
  © 2010 David Manduka

The Sinless made sin for us (2 Corinthians 5:21)
Reading: Isaiah 53:1-12; Hebrews 7:23-28

In the context of this verse Paul is discussing God’s work of reconciliation. The word, and its related words,
have the basic sense of “change”. In reconciliation God is working a fundamental change. In all references in the
NT it is always God who reconciles and man who is reconciled. There is both a broad sense of reconciliation and a
narrower sense. The former is not the same as salvation.  The latter is part of the believer’s salvation.

It may be helpful in our understanding of the biblical usage of “reconcile” to consider our financial use of the
term, i.e., to check (a financial account) against another for accuracy or to bring those accounts into agreement is
referred to as reconciling those accounts. The goal is to achieve agreement. Any difference must be properly
corrected.

I. God’s reconciliation of us required dealing with the offense.
1. The offense is what the Bible would typically call “sin”.  

Sin, though variously described in the Bible, is essentially our rebellion against God.  Cf. Isaiah 53:6. We
should not minimize our sins, though that is typical in our society. Remember that it was just eating one bite of
fruit that brought death upon the whole human race, because that one bite was an act of rebellion against God.
So also is every sin in our own lives.

Sin is more than the act. It involves guilt, shame, and a penalty. All of us have sinned and we are all guilty
before God.  Cf. Romans 3:23, 19. With sin also comes shame, even for believers. Cf. 1 John 2:28. Most grave
is the penalty that sin brings, which is death. Cf. Romans 6:23. When we go our own way, no matter how small
that rebellion, we rightly earn the penalty of death.
2. This offense of sin was dealt with by God by the provision of a substitute.

Naturally we could deal with the offense ourselves by being eternally separated from God and enduring
eternal punishment. None of us would desire to pay the offense ourselves.

A substitute would himself have to be sinless to pay the penalty for someone else. Jesus Christ, who
offered Himself in our place, was Himself sinless.  He had no guilt of His own nor penalty He had to pay. Cf.
Hebrews 7:23-28. As a substitute Jesus was not made a sinner, but was made sin on our behalf. Jesus took
upon himself all that sin involved: the guilt, the shame and the penalty. He did not become a sinner because He
did not rebel against God.  Rather in his dying He showed perfect obedience to God. Cf. Philippians 2:7. Our
sins were placed on Him. Cf. Isaiah 53:6; 1 Peter 2:24.

We should never become complacent about the willingness of the Son of God to take our place. We were
the “ungodly” for whom Christ died, not deserving a substitute, but desperately needing one. Cf.  Romans
5:6-8.

II. Reconciliation seeks for the sinner a right relationship with God.
1. Only the righteous can stand before a righteous God. 

If we are not “in the right” with God, then our response before a holy God can only be one like Isaiah’s,
who cried, “Woe is me, for I am ruined.”  Cf. Isaiah 6:1-5. Christ’s sacrifice had as its purpose to bring us into
a right or righteous relationship with God.
2. But more than becoming righteous, in Christ a person may be made “the righteousness of God.”

This is different than being made righteous.  We are not yet fully righteous, but still sin. Only when we see
Jesus will be become like Him. Cf. 1 John 3:2.

Even though we yet sin, in some sense we actually share in the righteousness that characterizes God
himself.  By being in Christ God sees the righteous character of Christ, His righteousness, and does not count
our sin against us.  

This allows us even now access to God the Father by the Spirit in Christ. Cf. Ephesians 2:18. Our
sinfulness no longer need separate us from God. We do not need to cry out, “woe is me”. By being in Christ,
we have become the righteousness of God and can safely enter His presence.
3. Becoming the righteousness of God in Christ is expressed as a purpose, not as a result of the

substitutionary act of Christ.
It is necessary that the work of Christ be applied to a person by the work of the Spirit. This is logical in

that Christ died as a substitute 2,000 years ago. It is expressly Biblical since believers are described as having
been separated and alienated from God before coming to Christ. Cf. Ephesians 2:12-13; Colossians 1:21-23.
Even the child of God, who now is in Christ, had to first be drawn by the Spirit and then be given new life.

It is furthermore necessary for the work of Christ to be received in faith by that person. As much as it is a
work of God, man is held responsible to respond in faith to the message of reconciliation. Cf. John 1:12;
Romans 10:9; Ephesians 2:8,9.  For this reason also we have been giving the ministry of reconciliation, calling
upon people to be reconciled to God.

The cross – the death of Christ – was for us. Apart from Christ we stand guilty before God.  Our sins create a
debt which we cannot pay.  They require external separation from God and eternal damnation. But Christ, who
Himself was sinless, was made sin for us.

When we receive that by faith, God by His Spirit gives us new life.  He applies that which Christ did to us.  We
are placed in Christ.  His righteousness is now considered to our credit. 


