.  So transformative is this new relationship that we are now asked to become the visible 

expressions of this new reality to our world.”  Our completeness with God comes through the 

forgiving and reconciling work of Christ.  Our completeness in faith, however, comes when we 

become the very expression of that reconciling work in our lives with one another.   

 

Going back to the humorous story of the two shop-owners with which we started, the simple 

truth is that we can become so bitter and spiteful that times emerge in which we will welcome 

harm even to ourselves, so long as it insures that our enemy will be harmed as well.  Our story, 

and our faith, however, is precisely the opposite.  God gave the life of his Son that we might be 

forgiven and reconciled to God – and that very ministry of reconciliation has been passed on to 

us.  Our completeness with God comes through the forgiving and reconciling work of Christ.  

Our completeness in faith, however, comes when we become the very expression of that 

reconciling work in our lives with one another.   

 


