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Compelled by the love of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:11-15)

It is important to keep the context in mind as we seek to understand these verses. “Since, then” points to the
immediately preceding verses and Paul also makes brief mention of things which are touched upon in at least 4
chapters. In the face of challenge and accusation Paul pointed to his sincere presentation of the truth and the work
of God in the lives of the Corinthians themselves as sufficient commendation.  But those afflictions brought to
mind the temporal nature of our bodies. By death or by rapture Paul would one day see the Lord, an event to which
He looked forward. He also knew that every believer would give account to the Lord, before the judgment seat of
Christ, to receive what is due for the things done in this life whether good or worthless.

Have you ever wondered what the standard will be?  What will make some things “quality work” and other
things worthless? As Paul explains this motivation for ministry we can infer two standards by which Christ will
judge our works on that day.

I. The first standard: speaking the truth sincerely.
1. The connection to the judgment seat of Christ is seen in the first phrase: “Therefore, knowing the fear of the

Lord.”  Fear is not terror that drives away. Never-the-less there is a “reverent awe” as we recognize that we
will stand before Christ as our Judge.

2. The standard of speaking the truth sincerely is seen in that which follows. The first clauses put emphasis
upon and contrast men and God: lit., “men we persuade, but to God we are made manifest.”  While speaking
to men, Paul is fully aware that God knows him thoroughly.  Paul is probably speaking of his efforts to
persuade people of the truth, whether it be the gospel among unbelievers or aspects of the truth including his
own character among believers. This latter point is the sense in his wish that what he is would be plain to
their conscience. Paul was concerned that his proponents had a truthful answer to those who opposed him
and considered only superficial things.

3. But for Paul truth was important for truth’s sake and for the sake of others, not for supporting his reputation
(5:12).  His Corinthian supporters should be certain of the truth for their own sake and to have something to
answer to his opponents if needed. 

Paul desired to present every person perfect in Christ (Col. 1:28).  The truth had to be spoken sincerely, for this
to happen. Speaking the truth sincerely should be a concern for every one of us. No matter how good “success”
may look now, if it is built on untruthfulness, then it will not stand the test of fire which Jesus Christ will give it.

II. The second standard: serving Christ selflessly
1. The thought of selfless service is introduced by what might have been accusations against Paul (5:13).  Paul

might have been accused of being fanatical because of the danger and hardships he chose regularly to face.
But to Paul this was all for God and between him and God.  Being in his right mind or “sober-minded”,
though a good thing, might also have referred to the charges that he was not eloquent. But Paul chose such
simplicity for the sake of the Corinthians.  His presentation was “sober”, so that their faith would rest not on
man’s wisdom but on God’s power (1 Cor 2:1-5).  When we take these two extremes together, we find that
Paul acted for others – for God and for the Corinthians.  Nothing was self-serving. 

2. The principle of selfless service to Christ is a logical conclusion to the work of Christ (5:14-15).
There are primarily two ways of theologically understanding “all” in these verses: (1) all who would

eventually be saved, i.e., Christ died in the place of the “elect” to save them, or, (2) all mankind, i.e., Christ
died in the place of all to make all savable so that those He called and who believed would be saved. This
represents a theological debate which we will not resolve here.  Never-the-less I would challenge everyone
to submit their thinking to Scripture rather than to a theological system or supposed logic.

Whatever position one takes on this issue, there are two clearly defined boundaries that are common to
both positions. (1) Without the death of Christ, none would be saved. (2) Despite the death of Christ, not
everyone will be saved, but only those whom God calls and who respond in faith to the Gospel. Neither does
this debate detract from Paul’s purpose in these two verses which is seen in the next two points.

3. The work of Christ applied to a person means a changed direction for life: “that those who live should no
longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.” This is a fundamental
change of direction in life from our natural tendency to live for ourselves to a God-given desire and ability
to live for Christ instead. This was probably in Paul’s thinking with regard to the judgment seat of Christ. He
wanted to present works pleasing to Christ.  well. 

4. In the work of Christ we see a motivation and enablement to live in selfless service for Christ.  “Compel”
(NIV) represents a word with the idea of restraint. Christ’s love had hemmed Paul in and left him with no
other options. He had only one direction he could go, because all others were closed off to him. Christ’s
death in our place on the cross should leave us with no other option but to serve Him selflessly. The
magnitude of that love is seen in the greatness of the contrast between our sin and His holiness and the
closeness of fellowship between the Son and the Father.

This love which constrained Paul should constrain us as well.  It should hem us in and leave us no other option
than to stop serving ourselves and to live to serve him who died for us and was raised again.  Because of His love,
we can serve Him.  Because of His love, we should want to serve Him. Serving to please Him will largely
determine how our works survive.  Only that which is done for him who died for us and was raised again will last.


